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            The Naughty One

          

          A Doctor’s Christmas Romance

        

      

    

    
      
        Young surgical resident Romy Sasse returns home to Washington State for the holidays to find her free-spirited mother has become engaged to the last person Romy would expect—multi-billionaire, Stuart Eames. As both of the families gather for Thanksgiving, Romy meets Stuart’s son, financier Gaius, and immediately takes a dislike to him. Her world is turned upside down, however, when she discovers Stuart’s other illegitimate son is none other than her new boss, surgical god, Blue Allende.

        Inspired by Blue’s expertise in the operating theater, Romy is grateful when he decides to mentor her though her last year as a surgical resident, and soon it becomes clear that their chemistry extends further than the hospital. At first, Romy resists temptation; she doesn’t want to be seen as the doctor who slept her way to the top. But soon, the attraction between them becomes undeniable.

        Marring her happiness, Romy finds that divisions with Blue’s family go deep. Gaius is psychotically jealous of his younger, illegitimate half-brother and will stop at nothing to ruin his career and his life. Having already made unreciprocated advances towards Romy, Gaius is outraged when Blue and Romy fall in love. As Christmas approaches and a severe ice storm hits Seattle, Gaius, with the help of anther malevolent force from Romy’s past, unleashes a campaign of terror which will not only test their skills in the operating theater, but risk their lives and their love as well …
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* * *

      
        Part One

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      

      Seattle

      

      Romy shoved her chestnut brown hair up into a ponytail as she jogged quickly along the hospital corridors. Damn Seattle traffic. She had been so organized right up until she’d hit the traffic accident on the Alaskan Way viaduct. Now she’d missed the first few minutes of rounds, and on the worst possible day. So not a good first impression to make. Still cursing herself, she hurried to catch up with her colleagues in the general surgery department.

      Rounding the corner at a fast clip, she heard his voice before she saw him, a deep, mellifluous tone which she knew made woman weak. She might never have met the man, but his voice was as legendary as his surgical skills. Oh yeah. And his body. People talked about that in the same breath as his medical accomplishments.

      He spoke again and she thrilled at the husky hint of an accent—Italian, maybe?—in it.

      “If the infection worsens we’ll consider a shunt, but in all likelihood, it will resolve rapidly since it was caught at the outset.”

      Romy blinked in surprise at the words. Blue Allende, he of the oh-so-sexy voice, was a superstar surgeon. Not even forty years old, he was at the top of his game, and also at the top of most hospital’s wish-lists. With the reputed looks of a movie star and the serious, brooding intelligence of someone a lot older, Blue Allende’s reputation preceded him. So why was he standing around with a motley crew of doctors, nurses, and interns, discussing something as mundane as a shunt?

      It gave her pause and jumpstarted her liking for the man who, apparently, wasn’t your average arrogant genius surgeon. But Romy was still late, and no doctor appreciated tardiness, particularly not one with such a packed schedule …

      Goddamn it.

      Stopping outside the door she saw a bunch of other residents and slipped in among them, hoping she wouldn’t be noticed and knowing she didn’t stand a prayer.

      Her friend Mac, an affable African American with a sweet face and a wicked sense of humor, grinned and nudged her. “Late for the rockstar, Sasse,” he hissed, “genius move.”

      Romy poked him with her elbow, rolling her eyes. “What did I miss?”

      Suddenly the crowd of doctors parted and she saw him where he’d been leaning over a sedated patient. Her breath caught in her throat as Blue Allende turned bright green eyes on her.

      All the usual hospital noises faded into the background as she was caught in that fiercely intelligent gaze.

      Jesus, Romy thought, this man doesn’t belong in an operating theater; he belongs on a cat walk or on the cover of Vogue.

      He was gorgeous. The bright green eyes were surrounded by thick, black eyelashes on a face carved from Italian marble. A shock of dark curls fell messily about his head … then she noticed his wide, sensual mouth set in a thin line.

      Ah, shit. She’d like to have seen that mouth in something other than a scowl.

      “Dr. Sasse, welcome.”

      That voice from up close. Wowwowwow. And … he knew her name? Romy prayed not to stutter. “Apologies for my tardiness, Dr. Allende; it won’t happen again.”

      Was that a hint of amusement that flashed in those devastatingly beautiful eyes, and maybe a slight hitching up of the mouth? No sooner had Romy thought she’d seen it than it was gone. He turned back to his patient and Romy was grateful he hadn’t shamed her in front of everyone else. One more point in his favor, bigtime.

      “Got away with it,” Mac muttered in her ear, and Romy sighed with relief.

      As they moved through rounds, she was impressed by Allende’s in-depth knowledge of his cases and the way he coaxed the residents to find answers to his questions, rather than merely lecturing. Even when they got a fact wrong, he didn’t sneer or bark at them. Furthermore, he treated patients like friends, addressing them with as much candor as compassion, taking his time rather than rushing right along.

      More than slightly blown away by the whole picture, Romy watched him carefully and was confused when she spotted him in an unguarded moment when the group was discussing a situation and he apparently thought no one was paying attention to him. Also not typical. Grandstanding surgeons believed the spotlight was always on them. In that brief second though, she saw something in his eyes that she recognized all too well.

      Pain. Sorrow.

      Romy was so distracted by the revelation that she didn’t realize the focus had shifted and everyone was staring at her. Suddenly feeling the heat of their stares, she swallowed hard, flushing. “I’m sorry, Dr. Allende, could you repeat the question?”

      The amused look was back, displacing sorrow. “I was asking if you could give me the ways we can use to diagnose ankylosing spondylitis?”

      Romy cleared her throat. “Of course.” She ran through the options and then concluded, “Of course, the disease is notoriously hard to diagnose, and once identified, it usually is a case of pain management. Opioids have little effect pain-wise, but we could try medical marijuana as a last resort.”

      “Hail Mary,” said the patient, a young man in his twenties, and they all laughed.

      “As a last resort, Billy.” Blue smiled and Romy’s entire body reacted to it. It lit up his handsome face and Romy could feel a beat pulsing between her legs. Stop it, she told herself, do not get a crush on your boss.

      

      After rounds, Blue asked to see her in his office. He motioned to the chair opposite his desk and Romy sat down, trembling with nervousness. Was she about to be bawled out for being late?

      “Don’t look so scared,” he said mildly, his tone neutral but somehow still warm. “It’s just an introduction. I didn’t get to meet you like the other residents.”

      From someone else that would have sounded passive aggressive. From him, it came across as oddly sincere.

      “I’m sorry for being late, Dr. Allende,” she apologized.

      “Happens to us all.”

      Before she could blink at that, he picked up a file and opened it.

      “Dr. Romy Sasse, age twenty-nine, graduated top of your class at Stamford, did your internship and part of your residency at Johns Hopkins … why transfer here for your last year? Johns Hopkins was very reluctant to let you go; we had to fight for you.”

      Old memories made her cold inside. “I had to come home to Seattle. Personal reasons. Also, my mother is getting married, rather unexpectedly.”

      “And she needs you to be here?”

      Romy hesitated. “No, it’s not that, but …”

      “But what?”

      Romy sighed. It was none of his business, but she owed him this much after being late. “My sisters, Juno and Artemis, asked me to come. I’m the middle sister, the peacemaker. They have some concerns about Mom’s fiancé.”

      “Really?” Blue looked interested, even though Romy couldn’t for the life of her figure out why. Or why she just kept talking.

      “It’s not that he’s a bad person, though I still haven’t officially met him yet. But he’s so entirely not what we thought Mom would go for …” Abruptly, she halted, catching herself in mid-ramble. “I’m sorry, you really don’t need to know this.”

      “No, please go on.”

      Romy frowned. “Well, then, you should know, my mom is a free spirit, a rainbow child, a hippie. Look at our names.”

      Blue smiled. “Okay, so Juno and Artemis, I get, but Romy?”

      “Short for Romulus. Yes, I know it’s technically a boy’s name but, you see, I was a twin. Fraternal. My brother, Remy—Remus—died when we were five years old.” God, the pain of it still haunted Romy. “Mom thought I was a boy too when she was pregnant, hence the name.”

      “So your name is actually Romulus?”

      She was grateful he didn’t press her for more details about Remy. “No, she managed to change it at the last moment on the birth certificate. Romy is my legal name.”

      “And you don’t like your future stepfather?”

      “I don’t know him.”

      Suddenly Blue grinned. “I think your mom and Stuart Eames will be just fine.”

      Romy gaped at him in astonishment. “How the hell …?”

      He laughed, and his face looked even more desperately handsome than ever. “Believe it or not, I wasn’t interrogating you without an actual purpose. You see, Romy Sasse, Stuart Eames is my father. So, technically, we’re about to be siblings. Welcome to the family, Romy.”

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Romy was still shell-shocked when she went to her mother’s house that evening. Part of it was admittedly from the additional time she’d spent giddily talking in Blue’s office—he’d insisted she call him that—and the rest was entirely due to his revelation.

      “Why didn’t you tell me Stuart was Blue Allende’s father?”

      Magda Sasse looked up from the cutting board and grinned at her middle daughter’s abrupt greeting. “Hello to you, too. Because, dear one, Blue said he didn’t want you to know right away. He wanted you to be on his service and thought you might not want to if you knew. Your reputation as a first-class doctor precedes you, honey, and I’m very proud.”

      Romy smiled and hugged her mother. “Thank you, Momma Bear. Anyway, Blue told me he will be with us for Thanksgiving?” Upon hearing that, she’d been hard-pressed to keep it together in the surgeon’s office. Blue in her home, having dinner with her family … why was that weirdly hot?

      “Will it be awkward?” her mother asked in concern.

      Romy hoisted herself up onto the kitchen counter and stole a piece of bell pepper Magda was slicing for salad. “I don’t think so. Well, at least I hope not. He’s a pretty even-tempered guy.”

      Magda smiled. “You like him?”

      God, yes. He’s the sexiest man I’ve ever met.

      “Yeah, he’s nice.”

      Nice was an understatement.

      “He’s an incredible surgeon. Watching him is like watching a maestro at work.”

      “Speaking of maestros.” Magda often changed the direction of conversations on a whim, so Romy wasn’t fazed. “Your sister has a new job. She’s going to work for Livia’s foundation as a lecturer.”

      Romy’s eyebrows shot up. “She is? Juno’s moving out?”

      Her youngest sister, Juno, was the sister who most resembled their free-spirited mother. Tall and willowy, with a shock of messy blonde hair, and a confirmed tomboy, Juno Sasse had made music her first love and passion from a young age. She was the cherished baby of the family and Romy had half-suspected she’d never leave.

      “She is,” Magda confirmed, a touch of melancholy in her voice. Eternally supportive of her daughters though she was, Romy knew her mother would struggle with empty nest syndrome. “Although I’m trying desperately not to think about that day. She’s starting in the New Year, so at least we’ll have Christmas as a family.”

      “With Stuart’s family too?”

      Magda shot her a nervous look. “Well, yes. If that’s okay with you and Arti.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” Romy asked.

      Magda sighed. “There is some, how can I put it, some unpleasantness with Stuart’s wife. Hopefully soon to be ex-wife, if she ever signs the damn papers. She keeps harassing Stuart, usually through her son.”

      Romy raised an eyebrow, not liking the sound of that. “What’s the son’s name again?”

      “Gaius. I’ve only met him once, but he seems friendly enough. Hasn’t Blue ever mentioned him?”

      “We’re careful to keep family stuff away from work, and I don’t actually socialize with Blue Allende, remember? We’d never even met until today. He might be my brother soon, but he’s still in a league of his own.” Romy grinned as Magda rolled her eyes.

      “You mean you don’t socialize at all. Romy, you’re beautiful, you’re young … don’t let what happened in New York stop you from living your life.”

      Romy grimaced, feeling the familiar cold feeling at the memories. “Mom … Dacre doesn’t know I’m back home, and if he finds out, he’ll come here and … God, I don’t want to imagine.”

      Her mother looked down at her hands as they continued to move swiftly, her knife skills in the kitchen as good as any surgeon’s were in an operating theater. “I hate that you were with him. You’re too young to have gone through a divorce or anything else he did to you.”

      Romy marshalled her emotions, reminding herself that those days were long past. She was safe now, however much Dacre Mortimer was an animal. Her leg still hurt from where he’d stamped on it and broken it the previous year at the same time that he’d almost beaten her to death.

      “Look, at least I learned a lesson,” Romy said to her mother now. “Don’t go on first impressions. Dacre was Mr. Charm until he wasn’t.”

      “Was that a dig at me?” Magda didn’t sound upset, just sad. “Because I know Stuart and I haven’t known each other that long.”

      Romy hopped down to kiss her mother’s cheek and gave her a warm hug.

      “Mom, no, it wasn’t a dig at you, more one at myself.”

      Magda smiled in relief. “Romy, I have never felt like this. Not even with your father,” she added apologetically.

      “I figured, with Dad.” Romy nodded, unsurprised.

      Romy’s father, a professor of Magda’s back in the day, had never been present much in his daughters’ lives. He supported them financially, but soon after Juno had been born, he and Magda had quietly and amicably divorced and James Sasse had remarried and moved to London. Being a single mother didn’t faze Magda and she’d somehow kept her girls clothed and fed as they grew, bringing them all up to be independent young people who never depended on someone else.

      The loss of Remy, Romy’s brother, had shattered them all, but the four women were as close now as they had ever been. Artemis, Magda’s eldest, had followed her father into the teaching profession and now taught physics at the University of Washington. Romy had headed for medical school as soon as she graduated from Harvard, and Juno was a musical prodigy. The one thing James had provided was money for their education, and Magda was grateful for that, she often told Romy.

      Magda had been brought up in a hippie commune and she’d carried those values her whole life, finally having reached a point in her life where she could sculpt for a living.

      Which was why Romy and her sisters had been astounded to hear that Magda was about to marry a multi-billionaire. Stuart Eames had made his fortune in tech and had such a large share of the tech market that no one could compete. Romy was looking forward to meeting the billionaire who had captured her mother’s laidback heart.

      A random thought occurred to her as she reached for the salad bowl and started to assemble the various ingredients her mother had diced. “How come Blue has a different last name?”

      Magda drained the pot of rice she was cooking. “He’s Stuart’s son from an affair.”

      Romy’s eyebrows shot up.

      “I think his mother was Italian,” Magda went on, confirming at least that suspicion, though Romy was far more interested in the other revelation.

      “So … Stuart had an affair?”

      Magda gave her a warning look. “Darling, if you had ever met his wife, you wouldn’t blame him.”

      Though Magda was far from conservative, she was fiercely loyal and it was an unusual stance for her to take. Nevertheless, Romy decided to let it go, at least until she’d had a chance to cross-examine Eames and ensure that he wasn’t about to cheat on her mother. Because if he did, she and her sisters would have plenty to say.

      “Mom,” she said, suddenly noticing how much food her mother was preparing, “you realize there’s only four of us, right?”

      “Five,” Magda flushed bright red and ducked her head. “Stuart’s joining us.”

      “Oh, getting in an introduction under the wire, huh?” Romy grinned. “I guess I should help you with the rest of dinner, then …”

      

      Stuart Eames had the same bright green eyes as his son, but his hair was close cropped and white. He had an easy smile that Romy liked, and a friendly manner which made the party all feel at ease. He greeted them all with utmost respect. “It’s so good to finally meet you. Magda is so proud of you all.”

      Juno, curling herself into a chair, grinned at him. “I assure you, we don’t deserve it.”

      Artemis, her blonde hair falling gracefully to her shoulders, shot her younger sister a warning look. “Don’t tease, Juno.”

      Stuart laughed. “No, don’t stop teasing. Blue and I are always busting each other’s chops. It’s what families are supposed to do. Speaking of which, do you mind if I just have a quiet word with your mom about something? I swear it’ll take no more than five minutes.”

      “Sure thing.”

      Left alone, the sisters looked at one another.

      “He’s cute,” Juno decided, and Artemis chuckled.

      “Can you call a sixty-year-old cute?” Artemis smoothed her skirt down over her long legs, crossing them elegantly.

      Romy sighed. Of all the Sasse sisters, she was the odd one out, dark-haired, dark eyed, and small in stature, if not in figure. Where her sisters were all long limbs and athletic, Romy was curvy, full-breasted, and petite. She still worked out as much as her siblings, but her figure was always going to be soft instead of athletic like them. Juno and Artemis took after their mother; Romy didn’t know where she’d gotten her curves from. She barely remembered what her father looked like. Oh, she knew people considered her beautiful, but she never played it up. Slightly myopic from a young age, she wore glasses instead of contacts, and stuffed her long, thick chestnut hair up into a messy bun more often than not.

      Juno poked her with a foot now. “Will you be coming to our traditional Thanksgiving run this year?”

      Giving her sister a cheesy smile, Romy said, “Sadly, I’ll be working.”

      “Roms!”

      “Sorry,” Romy sang in a not-so-at-all voice. She loathed running, unless it was towards something. Like pizza.

      Juno sulked while Artemis grinned at Romy. “Nice work, Romy. And what with my broken ankle …”

      “What broken ankle?” Juno shot her eldest sister a confused look.

      “The one I’ll mysteriously acquire on Thanksgiving.” Artemis laughed and high-fived Romy.

      “Don’t blame me when the pair of you get old and fat.” Juno sighed dramatically, then, lowering her voice, she nodded towards the kitchen where Stuart and their mother talking. “What do you think?”

      “Too early to say.”

      “He looks like Blue a little. Same eyes.”

      Juno grinned. “You got a little crush, Romulus?”

      Romy threw a pillow at her. “None of your business, quisling.”

      Dinner was a fun affair, and Romy decided she liked Stuart very much. He was charming, intelligent, and seemed to adore her mother. Romy noticed, however, that Artemis was a little quieter than normal and when she questioned her sister afterward, Artemis shrugged.

      “I’m just reserving judgement is all, Romy. We don’t know him that well yet.”

      Romy went to work the next day, wondering if she should mention Stuart to Blue, but when she walked into the locker room, the place was in a chaotic state with people running every which way.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, preparing herself mentally and physically for what would likely be a long haul.

      “There’s been an attack at a sorority house,” Mac told her, his face pale. “Really nasty stuff. Eight girls, three dead. The rest are being brought in here. Allende is already operating.”

      Every time she thought she was used to the darker side of her profession, Romy got a reality check. Because truthfully, there was no way to ever get used to innocents slaughtered.

      Reaching for her scrubs automatically, she asked, “Does he want us in the observation room?”

      “No.” They heard Blue’s voice behind them and turned. Clad in bloodstained scrubs, the handsome surgeon looked weary and grim-faced. “Romy, you’re with me in OR3; Mac, with Dr. Fredericks in OR7; Jim, Molly, and Flynn, emergency room until we can find theaters for the less injured girls. Come on, Romy.”

      She changed and was back in under a minute. Blue briefed her on the way to theater. “Patient is Yasmin Levant, nineteen, multiple stab wounds to the abdomen, shattered left femur, looks like the killer stamped on it, possibly to incapacitate her. We’ve got Ortho coming in but her abdominal wounds are catastrophic, at least twenty-nine separate wounds.”

      “God, poor girl.”

      Blue nodded as they went to scrub. “Look, Romy, we’re going to do everything and anything to save her, but I have to warn you. The odds are against us.”

      She’d expected as much, sadly, but appreciated the warning anyway.

      After scrubbing, Romy followed him into the operating room where the victim lay on the table. She was covered in blood and barely breathing, blood bags and saline trying to keep her alive. Automatically, Romy avoided looking at anything but the injuries. Looking at the faces right off the bat when the situation was so dire … it didn’t help things.

      For hours they operated, trying to repair the damage the knife had caused, pumping her full of blood, but at midnight, Blue called it. There was nothing else to do …

      Yasmin Levant was dead.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      The adrenaline leaving her system, Romy felt weirdly emotional, horrified, and drained by the experience. She waited until almost everyone had left the room before walking up to Yasmin’s head. Finally looking at the young girl’s still, pale face, her dark hair blood-soaked to an auburn color, Romy saw herself reflected in the victim’s silent, still features. She whispered a silent apology for her failure and started removing the tubes from her throat.

      “The nurses will do that,” Blue said gently, putting his hand on her back. Romy, unable to speak, just shook her head and eventually Blue began to help her, both working in silence until all the medical equipment had been cleared away and Yasmin lay on the table silent and still, but at least with slightly more dignity.

      “Can I wash her face?” Romy found her voice breaking as she asked, but Blue, his eyes sad, shook his head.

      “No, we have to keep her secure for the forensic team now. Even all of our equipment will need to be saved. The police will probably want a statement from all of us.”

      Romy looked back down at Yasmin and a sob choked its way out of her. “Who would do this? Why?”

      She felt Blue draw her away from the victim then and wrap his arms around her. It wasn’t what colleagues usually did, but Romy allowed it because she needed it. She leaned into him, tears filling her eyes.

      “I wish I could tell you it gets easier in these cases, Romy, but it doesn’t,” he said softly, his voice achingly sad and kind. “The vile things people do to other humans—sometimes there is no reason why. Sometimes people are monsters.”

      Romy nodded and looked up at him, wiping her eyes. “I know the type.”

      Blue stopped, and his green eyes were intense on hers. For a long moment they gazed at each other before, blushing, Romy gave an awkward smile and stepped away. “I’m okay now. We’d better go talk to the family.”

      “Of course.” There was pain in that beautiful voice of his and Romy wanted to hold him and comfort him as he had done with her, but Blue walked away. She followed him, running slightly to keep up with his long stride. He dwarfed her five-foot two by at least a foot, and suddenly he slowed down. “Sorry, piccolo, I’ll try not to walk so fast.”

      “Piccolo?”

      “Little one,” he explained, the tenderness in his voice tugging at her heart as much as the hint of a smile. Then as they neared the relative’s room, his smile faded. “Is this your first one?”

      “First murder.” Romy’s heart began to beat out of her chest.

      Blue nodded, squeezing her hand. “Just follow my lead.”

      They knocked and walked in. A middle-aged woman, terrified, was sitting down, her arms wrapped around herself, and when she saw their faces, she moaned. “No, no, no, no…”

      A man, her husband, his face etched with pain, stood. “Doc? Please don’t tell me …”

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. and Mrs. Levant. Despite our best efforts, Yasmin’s injuries were too severe and she died a short time ago.”

      The woman collapsed in a sobbing, weeping huddle, and Blue kept talking to her husband as Romy moved to try and comfort Yasmin’s mother.

      “There are no words for the regret I feel, we feel, at your loss.”

      Trying futilely to soothe the mother’s unsoothable grief, Romy listened to Blue talk first to Yasmin’s father, then watched him take a turn gently addressing her bereft mother, comforting both as best as he could, answering all of their questions patiently and as fully as possible. But the truth was the one question would never be adequately answered.

      Why?

      Romy’s chest was tight with sorrow but she maintained her composure. Afterward, they talked to the police, those questions prolonging the endless night even further. Finally, as dawn began to break over Seattle, Romy went back to the locker room to change out of her bloody scrubs. The room was empty and echoed with each footstep and slam of the locker door.

      Somehow managing to drag on her jeans and shirt, Romy slumped onto a bench afterward and put her head in her hands. The adrenaline from the surgery was long gone and now she felt wrecked. Her hip and leg ached from standing too long but she ignored the pain, trying not to break down. She failed, and silent, hot tears poured down her face. She buried her face in her hands to cry, her entire body trembling.

      She heard him come in; it was impossible not to in the silence, but she didn’t expect to feel his arms go around her for the second time that evening. Gently, he drew her head to his chest. His clean soap-and-spice smell was familiar now and Romy pressed her face into his sweater, breathing him in. He stroked her hair and whispered soft Italian words, resting his chin on her head and just letting her weep.

      When she finally stopped crying, she looked up at him. His eyes were sad, but he held her gaze for a moment before brushing his lips against hers just briefly. It was clear from the look on his face that he’d intended it as no more than a reassurance, but the heat that instantly flared between them changed those intentions. They both felt it, so there was not even the slightest chance of denying the chemistry.

      Blue framed her face with his big hands. “Are you sure, Romy?” His voice was low and sent shivers of desire through her body.

      “It is wrong?” she whispered, looking up into his intensely compassionate eyes. “She just died. How can we …”

      “Life has to go on, piccolo,” he said softly. “We honor those who go before us by continuing to live fully. But if you prefer not to, I understand absolutely—”

      “No. Yes.” Romy slid her hand into his dark curls and kissed him hard, needing this. Needing him. Their mouths moved together hungrily, and when Blue stood and picked her up, it was like she belonged in his careful embrace. He carried her as if she weighed nothing, kicking open the door to the on-call room and locking it behind him.

      He set her down on her feet and gently pulled at the drawstring of her pants, drawing them down her legs then pulling her top over her head. “God, you’re beautiful,” he said softly, and she could see the lust and admiration in his eyes. Her own hands went down to his groin, cupping his hard-on through his jeans. Damn, he was huge …

      Blue pulled down the lacy cup of her bra and fixed his mouth on her nipple as he slid her panties down her legs, then expertly flicked her bra clasp open, letting her full, ripe breasts fall into his hands. The feel of his skin on hers was sending tingles racing through her body and she pushed his sweater over his head and ran her hands over the hard planes of his chest. Naked, Blue Allende was even more godlike, tall, broad-shouldered, and slim-hipped. He swept her onto the small bunk, kissing her as he kicked off his pants and underwear. Romy reached down to stroke his cock, the skin so silky, the hard, hot length of him filling her hands.

      Blue was kissing her breasts, her belly, as he made his way down the bed and hooked her legs over his shoulders. He smiled up at her. “I’m going to lick you until you scream, beautiful girl …”

      Romy moaned, drawing in a sharp breath as his tongue lashed around her clit, his fingers massaging the soft flesh of her inner thigh as he expertly pleasured her. “God, Blue … Blue …”

      A rush of emotion flooded her system as she came and she began to cry, much to her embarrassment. His mouth was on hers then, tender, loving. “Don’t cry, piccolo,” he murmured, his eyes soft. Romy stroked his face but said nothing, drinking him in.

      “Do you want me inside?”

      She nodded and as she watched him slip a condom onto his straining cock, Romy knew she had wanted this man from the first moment she had seen him.

      Blue hitched her legs around his waist. “Okay?”

      She nodded and he smiled, pausing to stroke her belly, before she helped guide him into her. With one long thrust, he entered her, and Romy gasped with the thrill of him filling her, the rhythm that he found so quickly. She moved with him, meeting and holding his gaze until they were both trembling and panting for air. She tightened her vaginal muscles around his pulsating cock, making him groan her name. And as she came, her back arched up and she cried out as he kissed her throat, her breasts.

      Afterward, he held her as she tried to stop her body trembling, kissing her forehead and the tears that still lingered at the corners of her eyes from the emotion of everything. “Are you okay, piccolo?”

      She nodded, stroking his face. “I am very, very okay. Surprisingly so. Should we have done that?”

      Blue smiled wryly. “Probably not … but I admit, I’ve wanted to do that since I first met you.”

      Romy was amazed. “Me?”

      He laughed. “Yes, why is that hard to believe? You’re beautiful, smart, funny, the whole package. Who wouldn’t want you?”

      “But you could have anyone you want, Blue. Anyone.”

      “And I want you, Romy.” He sighed. “Although I’m not naïve that this will be complicated, not just at work, but with our families.”

      Romy groaned. “I didn’t even think about that … God. Maybe we should keep this,” she gestured to their naked bodies, “to ourselves.”

      Blue nodded, then grinned at her. “I’d like to keep your body all to myself.”

      Romy laughed as he covered her body with his, feeling his cock hardening again. “I’m serious.”

      “Secret liaisons? That’s pretty hot.” He kissed her neck, then moved again to her lips. “I can’t get enough of these lips.”

      She smiled, her mouth curving up as he kissed her, but when he broke away, her eyes were serious. “This is so complicated, Blue. You’re my boss to begin with, then there’s our families. I mean it. We should keep this between us … assuming, um, assuming this isn’t a one-night thing.” She blushed again, but he laughed.

      “It isn’t, not for me, but I do agree with you. Maybe next time we’ll keep it out of the hospital, but tonight, heightened emotions, I needed this. I needed you.”

      Touched, she cupped his cheek in her hand. “You have me. Just … on the down-low. I can’t risk my career, Blue, as much as I want you.”

      “I agree, Romy.” He sighed and leaned his forehead against hers. “And I hate to do this, but I have to be back on rounds in three hours and so do you.”

      “Yeah, we’d better go home. I mean to our own homes,” she added, smiling as he chuckled.

      Somehow they managed to keep their hands off one another long enough to get dressed and walk outside.

      Down in the parking lot, he stole one more kiss. “You’re heavenly,” he said quietly, but with intensity in his eyes. “I’ll see you in a few hours. Take some time. I’ll cover for you.”

      Romy saw him watching her car as she drove away, her emotions in turmoil. The man knew how to make her body respond like no one ever had. More than that, he seemed to see something in her that she’d thought Dacre’s assault had stamped out permanently. There was a goodness to Blue, a tenderness to where it wasn’t just red-hot searing sex but also something more, even this very first time.

      She wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep the secret, but it was sure worth giving it a damn good try.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      At home, Romy set an alarm for two hours and fell onto her bed still fully clothed. She groaned when the alarm went off and hauled herself out of bed, finally discarding her work clothes and stepping into the shower. As she ate a quick breakfast, she flicked on the television and watched the reports of the murders. It was an awful idea but she needed to see it somehow, as though it helped atone slightly for being unable to save Yasmin. As thought it might help her understand even slightly.

      

      The four deceased young women, savagely attacked in their sorority house, have now been named as Rebecca Fulsome, 20; Oona White, 19; Madelaine Culpepper, 21; and the youngest victim, Yasmin Levant, who at just 18, died last night of her wounds at The Rainier Hope Hospital. Hospital officials say that their best surgeons worked tirelessly to save Miss Levant, but she succumbed to her injuries in the early hours of this morning. Police say the attacker broke in through an open window and attacked each girl in her bedroom, before leaving the premises. So far, no suspects have been identified, but the murders mirror a similar case in New York two years ago.

      

      Romy swallowed the last of her cereal, feeling sick. She’d forgotten all about the murders in New York. God, there were monsters everywhere. She remembered her own personal monster, the midnight beatings, the forced sex.

      Rape. Call it what it was, Sasse. He raped you. Bastard.

      She drove into work and was assailed by her friends, wanting to know about working with Blue in an emergency situation. Romy, exhausted, was grateful when Mac rescued her, shooing everyone away and bearing her off to the cafeteria. “Allende sent me. He saw you come in and knew you’d get caught by the pack. Damn hyenas.”

      Romy smiled at him and at Blue’s thoughtfulness. “Mac, if it had been someone else but me, we would have been hyenas too.”

      Mac shrugged. “Fair point. Are you okay? You look done in.”

      “It was a long night.” In more ways than one. “Is Dr. Allende all right? He had it worse than me.”

      “He looks good, but then he always does.”

      “True story.”

      Mac grinned at her. “So you’re not immune to the good doctor’s charisma then? I thought you were the one hold-out.”

      Romy cursed silently but faked a smile. “I’m here to work, not get laid.”

      “I’m just saying … out of all us, I reckon you’d be his type.”

      Romy shrugged off the conversation. “Did you hear the news this morning? The murders in New York? The same as here?”

      “Yeah. Jesus, humans, huh?”

      “Humans.” She agreed. Her pager went off a second before Mac’s. “We’re summoned.”

      

      It was evening before she even saw Blue again. There was so much paperwork from the murders and the subsequent medical procedures that Romy was sequestered with a police team most of the day. They went over everything again and again. Romy told them again how Yasmin Levant had been stabbed so viciously that her abdominal artery had been shredded, that she had simply bled out before they could attempt any kind of repair.

      “What about her left femur?” Det. Halsey asked her eventually. “Did your orthopedic department attend the surgery?”

      Romy nodded. “But, to be honest, it was secondary to the abdominal wounds. I’m not an expert, but I assume he—or she—broke her femur to subdue her enough that she couldn’t fight him—or her—off.”

      “We’re pretty sure it’s a him,” Halsey said quietly.

      Romy, overtired bristled. “Because women aren’t strong enough to do that to a person?”

      Halsey held his hands up. “I meant no offense, Dr. Sasse. We found DNA on the victim. Male DNA.”

      Romy backed down. “I’m sorry. Bad day.”

      “Of course. Look, we need to talk about the survivors’ injuries. We got the report that they weren’t as serious as the deceased victims.”

      “No, that was strange,” Romy said. “They were badly beaten, and they’ll probably need serious psychiatric counseling, but yeah, it is odd that he didn’t finish the job, so to speak. God.”

      “And Ms. Levant was the only one with a broken femur?”

      Romy’s own leg ached and she rubbed it unconsciously. “Detective, the femur is the longest, strongest bone in the human body. The force it takes to break it … it would take anger. Rage. It’s sadistic too … but then, that’s what we’re talking about here, isn’t it? He’s a sadist.”

      “He is,” the detective agreed, then smiled kindly at her. “You’ll tell your friends to be careful when they leave at night?”

      Romy gave a hollow laugh. “Detective, you’re talking about everyday life for a woman in this world.”

      

      Not even halfway through her shift, Romy was hollowed out through and through. She didn’t know if she even had the strength to walk out of the hospital for a breath of fresh air, when Blue appeared in the breakroom. He didn’t say a word, helping himself to coffee nonchalantly before stepping into the supply closet.

      She knew he was giving her a chance to choose, and choose she did. Dragging herself out of her seat, she joined him in the small room and locked the door.

      “This isn’t ‘keeping it out of work’ Dr. Allende.”

      Blue reached for her. “Shut up and kiss me, woman.”

      He crushed his lips against hers, his arms snaking around her waist, pulling her hard against his body. Romy moaned as she felt his erection, hard against her belly. For just a moment she let herself sag, let him carry her weary weight … “God, I want you, but …”

      Reality reasserted itself and gently she extricated herself from his arms. “Bad boy.” She wagged her finger at him and he laughed.

      “Come home with me tonight and I’ll show you just how much of a bad boy I can be.”

      Romy hesitated, but then the lure of his green eyes, his dark curls and that body …

      “Piccolo, unless you want to sleep,” he said softly, studying her face and holding her more gently. “No pressure, you understand. It’s been a long two days. Another day, if you prefer …”

      “No.” Romy made up her mind. The best way to honor those who have gone before us is to continue living our lives fully. “I’m off tomorrow, so I can risk it.”

      Blue flashed a huge grin. “Oh, you’re off tomorrow … funny thing … so am I.”

      Romy started laughing. “I wonder how that happened?”

      “Come here.”

      They kissed again, and Romy reached down to squeeze his diamond-hard cock. He groaned and buried his face in her neck. “It’s a good thing we’re off, because I’m going to make sure you can’t walk straight for the entire day.”

      “Is that right?”

      “God, yes.”

      Romy giggled as he pretended to ravish her. “Easy, soldier. You’re the one who’s not going to be able to walk properly, and we still have rounds.”

      “Spoilsport.”

      “Get over it, Doc.”

      

      Romy’s body felt electrified all day at the thought of what Blue had promised. That electricity gave her a much-needed boost that, paired with caffeine, got her through the remainder of the long hours. But as the day wound down and she walked down to the concessions stand to grab a new toothbrush, she groaned inwardly as she saw a tall, blonde, and very familiar figure looping towards her.

      “Yo, sis.” Juno grinned, flinging her long arms around her diminutive sister.

      “Hey, Boo … what are you doing here?”

      “Just finished a class and wanted to say hi. Also, to check out the famous doc … is he here?”

      Romy opened her mouth to answer just as Blue came toward her, grinning. She gave a quick, almost imperceptible shake of the head, and cut her eyes to Juno. Blue slowed his pace, his smile faltering in confusion.

      “Dr. Allende, do you have a moment?” Romy said formally. “My sister Juno would like to meet you.”

      Understanding now, Blue smiled at Juno, shaking her hand. “Hey, nice to meet you at last.”

      “You too.” Juno’s amazed expression was written all over her face as she took in the gorgeous man. “Can I call you Blue?”

      “Of course. Listen, would you ladies like to grab a coffee?”

      Romy was gesturing wildly behind Juno’s back, but Blue didn’t understand her signal, and when Juno agreed—a little too enthusiastically—Romy sighed. She knew Juno—any excuse to stay at Romy’s place overnight in the city, especially if there was a chance to gossip. Damn it.

      They went for a coffee at a little independent place on 6th Avenue. Blue smiled at Juno. “So, we’re about to be siblings?”

      “Looks like.” Juno was stuffing a Danish pastry into her mouth. “We haven’t met your brother yet, either. Mom’s looking forward to Thanksgiving dinner—just a warning, she cooks brussels sprouts, and given it’s …” she checked her watch, “two weeks until Thanksgiving, she’ll be putting them on to boil about now.”

      Blue laughed. “Duly noted. Dad and I are looking forward to spending that day with you.”

      “And your brother?”

      There was a pause, a beat too long. “And Gaius. Of course.”

      “You don’t mention your brother much,” Romy said and saw a flicker of something in his eyes before he gave them a half-smile.

      “We’re not as close as you three appear to be. I always wanted a sister. Juno, Romy tells me you’re quite the musical prodigy.”

      “Ha.” Juno grinned at him. “She flatters me. But it is my passion, and I’m about to start working for the Gabriella Renaud Foundation down in New Orleans.”

      “Just when I move back to Seattle, she moves out,” Romy grinned. “I might take it personally.”

      “Then you’ll have to make the most of me while I’m here. Like tonight … I could stay over at your place?” Juno looked hopeful, and Romy had to work to keep the disappointment out of her face.

      “Of course, Boo.” She shot an apologetic look at Blue who winked at her and mouthed ‘don’t worry’ at her. “But,” Romy added, thinking quickly, “I have to be out early tomorrow for a training seminar. All day, I’m afraid.”

      “Yes, she does,” Blue caught on, trying not to smile. “I’m leading that seminar, and I’m very strict about time. One of my things, I’m afraid, punctuality.”

      “He is.”

      Juno shrugged, surprisingly clueless. Usually she picked up on these things with a terrifying radar. “What’s the training about?”

      “Orthopedics,” Blue said smoothly, “mostly about the recovery time of someone’s gait after strenuous exercise.”

      Romy snorted her coffee from her nose and was embarrassed, wiping her nose. “Sorry, went down the wrong way.”

      “That’s not like you,” Blue said innocently, and Romy had to hide her laughter in her tissue. Juno still didn’t notice anything, already making inroads on Romy’s carrot cake, which she’d left alone. Romy, trying to stop her giggles, cleared her throat.

      “So, yeah, if you don’t mind being left alone in the apartment.”

      “Of course not.” Juno shrugged.

      Blue’s eyes were twinkling. “Don’t forget we also have that patient we might need to check in on overnight too. I’ll page you if I need you.”

      “Please do,” Romy was enjoying their little game, “I’d like to make sure the patient is, um, responding to stimulus.”

      It was Blue’s turn to hide his laughter now. “Do excuse me, I have to use the bathroom.”

      When they were alone, Juno turned to Romy. “Well, he’s gorgeous and sweet and cute. How do you concentrate on work with a man like that around?”

      “A man who will soon be our brother,” Romy reminded her, cringing inwardly. She hated lying to Juno, who was so trusting that she would believe anything Romy told her. “Also, he’s my boss.”

      “Ha, flirty boss.” But Juno didn’t push it. She gave up on the carrot cake, licking cream cheese frosting from her fingers. “Look, maybe I will go home tonight. Seems like you’re preoccupied with work anyway. But we must, must, must have a sisters’ night before I leave for New Orleans.”

      “Are you going before Christmas?” For some reason, Romy was confused about the timeline. Had Juno told her and she’d just forgotten?

      “Only for a couple of weeks, just so Livia can get me trained before she gives birth. Can you believe she’s having a baby?”

      “I’m just glad she’s well enough to.” Their friend Livia had been stabbed and shot by a psychopath the year before and had barely survived. “Give her and Nox my love, won’t you?”

      “Speaking of gorgeous men.” Juno muttered, then grinned as Blue returned. “It was so good to meet you, bro, but I think I’m going to head back home, leave you your second-in-command.” She threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. Faintly surprised, Blue smiled and returned the embrace. “You’re coming to Thanksgiving, right?”

      Blue nodded. “Just try and stop me. I’m a sucker for over-boiled sprouts.”

      Laughing, Juno kissed Romy’s cheek and then loped out, garnering the appreciative looks of a table of young men as she walked out of the coffee house.

      Blue grinned at Romy. “So … you’re free, after all?” He sat down next to her and slid his hand along her thigh. Romy wiggled with pleasure.

      “Dr. Allende?”

      “Yes, Dr. Sasse?”

      “I believe you prescribed me some bone-shattering sex earlier … how about you fill my prescription?”

      Blue laughed. “That was the worst doctor dirty talk I’ve ever heard … but yes, I need to do that immediately …”

      

      Gaius Eames tapped on his father’s office door, not waiting for a reply before he opened it. “Hey, Pa.”

      Stuart looked up over from his computer, annoyed. “Gaius, why bother to knock if you’re just going to come in anyway?”

      Gaius was unrepentant, shrugging as he flopped into the chair opposite his father. “I just get into town and that’s the greeting I get? What would I have caught you doing? One of your secretaries?”

      “That’s enough, Gaius.” Stuart glared at his eldest son.

      Gaius grinned widely, knowing his barb had hit home. “Jeez, Pa, take a chill pill. I was kidding. How is the lovely Magda?”

      Stuart’s face softened. “She’s wonderful, and looking forward to seeing you at Thanksgiving —you are coming, I take it?”

      Gaius nodded. “Although Mom’s not happy, yes, I’ll be there.”

      Stuart sighed. “At this point, I really don’t care what Hilary thinks anymore, Gaius. She burned her bridges long ago.”

      “I don’t want to fight, Pa.” Gaius held his hands up. “So, Thanksgiving. Will I meet the daughters? I’ve done my research, two blondes, one brunette —have they got the same father? I’m just asking,” he added as his father looked annoyed, “no judgement.”

      “As far as I know, yes. Artemis and Juno take after Magda, and Romy after her father, I understand. Anyway, you’ll meet all of them then. Have you spoken …”

      “To the Italian?” Gaius finished his father’s sentence. “No, but then that’s nothing new.”

      Stuart sighed. “Blue is your brother, Gaius, and it’s about time you both grew up.”

      Gaius stayed silent. He would never, ever bond with Blue Allende, and not just because he was his bastard half-brother. The jealous that squirmed in his gut when he thought about Blue’s success, his devastating good looks, his decency … goddamn.

      “I hear he’s working with one of the Sasse girls.”

      Stuart nodded. “Romy. She’s in her last year of residency. Blue says she’s the best he’s ever seen.”

      Gaius chuckled darkly. “Is he fucking her?”

      Stuart’s blue eyes went gray, and Gaius knew he’d gone too far this time. “Don’t ever talk about one of Magda’s daughters like that again. Ever.”

      “Forgive me.” Gaius tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice. “Look, I just got into town —can I use the condo? I’m assuming you’ve moved in with Magda already?”

      “Close enough. I spend every night there. Here,” Stuart reached into his desk drawer and threw Gaius a set of keys. “You know the rules.”

      “Pa, you realize I’m forty-two, right?”

      “And Charlie Sheen is fifty-something. No whores, no drugs. Not in my condo.”

      Gaius sighed and got up. “Fine. Well, I guess I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”

      Stuart relented a little. The man had a soft spot that made Gaius respect him even less. “Look, have dinner with me, just me, on Tuesday.”

      Gaius masked a smirk. “It’s a date.”

      

      At his father’s condo, Gaius unpacked, then grabbed a beer from the refrigerator and stretched out on the couch, flicking through the television channels disinterestedly. It was gnawing at his gut the way his father talked about Blue, the pride, the love in his voice. Gaius had been seventeen when his father had revealed his affair with Blue’s mother. He hadn’t blame his father for straying—he knew his own mother Hilary hadn’t been faithful at any point during his parents’ marriage, but he’d resented the fact that there was a child.

      Blue, twelve at the time that his father brought him into their family, was quiet, kind, intense, and everything Gaius wanted to be. Even as a child, Blue’s big green eyes, full of intelligence and compassion, garnered him quick acceptance into their family circle, something Gaius had struggled with. However much Blue had tried to befriend his new brother, Gaius, ridden by jealousy, had been uninterested.

      Gaius gave a humorless laugh. Now Blue already had an ‘in’ with his father’s new wife and her daughters too. Fuck him. Gaius grabbed his iPad and typed in a name in the search engine.

      Doctor Romy Sasse. Her photograph came up immediately on the alumni page at Stamford’s website, and Gaius studied it. Long, dark hair falling in waves past her shoulders, Romy was a doe-eyed beauty with her olive skin, that faint blush of pink in her cheeks, and the curve of her breasts in her white coat was promising.

      Yeah, Gaius thought, if Blue isn’t fucking her, he’s a fool. Gaius read everything he could on the young woman, but there was a surprising dearth of information. Weren’t doctors always publishing research? Why were her name and profile not on the website of the Rainier Hope Hospital, but only on the alumni page of Stamford? Did she not want people to know where she was?

      Intrigued, Gaius took out his phone and dialed. “Yeah, Greg? It’s Gaius Eames. Yes, good, thanks. Listen, I have a job for you, if you’re interested. Yeah, I want you to find out everything you can on a Dr. Romy Sasse. She’s a resident at Rainier Hope Hospital. Find out what she’s hiding … or who she’s hiding from.”

      

      Chapter 5

      

      At the same moment that Gaius set out to find out more about Romy, his half-brother was doing the same thing—albeit in a more physical way. He trailed his lips up the length of her spine, feeling her shiver. Her skin was so soft that it drove him crazy. “Turn over, baby.”

      Romy rolled onto her back, hitching a leg over his body. Her lips crushed against his as he buried his rock-hard cock deep into her, and he heard her moan of pleasure. He couldn’t get enough of this woman; she was so soft, her skin silky, the color of milky coffee. The way she looked up at him with those dark chocolate eyes …

      He found his rhythm, moving in and out of her, feeling her sweet cunt contract around his cock, loving the way her breasts and belly undulated with the movement. He’d never been one for skinny girls and Romy had the kind of curvaceous body men salivated over. He’d wanted her the moment he saw her, and he hadn’t felt that way in a long time.

      Blue was aware that his physical attributes meant people thought he was a man whore, and he himself had done nothing to dissuade that image but the truth was … he was careful with his heart. So many women wanted him to look good on their arm, or wanted his cachet as a superstar surgeon to show off. Very few wanted Blue for who he really was underneath the movie-star looks, a funny, unabashed geek, who just wanted to find someone to laugh with.

      And very quickly after she’d arrived in Seattle, Romy had shown herself to be just that woman. That they would soon be related by marriage and be siblings, well, they’d have to deal with that later.

      For now, all he wanted to do was make love to her. He stroked the hair back from her face as they moved together, marveling at the beautiful flush in her face as she came, trembling and sighing his name. They smiled at each other as they caught their breath.

      “I’ve never had sex this good,” Roy said, stretching her limbs and then curling into him.

      For a long moment, Blue stared at her. “I wish we could go public,” he said regretfully. “I want to tell the world about this brilliant, beautiful woman who somehow wants me.”

      Romy laughed. “First, thank you for complimenting my intellect first; you get extra points for that. Second, you know you could have any woman you wanted, Blue Allende. Don’t be modest. You know it’s the truth.”

      “It’s the accent,” he said playfully before letting loose with a string of Italian. “Ho incontrato la ragazza più gloriosa e voglio portarla in tutte le mie parti preferite d’Italia e farle vedere da dove vengo.”

      “Holy crap, that’s unfairly hot!” Romy exclaimed, kissing him hungrily.

      “Ah, a weakness,” he teased, tickling her ribs and enjoying her writhing against him.

      “Mmm, yeah. Now … what did you say? There was something about a ho and glorious ravioli?”

      Blue grinned. “I just said I met the most glorious girl, and I want to take her to all my favorite parts of Italy and show her where I came from.”

      “Wow. Where did you come from?” she wondered. “I mean, I know Stuart had an affair with your mom …” she trailed off, apparently realizing that wasn’t the hottest of pillow talk conversations.

      “He did,” Blue nodded, long ago having come to terms with that aspect of his DNA. 
      “Technically he was—and regretfully still is—married to Hilary.” Just mentioning her name made his gut tense for reasons no one knew but him. “But the marriage has been over for years. Mom was a widow; her husband was killed in a car wreck three years after they married, and she was in mourning for years. Stuart went to Rome for a conference, met my mother, and it was, according to her, like a thunderbolt.”

      Blue rolled over onto his back and gathered Romy back into him, enjoyed her pressed tight against his chest. “I was conceived on that first meeting, accidentally, of course, and my mom even gave Stuart an out, said she would raise me alone. Stuart was a stand-up guy. He and my mother … their chemistry was plain to see even when I was a kid, so when my mom died, Stuart didn’t hesitate to bring me to the States.”

      “That makes me very happy to hear,” Romy nodded. “Not the affair, obviously, but it doesn’t seem like he’ll break my mom’s heart.”

      “No,” Blue assured her. “He will not, Romy. He made mistakes, yes, but he is a genuinely good man.”

      Romy’s face clouded. “What is your stepmother like?”

      “Hilary?” Blue gave a humorless laugh, feeling that wrench again. “Hilary Eames is an unremittingly vile piece of crap. Sorry if that sounds harsh, but it’s the truth. She treated—and continues to treat—my dad as an ATM machine, but gives the world the impression she’s a God-fearing charitable Christian woman. Ugh. That woman has never believed in anything in her life.”

      “She’s that bad?”

      Blue nodded. “Thankfully, Dad saw the light and filed for divorce, but it hasn’t stopped her from trying to control him. And Dad’s so desperate for the divorce to be final, he gives in on everything. She’s bleeding him dry. I haven’t met your mom yet, Romy, but I would warn her …” he looked at her intensely, willing her to feel the depth of his warning, “don’t let Hilary in, even an inch. She’s like a cancer, and I haven’t even told you the half of it.”

      Romy propped herself up on her elbow and studied him. “She won’t get a chance, I promise. No one messes with my mom—they have to get past me and my sisters and we can throw down, I tell you.”

      Blue smiled fondly at her. “I bet you can. I really look forward to meeting Magda. She’s made my dad happy, and I owe her everything for that.”

      “Thanksgiving.”

      There was a tiny pause before he nodded at the invitation. “Thanksgiving. Yes.” He bent his head to kiss her. “Now, Romy, be a good girl and lie back for me … I’m going to kiss every inch of your spectacular body.”

      Soon, he was hooking her legs over his shoulder and burying his face in her sex. She tasted so good to him, the crimson blush of her swollen cunt so beautiful as his tongue teased and tormented her hardening clit until she was bucking, and coming. He gave her no time to recover before he plunged his cock deep into her and fucked her mercilessly until she was crying with ecstasy, arching her back and pleading with him to never, never stop.

      

      Artemis Sasse drove into the city to do some early Christmas shopping. Her partner, Glen, had called her to say he would be late home and Artemis was enjoying the time alone. She and Glen had not been getting along too well lately, and she knew in her heart that it was over. Still, the thought depressed her. She and Glen had been together since high school, nearly twenty years, and the thought that they would not be in each other’s lives much longer was a deep sadness within her. It turned out that it was true, the whole thing about people outgrowing one another. He’d grown one way and she’d grown the other. There was no longer any chance of them meeting in the middle, though they’d tried for a long time.

      At thirty-six, Arti had worked her way up in the otherwise male-dominated faculty and was now a tenured professor at the university. There was something missing though, something that wasn’t satisfying her in her life, but she couldn’t figure out what. She loved her family—she was close to both her sisters and her mother—she had great friends, and ye t…

      Something had been bugging at her for a few weeks now, and she couldn’t quite reconcile it with her stoic and practical nature. It was Romy, she realized. She felt her middle sister was heading towards trouble and she couldn’t figure out why she felt like that. Certainly, Romy was fitting in well at the hospital, or so she said, and she was happy in her small apartment, but Artemis couldn’t help feeling scared for her sister.

      Why, though? she asked herself again as she browsed around the department store. Why do I feel like that?

      Maybe it was Dacre, Romy’s ex. He was still out there, still angry with Romy for leaving him. The way he had beaten her the last time still haunted Artemis. The hospital in New York had called her and she had flown with her mother and Juno to see Romy. Walking into that room, seeing her sister almost unrecognizable, her face bloodied and bruised, eyes swollen, her leg smashed … Romy, thankfully, had pressed charges, but Dacre, thanks to his wealthy parents, had hired the best lawyers money could buy and the Sasse women couldn’t compete. Dacre had been fined and gave an outward expression of regret, but Romy and her family knew he was enraged by the court case and by the subsequent divorce.

      Artemis shook herself. Romy is an adult and doesn’t need you worrying about her. Get a grip. Artemis asked herself whether she was distracting herself from her failing relationship by focusing so much attention on her sister. She pushed everything to the back of her mind and went to her favorite coffee shop.

      A gingerbread latte and a pastry later and she felt the tension leave her body. She was flicking through a book she’d purchased for Juno for Christmas when she felt a hand on her shoulder. Looking up to see a very tall, handsome man, she smiled delightedly. “Dan? Dan Helmond?”

      Her old friend grinned back at her. “The very one. Hey, kiddo.”

      Artemis stood and hugged him. Dan had been a couple of years old than she and Glen at school. Now he was a big bear of a man, his dark hair shot through with silver, his beard full. Plaid shirt and camo pants and ear piercings, and Dan looked more like a Hell’s Angel than the architect he was. He’d always been a kind, gentle man though, and all the Sasse sisters had had a crush on him at one point or another.

      “Can I get you a coffee?” Artemis asked hopefully.

      “Nah, I just ordered. Can I get you a top up … ugh, woman, what is that monstrosity?” He peered into her half-empty mug and Artemis grinned.

      “It’s a gingerbread latte, you philistine, and no, thanks. One sugary hit is enough for me.”

      Dan excused himself to pay for his own coffee—Americano, no sugar, no cream—and sat down with her. His brown eyes twinkled merrily at her. “Well, now, girl. You’re looking good. How’s life?”

      “It’s good, thanks. I’m tenured at my college, family’s good. My mom’s getting married soon.”

      Dan looked surprised. “Wow, really? Someone’s tamed Magda Sasse?” He always deliberately pronounced their surname ‘Sassy’ rather than ‘Sass,’ Artemis remembered.

      “I wouldn’t say tamed, exactly; you know Mom. She’s still a head-in-the-clouds nutso, but wonderful with it.” Artemis sipped her coffee. “She’s marrying Stuart Eames.”

      With satisfaction, she saw the amazement on Dan’s face. “No freakin’ way.”

      “Yes, way.”

      Dan let out a long breath. “Wow. Wow.”

      “One of his sons is in property … Gaius Eames. You know him?”

      Dan shook his head. “Heard of him, and that star doctor brother of his, but I don’t know either. How about you? Still with Glen?”

      Barely. “Yes, we’re still, um, still … together.”

      “You don’t seem so sure.”

      Artemis shrugged, not wanting to talk about Glen with Dan and ruin the atmosphere. “How about you?”

      “Wife passed a few years back, cancer.” Dan stirred his coffee, clearly lost in those memories for a long moment, such that Arti reached over and touched his hand.

      “I’m sorry, Dan.”

      He nodded and looked up, briefly covering her hand with his and then going on as if he hadn’t missed a beat. “I have a seventeen-year-old daughter, Octavia. She’s heading off to Harvard next year.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      Dan beamed and Artemis felt her stomach flutter. That smile … “She’s my angel.” Dan went on, digging out his wallet and showing her a photograph of a pretty teenager with long dark hair and big soulful brown eyes like her father.

      “She’s gorgeous. She could be Romy’s twin.”

      “She could. How is your sister doing? Last I heard, she was in New York.”

      Artemis felt her chest tighten. “She’s back now, working as a resident at Rainier Hope. Surgical superstar in the making, so they say.”

      “I’m not surprised. And Juno?”

      “About to work for a charitable foundation in New Orleans.”

      “Man, the Sasse sisters done good.”

      Artemis smiled. “We’re doing okay.”

      Dan glanced at his watch. “Listen, Missy, I hate to cut and run but I have a meeting in town —don’t suppose you’d like to make this a regular thing? Meeting up for coffee? Tavia’s always telling me to slow down, take some time to chill, and I’d like to see you again.”

      “I’d love to … here.” She pulled a business card out of her pocket, a little worse for wear. “It has my cell phone number on it. Call anytime. It was really great to see you.”

      Dan bent down and kissed her cheek. “Soon, yeah?”

      “Soon.”

      

      Artemis felt absurdly cheered as she walked back to her car. A new friend, she thought to herself, a new friend that’s an old friend. She pushed away any thoughts of anything beyond friendship, although she kept rerunning Dan calling her ‘Missy’—she’d forgotten that was his name for her back in high school.

      When she got home, Glen was in a cheerful mood, and they enjoyed a pleasant meal together for the first time in a long time.

      When Glen had gone to bed in his own room, where he’d moved a long time back, Artemis checked her phone to see Dan had already sent her a text message, a photograph of him and his daughter giving her the thumbs up. Sweet and funny.

      She went to bed with a huge smile on her face.

      

      From another coffee house across the street, Dacre Mortimer had watched his ex-wife’s sister chatting with the tall man. He knew Artemis wouldn’t hesitate to call the cops on him if she saw him, and he couldn’t risk being caught, not while Romy was still out there in the world, alive. He didn’t much care what happened to him after she was dead, but for now, he had a job to do.

      Find Romy. Find his beautiful, sexy, love-of-his-life, ex-wife Romy.

      And kill her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Part Two

        

        Chapter 6

      

      

      “Dr. Allende, can I see you about a consult, please?”

      Romy hid her grin as Blue looked up from his paperwork and his eyes twinkled at her. “Of course, Dr. Sasse. Where to?”

      In less than a minute, they had locked themselves into a supply closet on the quietest floor in the hospital. Blue’s lips were against hers, his hands hitching up her skirt as she freed his cock from his pants. He lifted her easily, his strong arms supporting her as she guided his cock inside her. They fucked hard but silently, their eyes locked on the others, their mouths hungrily seeking the other’s.

      “God, you’re amazing.” Romy moaned, burying her face in his shoulder to muffle her cry of release.

      Blue groaned as he came, panting for air, kissing her so furiously he tasted blood. “You think everyone knows about us?”

      “I’ve been careful … but we really should stop doing this … God, Blue, that is not what I meant by stop, you lunatic.”

      He was stroking her clit now, relentless until she shivered through another orgasm. “I’m addicted to watching you come,” he murmured, his lips against hers, “Your skin flushes such a beautiful color when I’m fucking you. My cock in your cunt is all I think about all day, all night, and the way you squeeze my dick when I’m inside you.”

      “God, Blue!” Romy’s head rolled back as she came again, his dirty talk making her wet and shivery and weak. Blue, grinning, triumphant, thrust his rampant cock back into her and Romy almost screamed with pleasure.

      Finally, as they caught their breath, Romy, laughed and shook her head at him. “You are a machine, Allende.”

      “Love machine.” He gave her the finger pistols and she chuckled.

      “And you are so cheesy, so, so cheesy.”

      He kissed her, then helped her straighten her clothes. “Listen, I was thinking … we should talk about birth control.”

      “How to Kill a Mood in Ten Seconds by Dr. Blue Allende.” But she grinned at him. “What are you thinking?”

      “We’re both doctors, and we both have access to, um, tests. You’re right, this isn’t sexy, but what I’m leading to is, hopefully.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I want to feel you. Really feel you when I’m inside you. I want to know that when we’re doing rounds, you’re carrying my seed around with you. Does that sound selfish? I don’t mean it to, I just … I want to be close to you. Oh, damn, I sound like a creep. I’m not explaining this well.”

      Romy shook her head. “No, but I understand what you’re trying to get at. And I want that too.” She leaned into him and nuzzled his nose with hers. “Skin on skin,” she said in a low, chocolatey voice, “you and me, together.” She slid her hand onto his groin, feeling him hardening again.

      “Damn, woman, how come I couldn’t put it like that?”

      Romy chuckled. “Dr. Allende?”

      “Yes?”

      “When we get back to your apartment tonight, I’m going to suck you dry.”

      With that, Romy grinned, picked up her files, and headed for the door. “By the way,” she said to Blue, who was waiting until his hard-on dissipated, “I had a full work-up last year in New York. I’m clean as a whistle, so to speak. Your move, Doc.”

      She blew him a kiss and left him in the closet.

      

      Romy was still grinning when she was called to the emergency room forty-five minutes later. A nervous young intern came to find her. “Hi, Dr. Sasse, I’m sorry to call you personally but there’s a patient asking for you. He’s in curtain six.”

      “Name?”

      “He won’t give me it.”

      Romy’s heart began to thump unpleasantly. Surely, not. Surely Dacre hadn’t found her already? She smoothed her face out and nodded at the intern. “No problem, I’ll see him.”

      For one awful moment before she pulled back the curtain, she imagined it was her violent ex-husband, that he would lunge for, get his hands around her throat, choke the life out of her.

      The relief when she saw the patient was immense, and she smiled at the man, who was cradling a bloody hand. He smiled at her. “Dr. Sasse?”

      “That’s me, Mr. …?”

      The man grinned, his handsome face lighting up, his blue eyes intense. “Eames. Hey, Romy, I’m Gaius, your soon-to-be stepbrother.”

      Her eyebrows shot up as she searched for a resemblance to Blue and definitely saw it, now that she was looking for it. The high cheeks and sculpted jaw were apparently genetic. “Hey, well, hey,” she stammered and then laughed. “Wow, you caught me off guard. Nice to meet you at last, even if unexpectedly.”

      Gaius held his hand up. “I was careless while fixing my car.”

      “Let’s take a look.”

      Romy pulled up a chair and took his hand. “You didn’t want to see Dr. Allende?”

      “I wanted to meet you. Something good to come out of this. Ouch.”

      “Sorry.” Romy examined the nasty gash. “Well, it’s deep, but you won’t need surgery. I’ll clean it and give you some local anesthetic. Then we can stitch the wound, or even glue it.”

      Gaius nodded, his eyes never leaving her face. “Thank you, Romy.”

      As she worked, he asked her questions about her work. “Do you work closely with Blue?”

      Was there an edge to his voice? She kept her tone neutral. “Well, he is our General Surgery attending, and that’s my chosen specialty. It’s strange to think he’ll be my brother soon.”

      “I bet. I didn’t think to ask Dad … have they settled on a wedding date?”

      “I don’t think so, but Mom’s being really secretive about it. Lord knows why; she’s not usually shy about anything. Of course, your father’s divorce isn’t quite final yet, so there’s that to consider.”

      Gaius laughed. “Secrets are overrated. Do you have any secrets, Dr. Sasse?” His voice dropped lower, quieter, and Romy flushed, not out of pleasure, but awkwardness.

      He was flirting with her, and it was freaking her out. For a second, she imagined saying Well, your half-brother just reamed me real good in a supply closet, but apart from that … “Nope. Boring, I know, but that’s me. We’re all done here.” She gave him a smile and pushed away from him. “The nurse will come to stitch you up.”

      He reached out and took her arm. “Romy … thank you. To say thank you, I’d love to take you to dinner. What do you say?”

      Romy stepped gracefully away from his grip. “Well, we’ll see you at Thanksgiving in a couple of days, and I’m afraid I’m pretty much working until then.”

      Gaius reached for her hand and kissed the back of it. Instead of the heat that flared through her when Blue touched her, Romy felt her skin go weirdly cold. “Then I shall have to be satisfied with that.”

      

      After he left, Romy felt unsettled. Gaius was all charm and politeness, but there was something underneath the façade, something that made her feel uneasy. She wondered if she should tell Blue that his brother had been in, but eventually decided not to. It was nothing, after all.

      She didn’t regret her decision that night when Blue dropped a sheet of paper in her lap as he was pulling off his tie. Blood tests. She scanned them and grinned up at him. “Dude, some of these tests take weeks. How did you manage this?”

      “Well, honey, let me just say there’s a very happy guy in testing right now.”

      Romy giggled at the mischievous look on Blue’s face. “Blue Allende, did you pimp yourself out for tests?”

      “Kinda, but not in the way you mean. He might have needed half a week off for a family destination wedding and I might’ve pulled some big strings.”

      “Allende, bribery?” she teased. “That’s all kinds of wrong.”

      “I know. I’m disgusted with myself,” Blue was grinning widely as he pulled her jeans off of her and knelt between her legs. Romy watched him lazily as he slid her panties down her legs.

      Romy hooked her legs over his shoulders. “Lick my pussy, doctor, or I’ll forget my promise to milk you dry.”

      Blue, grinning, buried his face in her sex and Romy closed her eyes, moaning softly as his tongue lashed around her clit, then delved deep into her cunt. He made her come, then she made good on her promise, taking his cock into her mouth and sucking and drawing on him until he came, swallowing down his seed.

      Blue scooped her into his arms and carried her to bed, tugging off her sweater and his own, feeling her full breasts soft against his hard chest. He lay on top of her, gazing down at her, stroking the hair back from her face. “So … do we need to use a condom today?”

      Romy shook her head. “I’m on birth control … let’s go for it. I want to feel you inside me.”

      Blue crushed his lips to hers before slowly burying his cock deep inside her. Romy shivered and Blue groaned. “God, you feel good. Your cunt is so velvety, baby.”

      They began to move together, Romy savoring every sensation that he sent through her body. A deeper connection was being forged and they gazed at each other, murmuring sweet words to each other as they made love. Romy tilted her hips up so he could go deeper, harder, digging her nails into his buttocks, urging him on. God, this man … his cock, so big, so thick, reaming her into submission, his intense green eyes soft with love, with desire, with fire, for her … Romy couldn’t quite believe it.

      She cried out his name as she came, shuddering and trembling, then felt his seed explode out of him, filling her belly. This man, this incredible man … she wanted to scream at the top of her voice that she was falling in love with him, that he was her destiny, her dearest desire.

      But Romy settled for his sweet kisses, not wanting to spoil the moment with too-soon declarations. But she knew it was true; she was falling for him. Not just his handsome face, his glorious body, or the way he fucked her, both animal-like and yet so tender. It was his sense of humor, his utter lack of ego when he could rightfully claim to be one of the best, his playfulness.

      More than anything, Romy felt she could trust him, and after what Dacre had done to her … it was a big thing for her.

      She did tell him that she felt she could trust him (leaving out the parts about Dacre) and to her surprise, Blue looked utterly moved. “I’m glad, piccolo. I’m honored by that, and you should know … I feel the same. Whatever this is between us, whatever it becomes … you are my person. My lover, my muse, my best friend … and my family.”

      Romy’s eyes filled with tears. “And you, mine.”

      Blue kissed her tenderly. “Thank God you came home to Seattle, Romy. Thank God.”

      And they began to make love again, loving each other long into the night.

      

      Gaius smiled grimly to himself as he sat in his car outside his half-brother’s apartment. He had followed Romy from the hospital and could hardly believe it when she drove here. He saw Blue come down to greet her, saw them kissing. So his bastard half-brother was fucking his almost- stepsister. Gaius’ gut churned with jealousy. Romy Sasse was beautiful, sweet, and of course, Blue had gotten there first.

      Damn you.

      Still, it would make for extra sport, Gaius grinned to himself. Romy Sasse had a whole lot of secrets that he would bet his life Blue didn’t know about. The abusive ex-husband, for one.

      Dacre Mortimer. Son of New York socialites, a billionaire in his own right. So, Romy liked the money … that would be useful, although Gaius could see from the divorce papers that she had not asked for a penny from Mortimer, not even the prenup money she had been entitled to. That was interesting.

      Gaius also knew Romy had been hospitalized a year previously as she was about to enter her last year of her residency program at Johns Hopkins. Smashed left femur, multiple wounds from a beating, bruised liver, and a burst ovary from being kicked in the stomach. Mortimer’s parents had done a good job hushing it up in the papers, but their son had gone to town on Romy when she’d asked for a divorce.

      Why the hell had she married him? Gaius couldn’t figure it out but if he could find Mortimer, he would ask him. Romy had fled New York as soon as she was well enough and applied to Rainier Hope to finish her residency. A new life.

      Hmm. Gaius began to see a whole campaign of terror he could unleash on the couple—especially if he could find Dacre Mortimer and lead him to his ex-wife. He smiled when he thought of watching Dacre confronting his ex-wife, of Blue finding out what had happened. Blue would defend Romy, of course, and maybe Dacre would get rid of Blue, once and for all.

      Gaius got excited now. Yes, yes, this was perfect. If he could manipulate Mortimer into killing Blue, then he, Gaius, could sweep in and ‘save’ the day. Poor Romy would be devastated —unless of course, she too was dead. Gaius shrugged. Either way, he would win.

      He picked up the phone and called his detective, thanking him for finding out all the information he had already collected, then paused. “I’d like you to do something else for me, and I’m willing to pay you double if you can do it.”

      “I’m intrigued. Go ahead.”

      Gaius smiled. “Find out where Dacre Mortimer is, and ask him to meet with you. I have a very interesting proposition for him.”

      

      Chapter 7

      

      On Thanksgiving morning, Magda took one look at her fiancé’s somber face and sighed. “Uh-oh. What did she do now?”

      It had almost become a joke between them; Hilary Eames’ attempts to draw out her divorce from Stuart were creative, Magda had to give her that. But Stuart was being worn down by it, his usually merry green eyes losing their sparkle. Magda stood on her tiptoes to kiss him; she was a tall woman herself, but Stuart was a big man, broad-shouldered and long-limbed.

      He wrapped his arms around her now. “I can’t make head or tail of it, Mags. She’s dropping her objections to the divorce.”

      For a moment, Magda was so shocked, she couldn’t speak. After months and months of vicious back-and-forth between Hilary and Stuart, Hilary was dropping her claim for seventy-five percent of Stuart’s wealth? How? And more importantly, why? Magda had only met Hilary on two occasions, but it was enough to get a measure of the woman. She liked power, and she loved money. Hilary Eames would not drop her claim to Stuart’s billions.

      “What the hell?” Magda studied Stuart, who looked lost.

      “I just don’t know… but I don’t trust it.”

      Magda shook her head. “No. Did you call Gaius, ask him if he knew anything?”

      “I did, and he doesn’t. He’s as bemused as I am. He said he would call her and report back later at dinner.”

      Magda blew out her cheeks. “So … she’s signing the divorce papers?”

      Stuart smiled now. “She is … which means, my beautiful Magda, we can get married. And soon. I was thinking … Christmas?”

      “It’ll be finalized that soon?”

      Stuart gave a wry grin. “Sometimes, being rich helps.”

      “Moneybags.” But she kissed him, laughing softly. “I love you, Stuart. If you didn’t have a penny, I would still love you to the moon and back.”

      “Mushy.” But he kissed her tenderly, tangling his fingers in her short, steel gray hair. “God, woman, you are beautiful.”

      She smiled up at him. “Well, you’re old. Your eyesight is fading and … ouch, ouch, no, stop that,” she shrieked as he tickled her.

      Juno wandered in, hopping up onto the counter and watched them. “Is this some kind of Cocoon foreplay?”

      Magda shot her youngest daughter a withering look. “We’re not that old. Maybe I don’t mind so much that you’re moving out after all …”

      Juno smirked and blew her mom a kiss. “You looooove me …”

      Stuart laughed at their antics. “Hey, kiddo,” he said to Juno, “I’m trying to persuade your mother to marry me at Christmas. Help me out, would you?”

      Juno’s eyes went wide. “Vampira’s signed the divorce papers?”

      “Yup.”

      Juno did a seated dance of victory, hands raised high in the air. “Yeah, baby! Then, hell yes, Ma, snag this dude before I steal him away from you. Can I officiate?”

      Magda and Stuart looked at each other. “Can you get ordained before Christmas?”

      Juno looked smug. “Already am. I was waiting for you to announce your wedding day then I was going to surprise you. What do you say?”

      “I say I forgive you for the Cocoon crap,” Magda beamed, hugging her youngest tightly. “Stuart … yes? No?”

      Stuart grinned. “I think that would make the day even more perfect, yes. Now all we have to discuss is where.”

      Magda laughed. “Okay, you two, slow your roll. Let’s get today over and done with. Juno, are your sisters on their way?”

      “Arti is, but Romy said she might be a little late. Emergency at the hospital, and she said that she and Blue might come together for convenience’s sake.”

      “That’s cool … but I hope they don’t get tied up.”

      

      Romy was indeed tied up but not in the way her mother meant. Blue’s tie was wrapped around her wrists, her hands behind her back as she lay on his dining table, her legs wrapped around his waist as he plunged his cock in and out of her, thrusting harder each time as he fucked her, his strokes brutal but his hands on her body, caressing her breasts, her belly, were soft and tender. Romy came explosively as Blue pulled out and came on her skin, shooting thick reams of creamy white come onto her belly.

      Romy begged him not to stop, and so he turned her onto her stomach, pulling her hands, and she cried out with pain and pleasure. He pushed into her perfectly rounded ass and fucked her slowly this time. “God, Romy, you’re so beautiful, so exquisite …  I’ll never get enough of you, not ever…”

      He made her come over and over before, exhausted, they showered together then fell onto his bed. They had been working an all-nighter and had gotten home just after dawn. After sleeping for an hour, they both woke, horny for each other and for the next three hours, fucked each other’s brains out, clawing at each other, desperate for that connection.

      Now they lay side by side, sleepy and exhausted. Blue grabbed the alarm clock and set an alarm for two p.m. “Don’t want to be late for your mom.” He grinned, but then saw Romy had fallen asleep, her head resting in the crook of his shoulder. Blue studied her face, so lovely, so expressive even in repose. He knew he was in love with her, had been for weeks now, almost since the first, but Blue struggled with whether to tell her or not. They needed to get this dinner with their parents over with, then decide whether or not to go public.

      The only person Blue had told was his chief of surgery, Beau Quinto, not wanting any improper behavior on his record, nor to let his mentor and friend down.

      “It isn’t a fling, Beau,” he’d told him seriously, “I’m crazy about her, but it won’t affect either my work or Romy’s. We’re professionals. Yes, Romy and I work closely together, but I assure you I don’t favor her above the other residents.” He grinned slightly. “Even if she is the best general surgery resident I’ve ever seen.”

      Quinto had rolled his eyes. “Blue … I’ve been where you are. When I met Dinah, she was a patient, so I know all about improper relationships. I trust you and Romy not to let your relationship interfere with your work. Don’t let me down.”

      “I won’t, I give you my word. Thanks, boss.”

      Blue laid his head on top of Romy’s and closed his eyes. Feeling her in his arms was like a drug to him; he loved her brain, her commitment to her work, to the hospital … God, he’d dreamed of finding a woman like Romy all his adult life. The only person who had ever gotten close was Julia, his college sweetheart, but she had had an affair with Gaius during their final year at Harvard. When a vindictive Gaius had dumped her soon after, Blue had had no interest in resuming the relationship though he hadn’t wished his brother’s cruelty on her. He wouldn’t wish it on anybody.

      Gaius had always been resentful of Blue, of anything he had that Gaius didn’t. Success, focus, commitment —Gaius thought these things were something one either had or didn’t have, rather than things one would work for. Blue had no time for his feckless older half-sibling, and even less time for his stepmother. Hilary had made Blue’s mother’s life a misery while she was alive, and continued to besmirch her memory after death.

      He shook himself now. Later, he would have to see Gaius and not give away that he was in love with Romy. He had nightmares about Gaius setting his malevolent sights on the beautiful young woman in his arms. Of course, they were nothing to the other nightmares that had plagued him ever since the eight young women were brutalized in the city, since Yasmin Levant had died on his operating table. She had looked like Romy, too much for Blue not to imagine it was his love bled out and dead in the O.R.

      His arms tightened reflexively around her now and he pressed his lips to her forehead. Romy murmured in her sleep and opened her eyes, smiling up at him. He kissed her soft lips, treasuring every moment, before she sighed and went back to sleep.

      God, I love you, piccolo. He hadn’t exaggerated when he’d told her he wanted to whisk her away to Italy, to show her every place he’d loved as a child, everywhere he had been at his happiest until he’d met her.

      He closed his eyes and slept then, with that happy dream in mind, until the alarm went off at two p.m., and he and Romy made love again before finally dragging themselves from their beds to go celebrate Thanksgiving with their blended family.

      

      He had been following Artemis for weeks now, and finally, she had led him to the Sasse family home. When he and Romy had been married, she had been cagey about where her mother lived, scared of him even on their wedding night. Dacre smiled to himself, remembering. She hadn’t wanted to sleep with him, and as she’d held out until they were married, Dacre had been certain of one thing. He would fuck Romy on their wedding night if it killed him … or her. It had taken his forearm across her throat before she gave in, tears pouring down her face as he forced her legs apart.

      “You are mine,” he growled at her continually. He’d worn her down over the months to be able to get her to agree to marry him, destroying her confidence, isolating her from her friends.

      By the time of the wedding—fifteen minutes at City Hall—Romy had been a shadow of her former self. Dacre still wasn’t certain how he’d scared her so much that she’d actually agreed to be legally bound to him, but such was his power, he now remembered proudly. That, and keeping her away from her damn nosy family so they couldn’t run interference.

      She’d spoken her vows in such a quiet voice the judge had had to ask her to speak up twice, but when she had seen the barely concealed rage on Dacre’s face, she had quailed and recited them louder, but in a monotone. Dacre had seen the two witnesses, strangers he had wrangled from a bar, exchange concerned looks. The woman with them had slipped Romy her number. If you need anything. He knew Romy hadn’t called her. It would have made no difference if she had.

      Dacre killed the woman, Regan, a few weeks later, catching her unawares as she stepped out into a dark alley in the back of the bar where she worked to have a smoke. Hand across her throat, knife in her belly, one, two, three.

      Dead. God, the feeling, the rush it gave him, and every single time he imagined his victim was Romy. His cock would harden and he would smell the blood, imagining it to be hers. That sweet gasp of shock and pain as the knife sliced through flesh was Romy’s … she never made any noise when they had sex, would never kiss him on the mouth. She didn’t fake orgasm and it made him crazy. When he’d found out she was back in touch with her family that had been the last straw and when the beatings had started.

      That last one, the final one, had begun when she was late home from the hospital and he’d been drinking. Such a normal thing, but he’d heard her coming up the stairs and for a moment, he had just been joking around, hiding behind the door to spook her.

      He had hooked his arm around her neck and she had screamed in fright. Pulling away from him, she’d rounded on him with wide, frightened eyes, so beautiful in her terror, and told him she was leaving him for good. Dacre had lost it. He’d beat her mercilessly until she could no longer stand, blood pouring from cuts above her eyes, her nose broken, her mouth bleeding. He’d pulled her hair until she sobbed, then, as she slumped to the floor, he had stamped on her left thigh and they’d both heard the decisive crack as her femur shattered. Romy, choking on her own blood, could no longer scream for help.

      Dacre had studied her dispassionately, then, grabbing a knife from the block, had raped his broken wife. He had intended to kill her, he knew that now, but when he’d heard his neighbors shouting, banging on the door, he’d chickened out. Instead, he’d called an ambulance for Romy, turning on the waterworks, apologizing over and over, begging her to live.

      At the hospital, the police had arrested him and he’d made a great show of not protesting. Secretly he had been waiting for his lawyer to tell him Romy was dead, that her injuries were too bad. The police had discovered who he was and their whole attitude had changed. His father had friends high up in the NYPD. He had been cautioned and told that if Romy pressed charges, they would have to revisit.

      His mother and father had been beside themselves with grief. They had adored Romy and had thought she would be able to tame some of Dacre’s excesses. When it became clear Romy would live and that she would be throwing the book at him, Dacre’s father, Hubert, had paid off the people he needed to drop the charges in return for a plea deal. No jail time for Dacre. Romy and her family had fought back, but they were no match.

      In return, Romy had been given her divorce but would not take a penny from the Mortimers. Hubert Mortimer had given his son a check for three million dollars and then cut him off. His parents had disowned him entirely.

      And you are to blame, Romy Sasse. You shouldn’t have made me angry.

      Dacre parked his car behind the tree line of the forest which bordered Magda Sasse’s property and stepped out to slink closer to the house. He saw a car pull up and saw a dark haired-man and Romy get out. They were laughing and joking. God, Romy looked so beautiful. Dacre’s cock twitched at the sight of her long dark hair tumbling around her lovely face. Who was this guy with her?

      The next moment, he watched as the man pulled Romy into a small corner of the house, shaded from the windows, and kissed her. Romy gazed up at the man with love in her eyes and it made Dacre’s insides twist in rage.

      Damn fucking bitch. How dare she cheat? Because she was still his in spite of the divorce. She’d vowed forever and she would always be, no matter her whoring ways.

      “She’s exquisite, isn’t she?”

      Dacre started and turned to find a tall, amused-looking man with piercing blue eyes staring at him. Dacre was lost for words. The man held his hand out.

      “You must be Dacre Mortimer,” he said in a friendly tone. He nodded towards the couple who were now disappearing into the house. “And that’s my bastard half-brother Blue Allende kissing your ex-wife. And yes, they’re fucking each other. Sickening, isn’t it?”

      “And who the fuck are you?”

      “Gaius Eames. Hello, Mortimer. I think we’re going to have a lot of fun together.”

      

      Chapter 8

      

      Romy was beginning to feel really uncomfortable. The meal had started off well. Everyone had been formally introduced, and the food was out of this world. If there was one thing Magda excelled at apart from parenting and sculpting, it was cooking. The turkey was juicy and plentiful, the side dishes of creamy mashed potatoes and yams sweet and heavenly, the gravy well-seasoned. Even the cranberry sauce was made from scratch and Blue grinned at her as she went in for another helping.

      She shrugged unrepentantly. “It’s my favorite.”

      The worst part of the meal was not giving away that she and Blue were together, not sharing those intimate glances or private jokes between them. They’d slipped a couple of times but had written it off as ‘work jokes.’

      Everything had been going really well until Gaius turned his attention to her.

      “Nice to see you again so soon, Romy.”

      Oh, fuck. “How’s the hand?” She could feel Blue staring at her curiously.

      “Much, much better, thanks to you.” Gaius appeared friendly, even if there was an undercurrent. He looked at Blue. “She’s quite remarkable, Blue. Have you noticed?”

      “Of course,” Blue smiled smoothly, but the edge in the smile was one Romy hadn’t seen before and it made her cold. “Romy is by far the best resident at Rainier Hope this year. And for many years, come to that.”

      “You sound impressed, brother.”

      Blue fixed Gaius with a searching stare. “I am, Gaius. When did you and Romy meet?”

      Romy opened her mouth to speak but Gaius got there first. “A couple of days ago … you didn’t mention it, Romy?” His face was a picture of innocent confusion.

      “Patient privacy,” Romy said quietly. She risked a glance at Blue, who met her gaze steadily. There will be questions later, his eyes said, and she gave a quick, almost imperceptible nod, believing with every fiber of her being that he might be upset but would not hurt her as Dacre had done anytime he was enraged.

      “The consummate professional,” Gaius said.

      Artemis cleared her throat, picking up on the sudden tension. “I actually have some news.”

      Romy shot her a grateful smile. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh, yes … well, no, but yes, and I know that doesn’t make sense. Glen and I have decided to break up. Now I know you’ll think this is a bad thing, Mom, but for both Glen and I … we’ve grown apart. Neither of us thinks badly of the other, it’s just we no longer fit as a couple. Glen’s moving out … today, actually, which is why he couldn’t be here. It’s entirely amicable, I assure you, so there’s no need to pick sides, etc.”

      “I’m glad,” Juno said immediately, “but you know we’ve always got your back, Arti.”

      Artemis grinned at her.

      “I know you do, Bubba. But, yeah, so … I guess I’m just saying, I’m single, and happily so for now.”

      “As long as you’re happy, darling,” Magda looked a little upset, but smiled at her eldest daughter, always supportive. Artemis leaned over and squeezed her hand.

      “I am, Mom, and so is Greg. So, can anybody cheer proceedings up? Mom, Stuart?” She grinned at them. “I hear someone very special is going to marry the two of you?”

      Juno beamed as Romy and Blue looked surprised. “Really, Juno? That’s awesome. Hey,” Romy said in a stage-whisper to her sister, “When they get to the kissing bit, can you leave that out? I don’t want to see that.”

      Magda threw a brussels sprout at her daughter. “Cheeky girl.”

      

      The rest of the meal passed in easy conversation and laughter, but Romy could feel the tension rolling off Blue’s body. It didn’t help that Gaius, pretending there was a friendship between he and Romy, made jokes with her, flattering her as if they had known each other for more than a few moments. Romy saw her sisters looked confused at the strange behavior and when they got her on her own, clearing the dishes, they questioned her about it. Romy shrugged.

      “I don’t get it either. I treated him for his hand wound, that was it. I don’t know the man. Perhaps he’s just trying to, I don’t know, ingratiate himself.”

      “Then why isn’t he all pally-pally with me and Arti?” Juno shook her head. “Guy’s a creep.”

      “For God’s sake, Juno, lower your voice.” Artemis hissed at her and Juno rolled her eyes. 	Romy felt a lump of misery settle in her chest. She should have told Blue; that he was pissed was obvious—to her, at least. Damn it. She looked at Artemis and for a moment debated telling her about how she felt about Blue. No, it wasn’t fair to him; they had vowed to keep it quiet, at least until after Stuart and Magda’s wedding. She turned back to the dishes, only half-listening, as her sisters chatted.

      Eventually she was alone in the kitchen, making work for herself. She felt a hand on the back of her neck and turned hopefully, expecting to see Blue. She jerked backwards when she saw it was Gaius instead. He held up his hands.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle to you, Romy; it just seemed like you were tensed up there.”

      Romy was trembling. “Gaius, please don’t touch me unless I ask you to.”

      “Sorry.” His smile was innocent, but his eyes sparkled with malice. “Guess you’re always a little jumpy these days. After what your husband did to you in New York.”

      Romy was so shocked that she didn’t see Blue enter the kitchen behind her as Gaius started to grin. It was only when she heard him put down the casserole dish he was carrying that she turned—and saw the hurt in his eyes. He gazed back at her for a beat then turned and walked out. Romy stared after him in dismay.

      “Was it something I said?” Gaius asked, and laughed coldly.

      

      Chapter 9

      

      Blue was silent as he drove Romy back to her apartment. Romy sat in miserable contemplation as he followed her into her small apartment and shut the door. In spite of her total trust in him, her nerves were tightly wound, fear unavoidable. She waited for the storm as they walked into the living room, but he just grabbed a bottle of scotch from her kitchen with two glasses and sat her down next to him.

      “Now,” he said quietly, calm and patient, the utter antithesis of Dacre, “tell me everything.”

      Romy took a deep breath in, pressing her hands tightly together. “It’s true, I was married, although I don’t know how the hell Gaius knew. Incidentally, he’s an asshole for behaving as if he and I were better acquainted than a five-minute consult the other night.”

      Blue nodded slowly. “But you didn’t tell me about it.”

      “No, and right now, I don’t know why. Blue, he’s a creep, and he came onto me then as well as tonight. He makes my skin crawl.”

      Blue looked slightly mollified. “That’s Gaius, all right. But why didn’t you tell me you were married?”

      “We weren’t—aren’t—there yet. You’ve never told me about your past lovers either.”

      “Don’t do that, Romy. No games. Husband is a lot different from girlfriend. Who was he?”

      Romy looked at him steadily. “He was a violent, ignorant spoiled rich boy who tried to kill me. There. Now you know.”

      “What?” Blue said in obvious horror.

      Romy was glad he was shocked. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. I don’t like to talk about it, frankly. It’s a lot more complicated than just ‘I was married.’ He regularly beat me and raped me, then when I told him I wanted a divorce, he assaulted me so violently that I nearly died. He comes from a rich family. He’s arrogant, entitled … Dacre Mortimer is a monster and if he finds me, I’m dead. So, the fewer people that know about him, the fewer people there are both in his firing line, and who can help him find me. Why do you think my photo and name aren’t on the Rainier Hope website or in promotional material? He knows I live in Seattle, he just doesn’t know where.” She sighed and rubbed her face. “Obviously, Gaius has done his homework.”

      “Jesus, Romy.” Blue got up and paced around. “Why did you marry him in the first place?”

      “That’s a question I still can’t answer fully for myself,” she said softly. “He … cowed me. Separated me from my mother and sisters. I guess after months of nonstop abuse, you get broken down to where a person can make you do just about anything. Even marrying the devil himself.”

      To Romy’s great relief, Blue came back to her and put his arms around her, holding her tightly. He buried his face in her hair and Romy was shocked to feel him shaking.

      “Blue?”

      “The thought of anything happening to you.” His voice was muffled and his arms tightened around her.

      “It’s okay, baby; nothing’s going to happen to me.” Romy made him look at her and she stroked his face, wondering how she could ever have wondered even slightly if this man would hurt her. He was such a good man, God. How had she gotten so lucky this time? “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Gaius. I just didn’t want to upset you. That’s clearly want he wants, to drive a wedge between us.”

      Blue pressed his lips to hers. “Romy … that won’t ever happen. I won’t let it. I’m in love with you. The thought of anyone hurting you kills me.”

      It was Romy’s turn to cry now. “I love you too, Doc,” she smiled through her tears and he kissed her passionately. Romy pressed her body to his. “Take me to bed, Dr. Allende.”

      He undressed her slowly, kissing each piece of exposed skin until her whole body vibrated with longing. Naked, she wrapped her legs around him and took him in, his cock thrusting deep into her cunt in long, measured strokes. His lips moved with hers, tender and loving as they made love. Blue’s eyes were intense on hers.

      “Let’s tell our family, tell them we’re in love. I’m shocked they didn’t guess.” He began to smile as Romy moaned with pleasure as he buried himself deeper inside. “I want to tell the world about the woman I love, the brilliant, beautiful Romy … I promise you. I’ll keep you safe and loved. So, so loved …”

      Romy cried out his name as she came, her back arching up, her thighs tightening as he came inside her, his lips at her throat. “Yes,” she said, as they caught their breath, “Yes, Blue … yes …”

      

      In the morning, Romy was changing into her scrubs when Mac came to find her. “You look different,” he remarked. “Glowing. You’re not knocked up, are you?”

      “No, definitely not,” she rolled her eyes in amusement. “What’s going on today? It’s like a ghost town.” Virtually none of the regular staff had been present when she’d walked into the hospital.

      Mac’s smile faded. “You haven’t heard? Another massacre. Four women found in the grounds of the Gasworks. All stabbed. They were brought to the ER, but they were all D.O.A. Everyone is cleaning up that mess and/or doing paperwork and/or talking to police. Again. I’m so sick of police.”

      “Oh God, not again.” Romy felt sick. She followed Mac out of the locker room as he headed for rounds.

      “And get this,” he went on. “None of them knew each other. Police think they were all picked for some reason and then left together. One of them had her femur smashed like Yasmin Levant.”

      Romy stopped. “What did you say?”

      “Left femur smashed. Why?”

      A curl of horror was beginning to form inside of her, a doubt, a horrific idea. Murders in New York and now Seattle … smashed femur … no, you’re being paranoid and ridiculous, Sasse. “Can I see the records?”

      Mac shrugged. “Sure.” They walked down to the ER, Romy assuring Mac she’d smooth things over with Blue if they were late for rounds. Romy picked up the files from the desk and read through them. There were multiple stab wounds, and all of the women were dark haired and dark eyed, with olive skin.

      “Huh.”

      She looked up at Mac, who was studying the files with an odd expression his face. “What?”

      “I just noticed. Their names. Roberta, Ornella, Margaret, Ynez. Their initials spell your name.”

      Romy felt like she’d been hit in the chest by a sledgehammer. No, it had to be a coincidence. She turned to the computer and brought up the case files for Yasmin Levant and the other women who had died with her. Reading through the names, she looked at Mac, whose eyes were now troubled. Drawing in a deep breath, Romy logged on the Internet and Googled the murders in New York. “Oh God …”

      All of the victims had names whose initials spelled her first name. Mac put his hand on her shoulder. “You know, Roms, this really could be coincidence—”

      “It isn’t.” Romy began to tremble. “I need to talk to the police.”

      Mac looked alarmed. “You don’t know who it is, do you?”

      Romy nodded grimly. “I do. I have to find Blue.”

      Upstairs, Blue looked up, but his smile faded when he saw her face. He stood up and walked over to her immediately, reaching for her. “What is it, sweetheart?”

      Romy drew in a deep breath. “It’s Dacre. He’s in Seattle. He’s coming for me.”

      

      Chapter 10

      

      Artemis tried not to feel too excited as she made her way through the icy streets of Seattle to the coffee house. She and Dan had met up a few times but this day was the first time when she was a free agent. Glen had moved out over the weekend, and although they had both been sad, even cried a little, Artemis had never felt so convinced they were doing the right thing.

      And now she was going to see Dan, the man who had been haunting her dreams for weeks now. She’d repeatedly told herself it was just a friendship, but she couldn’t mistake the look in Dan’s eyes when he was with her, and she was sure it was reflected in hers. Desire. A bond. She had never felt so comfortable with a man in her life, so at ease and relaxed—at the same time, every time she was with him, all she wanted to do was rip his clothes off and kiss him until she couldn’t breathe.

      She felt some guilt—after all, she and Glen had only just split—but then again, they’d lived separate lives for so many years. It was time to move on, and today was a big step forward doing just that. Today Dan was bringing his teenage daughter to meet her. He had asked Artemis if she wouldn’t mind, his face going red, and Artemis knew she was being assessed for … something. God, she hoped she would pass the test, and it wasn’t helping her nerves but as soon as she pushed open the door to the coffee house, Dan and his female mini-me both grinned at her and Artemis relaxed.

      Octavia was a delightful mix of typical teenager and nerdy geek. She reminded Artemis both of Juno with her confidence and Romy in her dark looks. She told Octavia that and the young woman smiled. “Dad said the same thing. He’s always talked about the Sassy Sasse Sisters—you’re almost legendary in our house.”

      “Really?” Artemis was absurdly flattered and Dan rolled his eyes.

      “Way to ruin my game, kiddo.”

      Octavia chuckled. “Sorry, Pa, but it’s the truth. I’d love to meet your sisters.”

      “We can arrange that, though Juno is leaving for New Orleans soon. Romy is still here, though, at the hospital.”

      They chatted easily for an hour then Octavia got up. She kissed Artemis’s cheek. “Sorry I have to cut and run, but I have study group.”

      Her father coughed something which sounded suspiciously like ‘geek.’ Octavia grinned. “I am what you made me. Bye, Missy, I hope we see each other again soon. Pa, I’ll probably stay over at Gail’s tonight, so don’t wait up.”

      “Just text me if you are.”

      “Will do. Bye.” And she was gone.

      Artemis grinned at Dan. “She’s great.”

      Dan grinned, delighted. “I know, she’s a good kid. I think you have her approval.”

      “Ha, I hope so.” Artemis met his gaze and held it, blushing furiously, but Dan, his dark eyes twinkling, smiled in a way that made her stomach flutter.

      “Missy?”

      “Yes?” Her heart was beating out of her chest and she felt breathless.

      “I’m gonna kiss you now.” Dan leaned over and brushed her lips with his, lightly, before the kiss deepened and went on for a long moment. Artemis sank into his embrace, feeling his hands cup her face. “God, Missy, if you knew how long I’ve wanted to do that.”

      Artemis smiled. “Me too. What happens now?”

      “Well, option A … we stay here kissing all day. Option B … I take you back to my place, undress you slowly, and kiss every inch of your perfect skin, before we make love tenderly. Option C … we throw caution to the wind and fuck each other’s brains out. Feel free to mix the last two options.” He was grinning, and Artemis started to laugh.

      “Dan Helmond, I say … Option C first, then option B. Option A can go hang.”

      Before she could finish her sentence, Dan had grabbed her hand and they were running towards his car. In thirty minutes they were naked in his bed, and Dan was thrusting his enormous, thick cock deep inside her as they fucked hard. Artemis threw every caution to the wind; she had an animal desire in her for this man, his huge, muscled body making her feel so small and precious, his kisses both tender and feral.

      Afterwards they ordered pizza and ate it in bed, feeling like lovesick teens again. Artemis grinned at Dan’s self-satisfied expression. “Don’t think for a minute, Helmond, that I left Glen for you.”

      “Yeah, you did.” But she could tell he was joking around, and laughed. “Admit it, woman, you had to have the Dan-Dan-Man.”

      “Oh, jeez, I’m leaving,” she groaned and giggled as he pulled her back into his arms and kissed her. “Marinara kisses.”

      “Think I got some mozzarella action going on in my beard if you’re interested.” His smile was so wide, Artemis couldn’t help giggling until she cried.

      “That’s so gross. Your seduction game is poor, Helmond.”

      “You love it, Missy Sassy.”

      She kissed him then. “I do. You may be crazy, but I’m crazy about you. If I’m honest, I’m kind of relieving a high-school fantasy right now.”

      Dan grinned, smoothing her blonde hair back from her face. “Except this is no fantasy. This is real, Missy.” His face was serious now, but Artemis could see the love in his eyes. “I’m all in, Missy. You and me, this is all I want.”

      Artemis sighed happily, leaning into his embrace. “Me too, big guy, me too.”

      “Stay with me tonight.”

      She nodded, her lips suddenly too busy to speak, and they made love again, slowly this time, exploring each other’s body, forgetting the time, long into the night.

      

      Romy sipped her now-cold coffee. She had been with the police most of the day and now she and Blue sat together in the interview room as the detective in charge of the homicides questioned her again.

      “I’m sorry if I’m repeating questions, Dr. Sasse, but it’s important. Now, it could be a coincidence, but we always look for patterns and we had noticed the women who died shared the same first name initial. But until you came forward we didn’t know who the message was intended for.”

      Blue groaned in dismay and the detective looked at him. “Don’t worry, Dr. Allende. We have a state-wide BOLO out for Dacre Mortimer. If he’s here, we’ll find him. In the meantime, we’ll assign you protection, Dr. Sasse.”

      “I can handle that.” Blue said, his voice gruff. “The best protection money can buy. He won’t get near you, Romy.”

      God, was this really happening? Romy closed her eyes and asked herself if she was really that shocked. Dacre would never have accepted her leaving him … but to kill all these innocent victims to send her a message? “Why didn’t he just kill me?” Her voice was quiet and surprisingly calm.

      “Don’t.” Blue was barely holding onto his composure. The detective smiled at them.

      “You’ve been unbelievably brave and helpful in coming forward. Go home and get some rest. I’ll be in touch.”

      

      Romy asked Blue to drive her to her mother’s house. “I want them all to know what’s going on—it’s not fair to them not to know that they might in danger too. Dacre is a monster.”

      Her heart sank, however, when they got to her mother’s house. Gaius was there too, meeting with his father.

      Magda knew something was wrong, clearly, as she gazed at her middle daughter. “Romy?”

      Blue took Romy’s hand. “Magda, Dad … we have something to tell you. Two things. One, we hope you’ll be happy about, because we are. Romy and I have been seeing each other for a while now, and Magda, I’m so in love with your daughter …”

      Magda exclaimed in delight and threw her arms around them. “I thought I sensed something!”

      Stuart grinned widely, clapping his son on the back. “Son, I’m delighted for you both.”

      “Oh, Romy … sweetheart, finally. I’m so happy you found a good man at long last.” Magda was in tears, and Romy teared up a little too before adding to the overall level of emotion.

      “Mom …There’s something else.”

      Gaius, smirking in the background, leaned forward, his eyes glittering with spite. “Don’t be shy, sis, tell us.”

      Romy flushed at the jibe, but she felt Blue squeeze her hand. “Shut the fuck up, Gaius; this isn’t the time for your malice. Magda, Dad, I’m afraid that it isn’t all good news. We think Dacre Mortimer is in Seattle.”

      “God, no.” Magda went pale and clutched at her daughter’s hand. “Sit down with us, sweethearts, and tell us what’s going on.”

      As Romy told them about the murders, about the signature that had led her to suspect Dacre was behind them. “I knew, or I should have known, he would come after me. He has nothing to lose by murdering me. His family has already cut him off; revenge is all he has left.”

      Blue cleared his throat and Romy looked at him. His beautiful eyes were deeply troubled and she could feel the tension in his body. “Dad … I’ve already set the ball rolling for added protection. I know it’s inconvenient, especially with the wedding coming up, but I won’t risk any of us getting hurt.” He paused, then glanced at his half-brother. “Gaius, you too. And I think perhaps you’d better clue your mother in, too.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you.” Gaius’s voice was a monotone and Romy couldn’t tell whether he was being sincere or not. She studied him … the malice had gone from his eyes and he didn’t smile. He looked at her. “As long as you’re okay, Romy, that’s all I care about.”

      Fucker. That tone was back in his voice, the intimate one, the one that said I know you better than you know. His smirk was back too. Romy looked away from him. Blue pressed his lips against her temple.

      “Piccolo, I know this is fast, but I’d feel a hell of a lot better if you moved in with me.”

      “I would too, Romy,” her mother added quickly, and Romy nodded.

      “Fine. Yes, of course. God, I’m sorry about this, everyone.”

      Magda looked angry now. “Listen here, my girl, you have nothing to be sorry about. It’s that … asshole. He should have gone to jail when he hurt you last year. Bastard. I could kill him with my bare hands. I will if he ever comes in spitting distance of me.”

      

      Later, when Blue and Romy got back to his apartment, Blue made her drink some hot tea, Romy shivering uncontrollably. “I thought it was all over,” she said in a low voice, “I was so stupid.”

      “No.” Blue wrapped his arms around her, kissing her gently. “There are crazy people all around. It has nothing to do with any choices you’ve made in life. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Romy leaned into him. “It’s weird. I’m scared, but at the same time, I can’t recall ever being as happy as I am with you right now. I love you, Blue.”

      “And I love you, baby. Maybe we should go away for a while.”

      Romy shook her head. “He’ll just kill more people. If he knows I’m here, he can try and get to me and then we’ll have him.”

      “Christ, Romy, you’re not bait, here.” Blue’s voice rose and then fell just as quickly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap, but we have to take this seriously. You saw what he did to Yasmin Levant.”

      “I did see,” Romy said quietly. “I watched her die, remember? Right alongside you.”

      Blue blanched and yanked her hard into his chest. “I’m sorry, baby. Forgive me, piccolo. I didn’t mean—I just—the thought of you in harm’s way makes me insane.”

      She curled into his warm, hard strength. “I won’t deliberately put myself in his sights, but once we confirm it is him … maybe, just maybe I can help catch him. I need to do something, Blue. Those poor girls.”

      Blue drew in a deep breath. “For tonight, let’s just … try and forget him. This place is secure. Tomorrow I’ll call in a security team. Baby, do you feel safe?”

      “With you, always.” She kissed him and he stroked her face, half-smiling.

      “Regardless of the circumstances, I’m glad you’re here. I was thinking about asking you to move in this morning, but then the sensible part of me said it might scare you off.”

      Romy smiled at him. “It might have done this morning, although I loved waking up with you.” She sighed. “I hate that the reason I’m here is that bastard.”

      “No,” Blue said, his lips brushing her, “the reason you’re here is that we love each other.”

      “You got that right, Doc.” Romy pressed her body against his, and Blue held her tightly.

      “Are you tired, piccolo?”

      Romy smiled. “No … but I am starving.”

      Blue laughed. “Of course, forgive me. Well, how about some old fashioned Italian comfort food?”

      “Pasta? Sold. Shall we order in?”

      Blue pretended to look affronted. “How dare you?”

      Romy giggled. “You can cook?”

      Blue got up and pulled her to her feet, throwing her over his shoulder and carrying her to his state-of-the-art kitchen. “Can I cook? I’m Italian, piccolo. Sit here,” he dumped her onto a stool, “and watch the maestro at work.”

      Romy watched him cook pasta, rolling out the dough and making the ravioli with deft efficiency. He kept up a stream of instructions, just as he did in the operating theater, and when the pasta was cooked, Romy almost swooned at the garlicky, oozy, buttery taste.

      “God, Allende,” she mumbled over a huge mouthful, “is there anything you’re not good at?”

      He pretended to consider, then shrugged. “Nope.” He laughed as she threw her napkin at him.

      “There’s one thing you didn’t think of, Dr. Wonderpants. I now have garlic breath.”

      “Ha,” he said, “so do I.” He pressed his lips against hers and they both decided that it wasn’t an issue as the kiss deepened and soon the remnants of the pasta were forgotten as Blue tumbled her to the floor.

      

      For the next few hours, Blue did his best to make her forget everything else but the blissful release of making love, but as the night wore on and he fell asleep, Romy lay awake.

      Just as I find happiness, Dacre comes for me. Bastard.

      Now that the fear had dissipated a little, she felt anger at the injustice of it. All those innocent girls. Romy eased out of Blue’s arms and got out of bed, walking to the huge picture window that looked out over Seattle. Romy leaned her forehead against the cold glass and stared down at the streets below.

      Wherever you are, Dacre, come for me. I’m ready for you, you piece of shit. Come for me.

      I’m ready.

      

      Chapter 11

      

      New Orleans

      

      Juno Sasse sprawled on her friend’s couch and watched as Livia balanced a plate of cookies on her huge, pregnant belly. Juno grinned at her. “I can’t believe you’re having a baby, Livvy. When you think where you were a year ago.”

      Livia Chatelaine smiled at her friend. “You’re not the only one who can’t believe it, darling. When Sandor stabbed me, then put that bullet in me, I thought that was it. I was a goner. Still, that’s in the past.” She smoothed her dress over her bump. “And this little girl is almost here. I cannot wait.”

      Juno grinned. “My first niece.”

      “You betcha. Speaking of which, you haven’t filled me in on what your sisters are up to. Has Arti married Glen yet? What about Romy? Does she like the hospital in Seattle?”

      “So many questions,” Juno laughed. “Okay, in order, no, they broke up; she’s fine; and yes.”

      Livia almost spat out her cookie. “Glen and Arti what?”

      “They split,” Juno repeated. “It wasn’t a nasty breakup or anything, they’d just grown apart.”

      “Wow. So much for fairy tales,” Livia muttered in dismay. “Except mine. I won’t deny I’m living the dream. Poor Arti though.”

      “I think she’s much happier, actually,” Juno said. “Now, the real gossip is Romy. Talk about fairy tales. She’s in love … with our soon-to-be step-brother Blue. Here …” She grabbed Livia’s iPad and typed something in, then showed Livia the photo of Blue Allende. Livia’s eyes opened wide.

      “Wow, he’s gorgeous … and he and Romy?”

      “Are fucking each other’s brains out. They’ve only just told Mom and Stuart, but I knew a while back.”

      Livia grinned at Juno’s smug expression. “They told you?”

      “No, I went for coffee with them unexpectedly, and it was so obvious.” Her smile faded. “After what Romy’s ex did to her …”

      Livia nodded, her eyes sad. “And they think he’s the one behind the murders?”

      “Yup. God, the thought of something happening to her again … she’s so tiny, Liv, and she can kick ass, believe me, but Dacre is a sick fuck.”

      Livia pushed herself from her chair, somewhat awkwardly, and came to hug her friend. “Juno, you can’t let it rule your life. I bet Romy is back at work today, saving lives. I remember when Sandor was waging his campaign … the thought of him hurting Nox or Odelle … if Romy feels half the anger I did, she won’t let Dacre near her or anyone she loves.”

      Juno felt comforted by her friend’s words and when she was in bed later, in the sumptuous guestroom of Nox and Livia’s mansion, she called Romy, surprised when her sister picked up straight away.

      “Well timed, Juno Boo.” Romy sounded cheerful, “I just got out of a four-hour surgery and am on a break. How’s NOLA? How are Livvy and gorgeous Nox?”

      “New Orleans is warm,” Juno teased, hearing Romy’s jealous groan. “Livvy is blooming, about to pop any second, and Nox is, well, delicious as always. You okay, Romulus?”

      “I am good,” Romy said determinedly. “No fucker is messing with me.”

      “You got seriously laid last night, didn’t you?” Juno laughed as her sister giggled.

      “Last night, this morning, and as soon as Blue finishes up, in about five minutes. The on-call room is free.”

      “Babe, you’ve turned into a nympho. Seriously, though, are you okay?”

      “I really, really am, Boo. Please don’t worry.”

      Juno heard voices in the background and then the familiar voice of Blue. She heard her sister laugh. “I guess you need to, um, get off … the phone, I mean.”

      Romy laughed. “You guessed, right. You’re okay, though, right?”

      “I am. I really am. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Okay. I love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      Juno clicked off her phone and snuggled down in her bed. Romy sounded happy, and not cowed by what was happening, and Juno had to be happy with that. She fell asleep and was woken three hours later by Livia shouting to Nox that the baby was coming.

      

      Seattle

      Romy moaned as Blue’s cock thrust deeper and deeper inside her, his lips hungry on hers, on her throat, sucking at her nipples as he fucked her. She gripped his dark curls tightly, their lovemaking animal and feral.

      “Christ, woman, you drive me crazy,” Blue groaned, slamming his hips against hers, sinking balls deep into her ready and swollen cunt. Romy was almost delirious with pleasure and her orgasm hit hard, leaving her breathless and with her head swimming. Blue came, shooting thick, creamy cum deep inside her belly and she clamped her legs around him, keeping him locked inside of her. His dark brown hair was damp with sweat, his skin salty, his eyes sleepy with love and pure desire. He was so beautiful, Romy wanted to cry.

      

  




She stroked his face, tracing a small scar on his cheek. “How did you get that?”

      Blue smiled. “I wish I could tell you something cool, but I fell off my bike when I was a kid.”

      “That’s not uncool.”

      “The bike still had training wheels. And I still fell off of it.” Blue looked aggrieved as Romy started to laugh.

      “Klutz. Sexy klutz, but still.”

      Blue shrugged, grinning. “I wasn’t as suave as I am now.”

      Romy snorted. “Suave. You didn’t realize at dinner two nights ago that you had marinara sauce all over your pretty face, Allende.”

      “I did. I was just hoping to entice you to lick it off.”

      “Ah,” Romy nodded wisely. “You know me well, doctor.”

      “I know you well enough to know that food, any food, can charm you like a snake.”

      Romy kissed him as he looked smug. “Speaking of snake, put that incredible cock of yours back in me, boss.”

      Blue laughed. “Hmm, boss, I like that.” He hitched her legs around his waist again, his cock already hard again. He slid into her and Romy sighed happily, winding her arms around his neck.

      “You know, boss, if you like that … I’d be willing to be dominated … in bed. For you? God, yeah, that would be such a turn on.”

      He pinched her nipple hard and she yelped in surprise but it made her cunt flood with arousal. “Oh, you’re wet, baby girl,” Blue said, and slammed his cock deeper into her. They made love, clawing, biting, hungry for the other until they both came again, then, making sure their pagers were on, they wrapped their arms around one other and fell asleep.

      Just after midnight, the door to the on-call room opened and Mac peered in, spotting them in the small puddle of light from the hallway. Romy heard the door open and she and Mac smiled at each other. Mac touched his hand over his heart and blew her a kiss, backing out of the room, and Romy felt safe and loved. No one is going to take this away from me, she thought, and closed her eyes, locked in the embrace of the man she loved.

      

      Dacre had seen Romy go into the on-call room with Blue Allende and his gut had twisted with rage. He knew the police were looking for him but they had old photos of him, photos before he’d shaved his head and grown a thick beard, adding piercings, a neck tattoo, and thick spectacles. He’d bulked up too; it made the killings easier if they couldn’t match his physical strength.

      Gaius Eames had arranged the new identity so he could apply for the orderly job at Rainier Hope. Dacre still didn’t trust the man; he wondered why he hated his half-brother so much when Gaius seemed to have unlimited resources. Maybe Gaius wanted Romy too, and if so, Dacre wouldn’t stand for that. Romy was his. She hadn’t even recognized him the time she’d asked him direct questions; she was friendly and polite, joking around with the patients and with him. He’d changed his voice too, whiskey and cigarettes lowering his register. No one, not even his damn parents, would recognize Dacre Mortimer, preppy Harvard grad, now.

      Gaius Eames had asked of him one favor. “Don’t kill your ex-wife yet,” he’d said. “I want Blue to really fall for her so when she dies, he’ll be destroyed.”

      Dacre gritted his teeth. “The thought of his hands on her …”

      Gaius had smiled. “Think of the ways you could punish her, Mortimer. Those girls you killed had it easy compared to what you’re going to do to the lovely Romy.”

      Dacre had liked the sound of that, so he’d agreed. Working at the hospital was another one of Gaius’s ideas as was the small studio apartment close to the hospital.

      Now, as he heard the door of the on-call room click closed, he knew that Allende had his hands all over his Romy and it made him rage. Dacre checked his watch—his shift was over in five minutes. He paused, entertaining the fantasy of storming into the on-call room and butchering his ex-wife and her lover. Instead, he finished up his shift and left the hospital. His body tingled with rage and the need to kill. Gaius had told him his little game of killing women with Romy’s initials had been found out—good, it meant she was scared.

      Dacre went home, ate a sparse meal of microwave hot dogs, and sucked down a couple of beers. He watched TV mindlessly for a few hours, then, just after midnight, headed out into the city. He was careful always to wear black so that the blood of his victims would not show up on his clothes and when he returned home, he would seal those clothes into a sack and burn them in the furnace at work.

      Tonight, he looked for anyone who resembled Romy. He found her working at a bar downtown, followed her when she closed up for the night, took her at the end of an alleyway, and dragged her into the darkness. She was beautiful, with long, dark, wavy hair, doe-eyed, petite. He overpowered her easily and as the knife sank deep into her flesh, Dacre felt the usual release. Staring at the girl unseeing, all he thought of was how it would feel to kill Romy like this, his blade slicing through her tender flesh, severing arteries, destroying her vital organs. This girl died too quickly, his knife cutting through her abdominal aorta clumsily, though he usually liked to draw it out.

      He lowered her to the ground as she struggled for life, ripping her shirt open, and finishing her with a few brutal stabs. The girl, her eyes wide with terror and agony, made a gurgling sound as blood filled her throat, then went still. Dacre stood, breathing heavily, staring down at her, only seeing Romy’s face on this girl’s brutalized body.

      Dacre sucked in lungfuls of air, smelling the rust-and-salt smell of his victim’s blood, then, leaving her for others to find, walked slowly back home and feel into a deep, peaceful sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Part Three

      

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      

      Stuart Eames looked up as his soon-to-be-ex-wife approached the table. He stood, dutifully kissing her on the cheek, and pulled out her chair for her. Hilary Eames smiled and sat down.

      “Always the gentleman.”

      Stuart tried not to roll his eyes. Hilary was obviously in one of her seductive moods. “You look well, Hilary.”

      She smiled. “You too. Magda Sasse is obviously looking after you … and I hear her daughter is looking after the Italian, too.”

      Stuart sighed. “His name is Blue as you well know, Hilary, and yes, he and Romy are seeing each other.”

      “Keeping it in the family.”

      He grimaced in disgust. “I didn’t come here to talk about Blue’s love life, Hilary. We agreed to meet to finalize the divorce, so shall we stick to that topic?”

      Hilary smirked. Stuart studied her. Hilary had once been considered a beautiful woman, but now she was stick-thin, gaunt, brittle. Her dark hair, once her crowning glory, was now coiffed to hide the hairpieces she used to create the illusion of lustrousness, her blue eyes ringed with kohl, hard lines. Her full lips—enhanced by fillers—made her look slightly ridiculous. Her cheekbones were jutting out and even the amount of make-up she wore couldn’t conceal the greyness of her skin, the pinched look from denying herself food.

      Being rich and thin was the overriding reason Hilary lived—that and to cause misery to those she felt envious of. Stuart wondered how he could ever have loved this woman; she was Magda’s antithesis.

      “So, you dropping your claim to the financial settlement has me wondering—what are you up to, Hilary?”

      Hilary hid a smile behind her water glass. “I thought you’d be happy.”

      “Who is he? I know there must be a ‘he’ because otherwise there isn’t a chance in hell you’d relinquish my money unless you had someone else lined up.”

      “You think so little of me?”

      Stuart stayed silent rather than lie. Hilary shrugged. “Not that it’s any of your business, Stuart, but Giles is …”

      “Giles?” Suddenly Stuart started to laugh. “You mean Giles St. Clement? Lord Giles St. Clement? Oh, Hilly, you really are so transparent.”

      Hilary’s face contorted in anger. “If you must know, Giles and I are in love, and as soon as the divorce comes through, we are to be married.”

      “And you’re moving to London? I can see it now. High tea with the prime minister as you peddle your faux-manitarian causes. Blow jobs abound and suddenly, Lady St. Clement, you’re receiving titles of your own. Honorary damehoods, perhaps?”

      Stuart hadn’t meant to be so cutting—it wasn’t his style, and this meeting was, after all, to make sure Hilary did sign the divorce papers—and now he realized he had gone too far. Hilary’s eyes glittered with spite.

      “What’s it to you who I marry, or who I ‘blow,’ as you so crudely put it? This is what I want, Stuart, just like your pathetic little hippie is who you want. Aren’t you glad I’ll be out of your life for good?”

      Stuart shrugged. “Sure … I just hope Giles knows what he’s let himself in for.”

      “Fuck you, Stuart. I never loved you; I was stupid to think I did.”

      Stuart’s smile faded. “You think I don’t know that? And you made Bianca’s life a misery too.”

      “She spawned your precious lovechild, the saint-like Blue. If you only knew, Stuart, about your bastard son.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Stuart was irked now but Hilary just smiled.

      “You have two sons, Stuart. Isn’t it about time you concentrated on your firstborn? Gaius tells me he feels shut out of your new family.”

      “That’s not even close to true, Hilary. Gaius just tells you what you want to hear, because it suits him to feel like the redheaded stepchild. Magda has made great efforts to include him. Far more efforts than you made with Blue.”

      “You’re just surrounded by saint-like people, aren’t you?”

      Stuart gritted his teeth. This was more like the Hilary he knew—spiteful, resentful, vindictive. “I really think we should stick to signing these papers. Do you want lunch, Hilary?”

      She shook her head, dismissive. “I don’t have time.” She took the papers from him and scrawled her signature where he indicated. Stuart put the signed papers back in his jacket pocket.

      “Thank you. I wish you well, Hilary.”

      Hilary smiled at him and for a brief second, Stuart could see the beautiful woman she had once been. Then the malice crept back in her face. “Tell your girlfriend’s daughter to watch out for Blue … he isn’t what he says he is.”

      

      Hilary’s last words were still bugging Stuart as he drove back to Magda’s home. They had decided that he would move in with her after the wedding, selling his massive condo. “I don’t need it,” he’d told her, “this is home to me now.”

      Magda saw the preoccupation on his face and Stuart told her what Hilary had said. Magda shrugged it off. “She’s just trying to upset you. Blue is a good man; we all know that.”

      Stuart sighed. “I know. I just don’t trust Hilary not to go screw things up for him. She loathed Bianca, and barely even spoke to Blue —until, get this, until he was a young teenager and started to blossom into his looks. Then she would show him off like a trophy. Blue isn’t like Gaius. He hated being paraded around like a prize. As soon as he was eighteen, he left home, just to get away from her. I confess, I helped him move out.” He sat and rubbed his face, but then smiled at Magda. “But all that aside, she signed the papers.”

      Magda grinned and sat down on his knees. “You’re a free man?”

      “I’m a free man … so, officially, Magdalena Helen Sasse … would you do me the great honor of marrying me?”

      Magda laughed, and nodded. “I will, Stuart Gregory Eames. I really will … and if you’ll have me, on Christmas Day.”

      Stuart grinned, knowing the arrangements were almost in place for their wedding. He kissed her tenderly, gazing up into her navy-blue eyes. “I can’t wait, my darling. I can’t wait.”

      

      Romy was concentrating so hard on the practice dummy she was performing a surgery on that she didn’t see Mac sidle into the room until he poked her side and made her jump. “Dude! You just killed my patient.”

      Mac laughed. “Nah, she was a goner anyway. So …”

      Romy hid a grin. “Yes?”

      “You and Doc Allende?”

      Romy flushed, but smiled. “Pretty much.”

      “How long?”

      “A couple of months.”

      “Rom?” She looked up to see his smile. “Is it love?”

      She nodded, flushing again. “It is. I’m crazy about him.”

      “Good. You get your man, girl. It’s not like it’s a huge surprise to anyone.”

      Romy looked at him sharply. “What?”

      Mac held his hands up. “Slow your roll. I didn’t tell anyone. But the chemistry between the two of you speaks for itself.”

      He watched her for a few minutes as she worked. “Rom? Did you hear? More murders.”

      Romy’s hand slipped and she cussed, ripping off her gloves to see the small gash in the top of her finger. Mac helped her to clean it up. “Girl, why were you wearing gloves to operate on a dummy?”

      “Habit,” she said, “ouch.”

      “Sorry. Look, it just needs cleaning and a stitch is all. No biggie. Want me to do it?”

      “Please.”

      Mac studied her face as he helped her. “I know you think these killings are your fault. They’re not, babe. They are the work of a very sick, very bad man. Do you know how many times I thank God that he didn’t kill you that day? And I didn’t even know you back then. You’re a survivor, Romy.”

      “But what does that mean when innocent women are being killed because of me?”

      “It’s not because of you!” Mac said angrily. “God, I could kill Dacre Mortimer with my bare hands. Have the police told you anything about their search?”

      Romy shook her head. “He could be anywhere, Mac.”

      “Except here. We have his picture up at every entrance, all the security team has been advised to look out, all the reception staff.”

      “I know, and I’m grateful. Thanks, Mac.”

      He finished treating her finger. “You deserve happy, Romy. We can all see that you and Blue make each other happy. Live that, not the past.”

      Romy hugged her friend. “Thanks, Mac.”

      

      Romy went to find Blue afterward, eager to see him and kiss him but as she approached his office door, she could hear him arguing. “No … no way. I do not want to see you or talk to you. Why can’t you get that into your head?”

      Romy stopped, listening but she couldn’t hear anyone replying. It must be a phone call. Feeling guilty, she hovered just outside the door. She heard him sigh. “Look, I don’t know why you’re bringing this up now. Perhaps you heard I’m in love with someone else? I thought so. Keep your less-than-subtle threats and go fuck yourself.” She heard him slam the phone down and mutter to himself. Romy waited a beat then knocked at his door.

      Blue looked up and for a second, his face was stormy, dark, beautiful—and terrifying. When he realized who it was, the storm cleared and he grinned at her. “Why are you knocking, baby? Come here.”

      Romy went into his arms and he kissed her tenderly, his eyes never leaving hers. “God, I love you, woman.”

      Romy chuckled. “Right back at you. I just came to see the schedule of surgeries—and to kiss your face off, of course.

      “Of course.” He pulled her onto his lap and reached for the schedule. “Light, today, unless we get any emergencies.” He stroked her hair back from her face. “After the lap, you could duck out and go Christmas shopping if you want. I’ll cover.”

      “Nah. That’s what Amazon.com is for.” Romy leaned her cheek against his and closed her eyes. She was so curious as to who he had been talking to, but couldn’t bring herself to ask. “I did some serious shopping at lunch. Speaking of which … I have no idea what to get you.”

      “All I need is you, baby.” Blue kissed her. “If I have you, I have everything.”

      Romy grinned. “Mushy. Okay, so I’ll ask your dad.”

      “Like he’ll know. Honestly, Romy, I don’t need anything.” He twirled a lock of her hair around his finger. “How about this? Instead of exchanging gifts, we go away together after Christmas.”

      Romy smiled. “Is this you trying to get me out of Seattle again?”

      “A little,” Blue admitted with a wry smile. “But also, I keep dreaming of us in a rustic Italian villa, making love in the olive groves. My fantasy is you in a summer dress, no underwear, and me fucking you against a cypress tree, my cock buried deep in your silky cunt, my fingers stroking your clit, my tongue in your mouth …”

      Romy, turned on, groaned. “God, Blue …”

      Grinning wickedly, he snaked his hand into her top, pulling it down over one breast, sliding the lacy cup of her bra down and taking her nipple into his mouth. His other hand slid slowly up her thigh, under her skirt, caressing her through her increasingly damp panties, then slipping underneath to stroke her clit. “I’ll fuck you so hard that the whole of Tuscany will hear you come, beautiful girl.”

      Romy buried her head in his neck. “Blue … God, I’m so wet for you.”

      In a flash he had swept her onto the couch, locked the door, and flicked the light off. The whole back wall of his office was glass and Romy glanced quickly to see if anyone could see in. Blue grinned down at her as he unzipped his pants and tugged her underwear off. “Maybe we’ll get caught, baby.”

      His smile, his words, sent a thrill through her and he plunged his ramrod-hard cock into her and they fucked deliriously, not caring if they were caught. Romy sighed as she came, feeling him pumping his seed deep inside her. “God, we’re such a pair of sex fiends.”

      Blue chuckled. “Yes, we are.”

      Laughing and talking, they tidied themselves up and went back to work. The routine laparotomy went easily and afterwards, Blue took Romy out to dinner.

      

      Romy didn’t know when she started to feel uneasy, but in the car on the way home, she kept looking behind them, as if she had seen something. Blue frowned at her. “You okay, baby?”

      Romy nodded, but her chest was tight. “I don’t know why but I feel like … someone was watching us.”

      “In my office?”

      She shook her head. “No, at the restaurant. I went to the bathroom, and I could have sworn … no, never mind. I’m just being paranoid.” She glanced behind them again.

      Blue looked in the rearview mirror. “Sweetheart, if your instincts are telling you something, we should listen to them. Do you think we’re being followed?”

      Romy didn’t want to sound insane but Blue’s expression was serious. “It’s crazy, but yes. There’s a dark sedan that’s been following us all the way from the restaurant.”

      “Gotcha.” With deftness and skill, Blue pulled the car off the freeway and onto a side street. He made a circuit of the almost deserted business district, and then circled back towards his apartment. “How about now?”

      Romy was watching carefully. “I can’t see it anymore. I’m sorry, honey, maybe I was imagining it.”

      “Better safe than not.”

      She smiled gratefully at him. “I promise I’m not a hysterical female.”

      Blue laughed. “Would never have crossed my mind that you were.”

      As they parked the car in the garage beneath his building, Romy couldn’t resist checking out the other cars there. Blue grinned at her. “Still being super spy?”

      “You got me.”

      He took her hand. “Come on, Black Widow, let’s go home and cuddle some.”

      In the elevator, alone, he kissed her tenderly. “You know, if you want, we could look for somewhere together. We don’t have to stay here.”

      “I love your apartment,” she said, leaning into him, feeling his arms tightening around her. She reached down and squeeze his cock through his jeans and he grinned.

      “Insatiable.”

      “You know it.”

      He was still laughing when he unlocked the door to his apartment and held it for her. “After you, ma’am.”

      Romy’s laughter echoed through the hallway but when she got into the living room, her smile faded. She heard Blue cuss behind her.

      “What the fuck?”

      The naked dark-haired woman slowly spread her legs with a wide smile on her face. “Hello, darling Blue. Is this your new toy? Would she like to play with us?”

      Romy’s whole body was icy cold. She slowly turned to Blue. “I take it back. I hate your apartment.”

      She pushed past him, wrenching her arm free when he grabbed it. “No, baby, wait, this isn’t what it—”

      But Romy ran, slamming the door behind her, her sobs wracking and desiccating.

      

      Hilary Eames stood up and sashayed over to her stepson. “Flighty, isn’t she?”

      Blue, his anger threatening to overwhelm him, glowered at her. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, Hilary?”

      She touched his cheek and he flinched away. She smiled. “Just reclaiming what is mine, Blue.”

      “Get out.” Blue clenched his fists to stop himself from physically hauling her out of his apartment. “Now, Hilary, and don’t ever come back.”

      Hilary pretended to pout. “Come on. Don’t you remember the fun we used to have? God, you were like a Roman god back then.” She studied him. “Now … you look tired, Blue. She’s exhausting you, making you pretend that you’re good enough for her when you and I know differently, don’t we?”

      “Get out now, Hilary, or I won’t be responsible for what I’ll do.”

      Hilary smirked. “Fine. I’ll go. You know where to call me.”

      “Don’t hold your breath. You know what you did to me. Don’t pretend it was anything more than …” Blue squeezed his eyes shut, trying to erase the memories, the feelings from back when he was just a kid.

      “Call it what you will, Blue.” Hilary reached down and squeezed his groin. “You may tell one story, but your magnificent cock told another.”

      Blue did lose his temper then, and taking her by the upper arm, hauled Hilary to the door and threw her out. A bright flash blinded him, and he realized that a paparazzo had been waiting outside his door to take a photo of him throwing a naked and grinning Hilary from his home.

      But Romy was all he could think about, out there, unprotected. Blue called the security firm. “Find her. Protect her. She won’t want to see me at the moment and that’s fine. But, please, keep her safe.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      

      Chapter 13

      

      Running out into the midnight streets, Romy kept going until she could not breathe any longer. Stopping, dragging much needed oxygen into her lungs, she allowed herself to feel the pain of what had just happened in and it bent her double. “God … God.”

      Slowly, as her breathing returned to normal, she began to walk, dazed. She knew it wasn’t safe to do this but at this moment, the pain of Blue’s betrayal seemed to overwhelm any fear that Dacre might catch up with her.

      Come for me now, Dacre, and end this pain for me. I don’t care anymore.

      She sat down on a low wall and put her head in her hands, willing the tears to stop.

      God, how stupid was I? To think a man like Blue wouldn’t have a fleet of women in his past. How long ago had he slept with this one? Who the fuck was she? She was beautiful, if skinny as hell, but way too old for him. Jesus, that’s what you’re focusing on, Sasse?

      Fuck. Romy wiped her eyes. She’d call a cab and get them to pick her up at the end of the street. She was dialing when a silver Audi pulled up beside her. She began to walk quicker, nervous now.

      “Romy?”

      She stopped, turning towards the speaker. Gaius smiled at her. “What on earth are you doing out here so late?”

      “I …” Romy didn’t know what to say. “Blue was called in for an emergency and I decided to try and find a cab.” Lame as hell.

      “Girl, get in. With your rabid ex on the loose, you really do not need to be out on the streets alone.”

      “I’m fine.” Her voice shook, betraying her. Gaius got out and came to her.

      “Come on, sweetheart. I’ll take you home.”

      Romy let him put her in his passenger seat and drive away from Blue’s neighborhood. Gaius looked over at her, concerned.

      “Are you okay?”

      Romy nodded. “Would you mind taking me to my sister’s place? To Artemis’s place?” She gave him the address and then smiled tentatively at him. “Thanks, Gaius.”

      “It’s no problem … but are you sure you’re okay? You look upset.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You said that already.”

      Romy gave a half-hearted laugh. “Just tired.”

      She stared out of the car window. The shock was dissipating now, and Romy was beginning to regret running away. She should have stood her ground and gone toe to toe with the whore in Blue’s flat. Romy gritted her teeth. Then again, why the hell hadn’t Blue come after her?

      Was it the guilt of being caught? God. Romy closed her eyes. The pain in her chest was killing her. Had she gotten him so wrong?

      No. She was sure of Blue’s love for her, utterly sure. There had to be some kind of rational explanation for it.

      Gaius left her alone on the journey, only turning to her as they turned into Artemis’s street. “Are you sure I can’t do anything else for you, Romy?”

      “No, thank you again, Gaius.” A thought occurred to her. “What were you doing in Blue’s neighborhood tonight?”

      “Just hoping to see my brother for a few minutes. Nothing important.”

      That didn’t ring true, but Romy didn’t have the energy to press the point. She got out, then bent down to thank him again.

      Gaius smiled at her. “It’s no problem. If you need anything, I’m always here for you, Romy. Always.”

      She watched him drive away, then dug in her purse for the key. All of the sisters had keys to each other’s houses and Romy was glad she wouldn’t have to wake Arti up. She snuck into the house, but halfway up the stairs her phone beeped. She knew it had to be Blue.

      Baby, where are you? I swear it wasn’t how it looked—but of course I would say that. Please believe me, her being here was nothing to do with us. Please just let me know you’re safe. I love you.

      Romy sighed, all her anger dissipated.

      We’ll talk tomorrow, Blue. That’s all I can promise right now. I’m at Arti’s for the night. I’m safe.

      Of course. Just know I love you.

      I love you too. Tomorrow.

      Tomorrow.

      Romy climbed up the stairs wearily, and slipped into Arti’s guest bedroom. She stripped down to her underwear and into bed—only to encounter bare flesh. She shrieked, as did the other person in the bed, and Romy skittered across the room to switch the light on.

      A young woman with dark hair and huge brown eyes was staring at her, her hand clamped over her mouth.

      “Who are you?” Romy asked, breathless, but the girl didn’t have time to answer before Artemis burst into the room, followed by a giant of a man who looked familiar. Romy gaped at him. “Dan? Dan Helmond?”

      The man grinned widely, a strange counterpoint to the three women all in shock. “Romy Sasse, as I live and breathe. I take it you’ve met my daughter and your mini-me, Octavia. Tavia, meet Romy Sasse, Artemis’s sister.”

      Romy and her younger double stared at each other for a long moment before Romy, not knowing what else to do, burst out laughing.

      

      Chapter 14

      

      Romy shrugged, recounting the story to her sister. “So I just walked out. Wouldn’t you?”

      Artemis, sitting opposite her sister at the breakfast bar, chewed on her toast thoughtfully. “Maybe. No, probably not. You know me, I would have demanded a full and detailed explanation.”

      “With color-coding.”

      Artemis grinned as Dan and Octavia laughed. “And, you, sis, are the firebrand, so I guess I can’t blame you for walking away.”

      Romy sighed. “I told Blue I’d meet him this morning in the city. Don’t suppose you could give me a ride?”

      “I can.” Octavia said, spooning the last of her cereal into her mouth, “I have to go to the library, it’s no problem.”

      Romy grinned at her. “Thanks, dude. I still can’t get over how alike we look. Daniel, are you sure you didn’t fool around with my mom when we were back in high school?”

      The women laughed as Dan held up his hands. “All I’m saying is Magda is a beautiful woman.”

      “Dad! God, you’re so embarrassing.” Octavia hid her face in her hands as her father smirked.

      Romy snorted with laughter and poked Octavia. “Come on then, twinsie, let’s get going.”

      

      On the drive into the city, Romy and Octavia chatted easily, then Octavia smiled at her.

      “Artemis told me you are actually a twin. I’m sorry about your brother.”

      Romy felt a lump in her throat. “Thanks … I miss him still, even though it’s been over twenty years.”

      “What happened? If you don’t mind telling me.”

      Romy cleared her throat. “Not at all.” Her voice quivered a little but she ignored it. “It was so quick, such a normal moment in a normal day. He fell over in the school yard. He was playing with some friends and tripped and hit his head. For a few hours he was okay, and then the next morning, Mom found him dead in bed from a hemorrhage.”

      Even now, Romy remembered the agony of seeing her twin, the person closest to her, blue- lipped and lifeless.

      Octavia had tears in her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Romy.”

      “You know what it’s like to lose someone, Tavia. It never gets easier; you just get used to the pain.”

      Octavia nodded. “I know. Mom fought cancer twice, once before she had me. That time she won, and was determined that it wouldn’t stop her and Dad from having kids. They went through seven rounds of IVF before one took. Sometimes I wonder if having me, putting her body through all of that, made her weaker and allowed the cancer back in.”

      Romy squeezed her hand. “No, honey, it doesn’t work like that. And, believe me, she would have taken the cancer over and over again if it meant having you in her life.”

      Octavia looked tearful. “Thank you, Romy.” She laughed a little through her tears. “I wish you were my sister.”

      “How about we pretend we are? After all, it looks like Arti and your dad are pretty much solid—so that makes you family. Of course, I would technically be your step-aunt—but sister sounds better, right?”

      Octavia grinned at Romy. “Deal.”

      

      Octavia dropped Romy off at the breakfast place and waved goodbye. Romy drew in a deep lungful of oxygen and went inside, seeing Blue was already waiting for her. His green eyes were troubled, wary, but Romy allowed him to pull her into a hug. “Thank you for coming, baby.”

      Romy leaned into him, breathing in his woodsy, clean scent. “Let’s talk.”

      They ordered eggs and toast with strong black coffee and Romy waited. Blue looked at her. “I have no idea how she got into my apartment, but I swear to you, Romy, I’m not sleeping with her.”

      “Who is she?”

      Blue hesitated. “An ex-patient who got a little too close.”

      “Did you sleep with her before you knew me?” Romy was watching his expression carefully. Don’t lie, please don’t lie.

      Again, Blue paused. “It’s more complicated than that.”

      His answer irked Romy. “Either you had sex with her or not, Blue.”

      His expression was unreadable then in a low voice. “Technically, I did have intercourse with her.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Romy … I have a past, and some things are too painful, too scarring to discuss. You should know that.”

      Ouch. “Don’t try and weasel out of this by bringing up Dacre, Blue.”

      “I’m not trying to weasel out of anything. It is what it is.”

      Romy sighed. She wanted to believe Blue, but there was something in her gut instinct making it difficult. “But you’re no longer involved with her?”

      “No, nor any other woman. Believe me, Romy, you are my love, my life.” He leaned forward and brushed her lips with his. She didn’t pull away. “Nothing will ever change that. As far as I’m concerned, you and me? We’re endgame.”

      Romy felt a rush of warmth inside her at his words. “We are?”

      “Yes.” This time his words were defiant, determined. Blue held her gaze steadily. “I love you.”

      Romy half smiled. “I love you too, Doc.”

      “Can we move past this?”

      She considered for a long moment then nodded. “I guess we can. But no more beautiful naked women in the apartment.”

      Blue grinned. “Unless it’s you.”

      Romy laughed then, her tension falling away. “Unless it’s me. And get your locks changed, would you? If she could get in that easily, anyone could.”

      “Already done,” he said grimly, “And the building’s security team got a tongue-lashing as well.”

      “Maybe we should look for somewhere together.”

      Blue nodded. “I’d like that. I want to be somewhere of both our choosing.”

      Romy was dreaming now. “Maybe out on one of the islands? I …” Her attention was suddenly caught by the flat screen TV in the corner of the diner. Blue’s face flashed up, followed by a photograph of the naked woman being thrown out of his apartment, and Blue’s shocked, angry face behind her. With a sledgehammer-like shock to her heart, Romy read the headline.

      

      Prominent Seattle surgeon in late-night tryst with naked stepmother, socialite Hilary Eames. Photographer captures moment lover’s tiff escalates into public humiliation.

      

      Romy felt her throat fill with vomit. “Oh my God …” She breathed and turned on a shocked Blue. “An ex-patient, huh? You sick, perverted fuck … Jesus, Blue, your own stepmother?”

      “It wasn’t like that, I swear.” Blue’s voice was gravelly, broken, his shoulders slumped, but Romy had no sympathy.

      “How could you?” She didn’t wait for an answer but darted to the bathrooms and threw up and up until she was sobbing and dry-heaving. She sat on the bathroom floor and cried, her heart shattering. What the fuck is wrong with the world?

      A young waitress came to find her. “Are you okay?”

      Romy shook her head. “No.”

      “Your friend asked me to come see if you were okay.” The waitress crouched down beside her, her kind face concerned. Romy tried to smile.

      “He’s no friend of mind.” She wiped her face. “Is there a back way out of this place?”

      The waitress led Romy through the kitchens and Romy thanked her, pressing a large tip into her hands. “Give me a few moments before you tell him I’m gone, would you?”

      “Of course. I hope you’re okay.”

      “Thanks, honey.”

      

      Romy went out into the cold December streets and walked to work. How the hell were they going to resolve this? Everything was so fucked up. You should never have slept with him to begin with. Would she have to transfer to a different hospital? God.

      She was in the locker room when Mac came and hugged her. “You okay? I saw the crap on the news.”

      “No, I’m not okay, but I have to work, so … here I am.” She lowered her voice. “Is he here? Have you seen him?”

      Mac nodded, glancing around at the other residents. “He looks broken, Romy. Utterly devastated. I saw him talking to Quinto.”

      “You defending him?”

      “No way. Team Romy all the way. I’m just saying, he’s not out there preening.”

      Romy felt a little better and a little worse at that. She almost wanted Blue to be unrepentant so she could keep being mad at him. He was sleeping with his stepmother, she told herself, you have plenty to be mad about. A few minutes later, just as they were leaving for rounds, the Chief of Surgery, Beau Quinto, came to find them.

      “Okay, people, so a bit of news. Doctor Allende has requested and been granted some personal time. Therefore, I’ll be your lead for the time being. Sasse and Jones, if you could still keep to the general surgical schedule you had planned, I’ll be stepping in to replace Doctor Allende.”

      Quinto’s eyes flicked to Romy’s face briefly and she couldn’t read the expression. Was he mad at her? She bristled then told herself to calm down. The man was a professional—and she hadn’t done anything wrong.

      Quinto gave out his orders to the rest of the residents and they all scattered throughout the hospital. Romy was relieved that she had some breathing space. Mac nudged her as they walked down the OR’s. “Wonder how long Allende will be away.”

      She shrugged. “Until he gets his life sorted out.”

      “Does that include you?”

      Romy didn’t know how to answer him.

      

      Chapter 15

      

      Christmas Eve, and Romy finished late in the evening, wanting to catch up with her files before she took some time away for her mother’s wedding. If she was honest, she was delaying going home. Going home meant facing Blue for the first time since the Hilary incident, but there was no way out of it. In the morning, her mother would marry Stuart, and there was no way either she or Blue would let their parents down.

      Maybe we should just shake hands and live as step-siblings, she thought now. The thought depressed her, though, and she suddenly felt tearful. Distraction is what I need.

      She walked through the floor, checking on all her post-surgical patients, chatting to the few who were still awake, wishing them a Merry Christmas even if it was spent away from their families. The hospital always made sure that, if at all possible, they could have an enjoyable time. There was one patient who wouldn’t even know it was Christmas. Kelly Yang, a young woman who had been in a car accident a few weeks previously, lay in a coma. No family, no visitors, and so Romy had taken to sitting with her, holding her hand, and talking to her, trying to reach into the young woman’s locked-in mind.

      “Hey, Kels,” Romy said now, pulling a chair up to the side of her bed. “How you doing, kiddo?” She checked Kelly’s vital signs, flicked her light in the girl’s eyes, then sat down. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart. Wish you were awake to share it, but I promise, when you do wake up, I’ll make sure you have your Christmas.”

      She sat with Kelly nearly an hour, almost falling asleep, when she heard someone at the doorway. “How is she?”

      Romy turned to see one of the orderlies, a huge, hulking man, nodding at Kelly. He was bald-headed with a thick dark beard, multiple piercings and thick spectacles, but his smile was friendly. Romy wracked her brain for his name. Wally? Warren?

      “The same,” she replied, looking back at Kelly, “although I live in hope she’ll wake up.”

      “Fingers crossed. Sorry to bother you, doc, but we just needed to check in, see if you needed us anymore tonight.”

      Romy smiled at him. “No, thanks … Warren. Have a good Christmas.”

      “You too, Doc. Thanks.”

      Left alone again, Romy squeezed Kelly’s hand. “Do me a favor, kiddo. Give me the best Christmas gift by waking up, huh? Sweet dreams, sweetheart.”

      

      The hospital was so quiet, so still, that as Romy walked through the reception area out to the parking lot, her heels echoed on the polished floor. Outside, the temperature was dropping fast and thick, fluffy snow falling from the sky. A picture-perfect Christmas for us, Romy thought, pulling out of the lot and turning the car towards her mother’s house. The roads were almost empty as the snow began to thicken, and Romy drove with extra care, her heart thumping painfully all the way home.

      When she got home, she only saw one light on—Artemis’ old room. Breathing a sigh of relief that everyone else seemed to be in bed, she snuck through the house to her old room. Juno, back from New Orleans, was curled up in one side of the bed, fast asleep.

      Romy pulled her wet boots and jeans off, changing into her fluffy brushed cotton jammies and pulling her robe around her. Despite the time, she wasn’t tired, and so, instead of waking Juno up with her restlessness, Romy tugged a comforter from the closet and went back downstairs. The living room had been transformed into a winter wonderland by her mother, thousands of tiny white lights, white ribbons, and tasteful Christmas decorations everywhere.

      It really is going to be a fairytale wedding, Romy thought, with a pang of both sadness and joy. Her mother deserved every happiness and now Romy nodded to herself. She would not let this thing with Blue ruin her mom’s day. She would tell him they could talk—after the wedding. In the meantime, they would plaster smiles on their faces and be a family.

      She felt, rather than heard, the person behind her. Romy turned to see Blue, shirtless, barefoot, and in jeans, staring at her. In the blue light of the early hours, he looked like an apparition. His eyes were wide and sad. Romy gazed back at him for a long moment, then slowly pulled her top over her head, releasing the drawstring on her pants and stepping out of them.

      Wordlessly, he came to her, hesitant at first, then as his cold hands touched her skin, she shivered with desire and he crushed his lips against hers. Romy could not help but sink into the embrace, her longing for him almost debilitating. Her hands went to the fly of his jeans and soon he too was naked, his cock standing proud against his belly, quivering as she stroked it. There was a question in Blue’s eyes and Romy answered it with just a nod. She lay down on the couch and opened her arms to him.

      Blue went into them, hitching her legs around his waist and thrusting into her in one long, quick movement. Romy gasped as he filled her, her cunt contracting around his cock, moving with him as they made love. Romy did not think of anything else at that moment but of her own needs, her desire for the man in her arms.

      Blue held her gaze as he braced himself and moved quicker, harder, deeper, Romy tilting her hips up to take him in as deep as she could. Blue’s thrusts were almost violent now, making Romy’s hips burn as he slammed his cock into her. He was angry, Romy could tell, but right now, she wanted that anger, needed it to fuel her own. Blue came inside her, burying his face in her neck as he groaned, his cum pumping out of him, filling her belly. Romy dug her fingernails into his buttocks as she too reached her climax, gasping and moaning softly.

      Afterward they gazed at each other. “I hate how much I love you,” she said, and he nodded.

      “I promise, Romy, I will make this right between us. We need to talk.”

      “I know,” Romy closed her eyes as he kissed her throat. “But after the wedding.”

      “Agreed. I love you, Romy,” he said, his voice trembling with emotion. “I’ve never loved anyone or anything as much as I love you, beautiful girl. Please don’t ever leave me.”

      Romy was moved beyond words and hot tears dripped from her eyes, splashing on her naked body. Blue stroked her face, wiped away her tears. “I promise, I’ll tell you everything. Everything. There will be no more secrets between us.”

      Blue lifted her into his arms and carried her upstairs to the guestroom. They entangled their limbs, in a bid to get as close as possible, lips on lips, belly to belly, her soft breasts pressed up against his hard chest, and fell asleep together.

      Romy’s last thought before she gave into sleep was that maybe, just maybe, everything would be all right.

      

      Gaius had watched his step-brother and Romy make love, his hand down his own shorts, jerking off, as he gazed at Romy’s spectacular naked body. She was so beautiful that Gaius thought it would almost be a shame when Dacre Mortimer killed her. What a waste … then again, the thought of seeing her confused and in agony as Mortimer murdered her was also a turn-on. If Dacre could see them now, Gaius thought with a smile. Romy riding Blue, her large, pillowy breasts moving in rhythm, her flat belly soft and sensual. Gaius imagined putting a bullet into it as she rode Blue, watching the horror in his hated stepbrother’s face as she bled out on top of him.

      He muffled his grunt of release, wiping his hand on a bunch of tissues. God … he would love to fuck Romy before she died, but what would the insanely jealous Mortimer do if he did? End him? Probably. No, he would have to settle for voyeurism when it came to the middle Sasse sister. The more important thing was that Blue was destroyed … Gaius gritted is teeth. When he had seen that photograph of Blue throwing Gaius’ naked mother out of his apartment, the rage had been like nothing he’d ever known.

      Gaius had been so mad that he had ignored his mother’s phone calls, staying silent as she’d begged outside his door.

      How could you, Mom? With the man I have hated all my life … fucking whore.

      Gaius watched now as Blue swept Romy into his arms and gritted his teeth. You took the woman I loved, brother, and now I’m going to do the same to you. Romy is a dead woman, Blue, and you know what?

      It’s entirely your fault.

      

      Chapter 16

      

      Romy woke feeling more at peace that she’d expected to. Blue’s arms were around her and she stayed locked in them as she gazed up at him. Yes, she loved this man. Whatever he had done in the past was the past. He’d said he would tell her everything, and she believed him.

      Romy was amazed at herself. After Dacre, she had struggled with trust, and yet here she was risking her heart once again for this man.

      As they dressed for the wedding later, Romy smiled at him. “Damn, man, you wear a suit well.”

      He was wearing a dark gray, exquisitely tailored suit which brought out the green of his eyes. He was grinning at her. “Woman, you should see what I’m seeing.”

      The dark gold shift dress clung to her curves, simple in its design but perfectly matched to her olive skin tone. The lightest makeup and her dark hair falling in waves down her back completed her bridesmaid look. Blue couldn’t keep his hands off of her, kissing her tenderly.

      She stroked his face. “Blue, today is all about Mom and Stuart. That’s all I care about today, so let’s put everything else aside for after they’ve left for their honeymoon.”

      “I agree … but can I just say one thing?”

      “Go for it.”

      “I love you, Romy Sasse, and there are things in my past I’m ashamed of, but nothing, nothing means more to me than earning and deserving your love and your trust.”

      

      Downstairs, Artemis was arranging everything and everyone and Romy saw that some of the guests had started to arrive. She welcomed them in and made sure they had drinks before heading up to see how Magda was doing.

      Her mother was uncharacteristically calm. “Hello, darling. Could you help me with this hair comb?”

      Magda was dressed in a simple pale cream dress too, with only some ornate beading around the neck and sleeves. The hair comb was encrusted with rubies—a present from Romy’s grandmother when Magda had graduated from college.

      “You look breathtaking, Mom.” Romy hugged her gingerly and Magda beamed. She studied her daughter.

      “You look happier, darling. Did you and Blue talk?”

      Romy half-smiled. “A little. But today isn’t about us, it’s about you and Stuart. As the reckless middle daughter, I think it’s probably up to me to ask the awkward question. Are you sure, Mom?”

      Her mother met her gaze steadily. “I am, Romy. I truly am.”

      Romy smiled. “Then I wish you nothing but utter happiness and joy forever. I love Stuart; he really is a good man. Oh, here. Dad sent a message too.”

      “He did?” Magda read the card James Sasse had sent. “That’s sweet. Your daddy is a good man, Romy. In spite of everything”

      “I know, Mom. And now I have a stepdad too.”

      Magda laughed. “Not quite yet.” She glanced at her clock. “Wow, that came around quickly. Forty-five minutes and then the nerve-wracking stuff will be over with and we can party.”

      

      A half-hour later, Romy walked her mother down the wooden staircase and to the front of the aisle, Artemis serving as matron of honor, and a grinning Juno, resplendent in a man’s tuxedo, welcoming the guests to the wedding.

      Blue and Gaius stood at Stuart’s side as he married Magda, Blue’s eyes twinkling with happiness as he winked at Romy.

      God, I love you, she thought as she smiled back, and felt the weight of the last few weeks fall away from her. This was all that mattered, love, family, celebration. As Magda and Stuart said their vows, she wondered idly if she and Blue would ever get here. She didn’t even know if he regarded marriage as a goal. Romy never had—until she’d met Blue.

      Her mother looked so overwhelmingly happy that as Juno declared them husband and wife, Romy burst into tears, making everyone laugh.

      

      The reception was a laidback affair of chatting, casual speeches which made everyone laugh, soft music, and a buffet of such delicious food that it was soon gone and the caterers were thanked and sent on their way.

      Blue sat with Romy on his lap in one of the armchairs. Juno sprawled on the sofa, one of their guests’ toddler asleep in her arms. Artemis, Dan, and Octavia sat on the carpet, teasing each other.

      Romy watched her mother circulate the room, taking time to chat with every guest, introducing them to her new husband. Blue grinned at Romy. “Some of Dad’s friends are maybe a little too …”

      “Snooty?”

      Blue laughed. “I was going to say reserved, but snooty works. They can’t figure out what they’re supposed to do in such a relaxed gathering.”

      Romy shrugged and snuggled into his arms. Blue pressed his lips to her forehead. “Romy?”

      “Yes, baby?”

      “Will you come to Italy with me for New Year’s?”

      Romy looked up at him. “Blue, we need to resolve things between us first.”

      “I know, I’m just saying … we’ll talk today, tomorrow, maybe the next day. It’s going to be hard for me to talk about some of this stuff. So, I just thought, if, and I mean, if, no pressure, if we can reach a resolution—let’s have a few days of us, away from all of this.”

      Romy kissed his neck. “How soon do I have to confirm?”

      “A couple of days.”

      She nodded. “Then, once Stuart and Mom leave for honeymoon, let’s go back to your apartment and lock ourselves in and get through this. I want to go with you, baby, I really do, but not until everything is out in the open.”

      “That’s fair.” He pressed his lips to hers. “I love you.”

      

      Magda hugged her daughters, tears flooding down her face. “I love you, Arti, Romulus, and JunoBoo. So much. Thank you for making my day so perfect, so beautiful.”

      Stuart, himself moved deeply, also embraced them. “I will never replace your dad but just know—to me, you are already my daughters, and I think myself the luckiest man on Earth.”

      Even the stoic Artemis was crying as they waved them off.

      “God, Barbados for a month …” groaned a jealous Juno. Octavia giggled with her; the two of them already fast friends. “Come on, people, let’s ignore the tidying up and go drink the contents of Mom’s liquor cabinet.”

      

      Romy and Blue excused themselves and drove through the cold night back to the city, making it to Blue’s apartment just after midnight. Blue opened the door for her, and Romy couldn’t help but brace herself for another unwanted intrusion. This time though, they were totally alone.

      They sat down at his kitchen table, Blue finding a bottle of scotch and some glasses and pouring a finger of the dark tan liquid into each.

      “So,” he began and Romy took his hand.

      “So.”

      Blue breathed in a deep lungful of oxygen. “Hilary Eames. Hilary Eames is a vindictive, manipulative piece of human excrement. We all know that. That’s not all she is. She …” His voice broke and he looked away from Romy’s gaze. “She likes young men, Romy. Very young men.”

      It took Romy a second to catch on, and her heart sank. “Oh, God.”

      “Yep. After Mom died, after I came to live with Stuart, at first, she wouldn’t even look at me. Then, one night, when I was fifteen, she came to my room late at night, just in her robe.”

      Romy didn’t say anything, swallowing over the lump in her throat. Blue gave her a humorless smile. “That night, she didn’t do anything but stroke my face, tell me what a handsome boy I was. How I looked like a carved statue in one of Italy’s great palaces. The next day, she went back to ignoring me. Then a couple of weeks later, she came to my room when I was asleep and got in beside me. I woke to find her … sucking my penis. I was fifteen.”

      “Oh, no …” Romy was horrified.

      Blue looked desolate. “Of course, she told me if I told anyone, she would deny it and I would be cast out with nothing and nobody. The next night, she put my hand on her genitals and told me to stroke her. I did, because I was so terrified of her.”

      Romy’s tears were flooding down her face. “Oh my God, Blue, I’m so sorry …”

      “She raped me for the first time three weeks shy of my sixteenth birthday. By then, she had threatened me so many times that I was a shadow of my former self. I was completely under her control. I still can’t smell her perfume without being taken back there. The last time was when I was eighteen, just before I went to Harvard. She knew she was losing control over me, and so was even more threatening. She would have me killed if I told anybody. I didn’t doubt she had both the means and the viciousness to do so.”

      He sighed, rubbing his eyes. “So, I kept the secret, both out of fear of what she would do, shame over feeling that fear, shame over what had happened. I always felt like I would never have been able to say anything, because how would I prove it?”

      “So she showed up at your apartment because she was trying to exert influence? Still?”

      Blue nodded. “She’s wildly jealous of you, of Magda. We still haven’t gotten to the reason why she suddenly dropped her bid for more of Dad’s fortune.”

      Romy stood up and paced, her sorrow now turning to anger. “That fucking bitch.” She stopped and turned to Blue. “And I’ll bet all the money in the world Gaius knew she was going to do it.”

      Blue looked surprised. “How?”

      “He picked me up that night, outside your apartment. He said he was coming to talk with you. I was so intent in getting away that I didn’t question it, but …”

      “Fucker. Conniving motherfucker.” Blue was angry now too but Romy put her arms around him.

      “Tonight is not the time for retribution. Tonight we’re talking, remember. Just you and me.”

      Blue stared down at her. “I’ve never told anyone about what Hilary did to me. Not one person. I was stupid to think I could keep it from you, especially after you trusted me enough to tell me about Mortimer.”

      “There are bad, bad people in the world,” Romy said quietly. “And they all have their reasons, however fucked up, to want to hurt us. It’s up to us to make sure they can’t.”

      Blue stroked the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “You’re right.”

      Romy leaned into his touch. “Blue … we’re going to get through this, I swear we will.” She took his hand and led him to their bedroom. “Let’s go to bed, baby. In the morning, we’ll talk more, and we’ll make a plan where to go from here.”

      Blue kissed her tenderly. “You got it, beautiful.”

      

      It seemed only a few moments after they closed their eyes that the call came, and they knew it was about to be one of the worst days of their lives.

      

      Chapter 17

      

      So much blood. The floors of the emergency room were covered with it, making the rushing staff slip and slide in it as they tried to cope with the influx of seriously injured and dying patients.

      A high-speed train had missed a stop signal, plowing into another passenger train at the station. Hundreds were injured, dozens dead, and worst of all, as Mac told Romy as they hurriedly changed into scrubs, there were a lot of families.

      “There are kids,” he said, dead-eyed, and Romy felt sick.

      It was worse than she’d expected. Blue, some of his fellow attendings, and Beau Quinto, were all down in the ER or in the operating rooms desperately trying to save people with horrific injuries. The first few hours saw so many people brought in dead that Romy lost count.

      The ER was overrun, a warzone, and she yelled out to Mac, “Why aren’t the other hospitals taking in emergencies?”

      Mac gave a steady look. “They are …”

      “Jesus.” Romy could not fathom the scope of the accident. On Christmas night too.

      Warren, the orderly she vaguely knew, helped out, arranging places for the treated to go, and she threw him a grateful glance. “You’re the best, Warren.”

      He nodded shyly. Romy caught sight of Blue, his face pale and stressed. He nodded to her and mouthed, “You okay?”

      She nodded. If she let her feelings take over, she would scream.

      Beau came over. “Romy, we’re sending a team into the field. You, Mac, Blue, and myself will go to begin with. Get some supplies together, as many as we can spare, and let’s go.”

      

      As they rode in the ambulance down to the King Street Station, Beau briefed them. “The station building itself is undamaged so there’s a triage area that has been set up inside. Look, there are a lot of dead and a lot of injured, as you know, but we still have people trapped who might need surgery in situ. It’s going to be upsetting and dangerous, but I trust all of you. Stay safe.”

      Even Beau’s words could not have prepared them for the horror of what they found in the mangled wreckage. Romy felt her composure slip when she saw the dead bodies of two children, rendered unrecognizable by their injuries, being lifted from the train, and she turned away, taking in deep breaths. People need you. Get a grip.

      The doctors went to work with the same efficiency they had employed in their own emergency room. Romy worked closely with the first responders both on the track and in the train’s vast waiting area.

      Hours passed, night turned into day turned into night again. Drooping from exhaustion, the medical staff nevertheless kept up their treatment, dispatching as many patients as they could to hospitals in the area. The less injured were ferried down as far as Portland to get beds.

      Blue came to find Romy as the second night drew on and they grabbed a couple of private moments together.

      “You okay, bub?”

      She nodded, but she could tell he wasn’t convinced. “First major incident?”

      She half laughed. “Yep, having a lot of ‘firsts’ this year.”

      He hugged her tightly. “Beau says another hour and he’ll call it.”

      “Okay. I’m just going to do another sweep of the place.”

      “Okay, I’ll take the other end of the station. See you in a few.”

      

      Romy clambered back down onto the tracks, careful to avoid the third rail even though they had been assured the power had been switched off. She scooted behind the pile of wreckage and searched around in the dark. Her foot slipped on some blood and she wobbled, falling backwards—but thankfully, was caught by two strong arms.

      “Thanks,” she said breathlessly, turning to face her savior but before she could see who it was, he grabbed her head and slammed it hard against the steel of the wreckage. Romy didn’t even have time to cry out as he attacked her, hitting her head repeatedly against the steel until she was almost unconscious. Blood was pouring from her forehead into her eyes and she could feel herself weakening.

      “Hello, my darling,” a familiar, horrifying voice growled in her ear as she blacked out. “How ironic that your life should end here, Rome, as you do your Florence Nightingale thing.”

      No … no … it couldn’t be, this wasn’t how it ended. Romy found she couldn’t move her arms to fight him off and as he slipped his hands around her throat, all she could think of was Blue.

      God, Blue, I’m sorry, I love you …

      “Romy!”

      The pressure on her throat stopped and she heard Dacre’s muffled. “Fuck!” Suddenly she knew she was alone and that her would-be killer had gone, but now the darkness was beginning to cloud her vision and the last thing she remembered was Blue’s anguished cry.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Part Four

        

        Chapter 18

      

      

      Beau’s handsome face was set and grim as he faced the television cameras. “As you know by now, we have confirmed seventy-eight deaths, one hundred and fifty-three seriously injured, and forty-seven minor injuries in the King Street Station Rail crash. I and my team were on hand to help the first responders, and I would like to thank them for their exceptional service. My team, both with me at the station and here at Rainier Hope, has worked tirelessly for over forty-eight hours since the accident, and I applaud every one of them.”

      He looked down for a moment, trying to rein in his anger. “Unfortunately, shockingly, during the operation to save the lives of as many victims as possible, one of our doctors, Dr. Romy Sasse, was attacked and seriously injured by an unknown assailant. Dr. Sasse is currently being treated at Rainer Hope for head injuries. We ask anyone who was in the vicinity of the King Street Station on the twenty-sixth of December to come forward with any information they may have.” Quinto looked directly into the camera. “Whoever you are, you should know. No one attacks my staff and gets away with it. Whoever you are, you will be brought to justice.”

      Blue clicked off the television, grateful for his boss’s support. In the bed next to him, Romy opened her eyes as she’d been doing intermittently for a while, but this time her eyes focused on him. “Blue?”

      He let out a shaky breath. “Thank God … baby, I was so scared. How do you feel?”

      “A little woozy.”

      “Do you remember what happened?” Blue asked, leaning down to stroke her hair gently.

      Romy nodded, then winced.

      “Dacre was choking me until he heard you call my name. You saved me, baby.”

      “I shouldn’t have taken my eyes off of you,” he said, his eyes sorrowful.

      “You can’t watch me twenty-four seven, and we had a job to do. Who knew Dacre was psycho enough to do that? Come to think of it … how the hell did he know I was down there? And why would he risk trying to kill me there with the police all around? He’s insane.”

      “Well, we knew that. Anyway, don’t think of that, just get well. That’s all I care about right now.”

      Romy leaned back further into the pillows. “I honestly feel okay, which surprises me. He really did a number on my head.”

      “They gave you a CT scan before anything. No brain bleeds, thank God, but you’ll be concussed for a few days.”

      Romy pushed the covers on the bed back and swung her legs over the side. Blue was up in an instant.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where are you going?”

      “A concussion, I can deal with at home, Blue,” Romy said, frowning as he caught her and made her sit again. “I’m taking up a bed when I don’t need it.”

      Blue sighed. “You’re not going anywhere, Romy. Beau wanted to keep you in for observation and he’s the boss.”

      “You need the beds for the train victims.”

      He shook his head. “Honey … the less seriously injured were taken to hospitals out of the city in anticipation that we would need more beds.” His voice was gravelly. “We didn’t need as many beds as we hoped we would.”

      “Oh God,” Romy groaned. “How many?”

      “Seventy-eight dead, over one-fifty serious, and more than a third of those critical. It was a bad smash, baby.”

      “Merry fucking Christmas.”

      “Indeed.” He stroked her face and she leaned into his hand. “You might not feel it now because you still have morphine in your system, but honey, you’re going to have one hell of a headache when it wears off. So, bed rest. I’m going to be here the whole time.”

      Romy sighed and got back into bed, reaching up to feel the pattern of butterfly stitches on her head. “Will I at least have some awesome scars?”

      Blue chuckled softly. “No, you bled a lot, but the wounds in themselves weren’t too serious. The bruising is the main thing.”

      “Can I see?”

      Blue looked at her askance then nodded. He went into the en-suite bathroom to fetch a mirror. “You were one of those kids who bragged when you skinned your knees, right?”

      “Hell, yes.” She took the mirror from him. “Whoa.” Her entire forehead was an angry thundercloud of purple, black, and red, crisscrossed by the white of the stitches. “Yup, this is the look.”

      “You kind of look like that chick from that film with the road race.”

      “Penelope Pitstop?”

      Blue laughed. “No, the Charlize Theron character from Mad Max.”

      Romy looked impressed. “Furiosa. Yeah, baby.” She pulled Blue over to kiss him. “Now that’s some roleplay I could get into.”

      “Ahem.”

      They both looked up to see a tired-looking but smiling Beau at the door. “Am I interrupting?”

      “Not at all.” Romy smiled at him. He came into the room, winking at Blue before checking Romy’s vitals.

      “Good. That’s all good.”

      “So, I can go home?” Romy looked hopeful as Blue rolled his eyes.

      Beau grinned. “Not on your life. At least overnight, Dr. Sasse, your chief’s orders. Listen,” his smile faded and he pulled up a chair, “the police will want to talk to you. I’ve spoken to the hospital board; we’re going to be intensifying the security around here. There will more scrutiny on visitors, on staff. I can’t tell you how sorry I am about the attack.”

      “Thanks, boss.”

      Beau left them alone a little while later and Blue kissed Romy’s hand. “When they let you out, we’re going away for a few days. I’ve cleared it with Beau.”

      Romy sank back onto the pillows. Her head was beginning to pound painfully now. “Okay.” She closed her eyes for a moment, then let out a distressed gasp. “God, Mom. You didn’t call her, did you?”

      “It was on the news; I had to call Stuart. He told me he would break it to her gently.”

      “I don’t want them coming back and ruining their honeymoon.”

      Blue stroked her sore head. “I think I persuaded them not to.”

      “Thank God.” Romy leaned into Blue’s touch. “I think I need to sleep now.”

      “You go right ahead. Do you want some painkillers?”

      Romy nodded, wincing, and when Blue came back with the tablets, she swallowed them gratefully, draining her water glass. She felt exhausted, drained, and now that the adrenaline had left her system, the shock of the attack was getting to her. She closed her eyes before they could fill with tears and fell into an uneasy sleep.

      

      Gaius was beside himself with rage. “You damn fool! Do you know how many cops were at the accident? You tried and kill her there?”

      Dacre waited until Gaius had ranted himself out, then narrowed his eyes at the other man. “I didn’t intend to kill Romy, just scare the crap out of her. I promise you, it worked.”

      “But you could have been seen; all the work we’ve done to get you close to her could have been undone.”

      “You mean like if someone had tried to split them up before we got to finish what we set out to do? Like your slut mother?” Dacre enjoyed the dark rage in Gaius’ face.

      “Believe me, my mother and I are going to have a serious talk. God.” Gaius’ express was pure disgust. “How could she have slept with that Italian son of a bitch?”

      Dacre said nothing, just smirked. Gaius stared at him in dislike. “Yeah. You laugh, but it’s Romy’s mouth wrapped around his cock now.”

      Dacre growled and Gaius smirked. “Yeah, that sticks in your craw, doesn’t it?”

      “Not for much longer.”

      “Well, this time, stick to what we planned and we’ll get everything we ever wanted.”

      Dacre nodded, but said nothing. Gaius had been useful up to now, but there was no way Dacre would tell him what his real plan was. Something that would make Romy’s last moments on Earth a living hell.

      

      Chapter 19

      

      After three days, Beau discharged Romy, and Blue immediately whisked her onto his private jet and flew them both to Italy. As she stepped out into the mild Italian winter and felt the sun on her skin, Romy sighed happily. “Yeah, this is what I needed.” She smiled at Blue, who was loading their cases into the big hire car. She loved that rich as he was, Blue preferred to do things himself rather than hire a staff.

      He drove them through the Tuscan countryside, past olive groves, vineyards and avenues of cypress trees until he pointed out a large villa on top of a hill. “There it is.”

      Romy saw a terracotta-colored stone villa nestled into the hill and as they approached she sighed. “God, it’s beautiful.”

      “And ours,” Blue grinned at her surprise. “Merry Christmas, baby.”

      Romy gaped at him. “You bought this place?”

      Blue laughed. “Almost … I wanted you to have a say, so I’m holding off until you give the final say as to whether I sign the papers. But yeah. I wanted to surprise you.”

      “You certainly did that.”

      At the villa, Blue dumped their cases in the lobby. Then, taking Romy’s hand, he walked her through the villa. Exposed brick, billowing white drapes, bookcases, hand-turned wooden furniture—the whole place was a romantic dream. Romy went from room to room, open-mouthed. “God, Blue, I thought these types of places only existed in the movies.”

      “You like?”

      “I love.”

      Blue laughed, delighted. “Good. I’m glad you think so. Come see the kitchen.”

      The kitchen was a vast open-plan room with an open fire as well as a state-of-the-art stove and range, and a huge wooden table, marked from years of use. Dried herbs hung from the walls, and there were three comfy couches at one end. “This is the heart of the house,” Romy said, “you can just tell this is where the people congregate, eat, drink, love. God, can you imagine our family here? Everyone bustling around, Mom taking over the cooking, Juno flopped on the one of the couches.”

      “Our kids running around.” Blue smiled as she looked up at him.

      “Someday, hopefully.”

      He kissed her softly, then as she responded, the kiss became fiercer before he broke away, breathless, studying her. “Do you feel okay?”

      Romy nodded. In truth, the injury was still giving her headaches, but she wanted Blue so badly, she pushed aside any doubts. She pressed her body against him. “Take me to bed, Allende.”

      Blue swept her into his arms and strode through the villa, grinning down at her. “I’m going to kiss every inch of you, pretty girl.”

      

      Blue made love to her tenderly, a little hesitantly, conscious that she wasn’t fully recovered. The bruises on her lovely face were a daily reminder of how close he had been to losing her and it gnawed away at his gut. Who attacked a doctor at the scene of an accident? Why the hell would Dacre Mortimer risk so much?

      Fucker.

      When Romy fell asleep, Blue lay awake, his mind whirling with anger and love and confusion. He’d hired the security team—even, here, in Italy, they weren’t far away. He hadn’t wanted Romy to feel trapped so he’d kept that information to himself, but it reassured him that no one could get to them here. He could relax and Romy could heal.

      He eventually fell asleep and was awoken by soft kisses from Romy. He smiled without opening his eyes. “You taste so sweet, baby.”

      He heard her throaty chuckle, then felt her move down the bed and take his cock into her mouth, running her tongue along the hard shaft and up to the sensitive tip. He gave a soft groan as his cock stiffened and quivered under her touch. He stroked her soft hair as she worked on him, then as he came, she gripped his hips tightly, and he came onto her tongue.

      “God, Romy …”

      She climbed up his body and straddled him. Blue opened his eyes and smiled at her. “Good morning, beautiful.”

      “Morning, handsome. Touch me, Allende.”

      He grinned at her order and cupped her full breasts in his hands, feeling the pillowy softness of her skin, the small nipples hardening under his touch. “Have I told you how much I love your breasts?”

      Romy grinned, her dark hair falling over her shoulders, her makeup-free face ethereal in the early morning light. She guided his cock inside her and Blue sucked in a sharp breath. “And your cunt … your glorious, silky, tight little cunt … Jesus, Romy …”

      She moved on top of him, taking him in deeper and deeper, clenching her muscles around his cock until he was bucking and shuddering beneath her. As she cried out with her climax, he flipped her onto his back and began to thrust harder and harder, pinning her hands to the bad, holding her gaze as he fucked her.

      Romy came again and again and Blue, not able to get enough of her, shivered and shot thick, creamy cum deep into her belly. They collapsed against each other, not caring about morning breath, and kissed passionately. “God, I love you,” Blue said, his voice gravelly with emotion.

      “I love you, Blue. Let’s just keep doing this for the rest of our lives.” She was breathless, and Blue admired the way her breasts and bely moved with her breathing. He stroked his hand over the soft curve of her belly.

      “You’ve got a deal,” he grinned and kissed her again. She pressed her breasts against his hard chest.

      “I’ve never felt like this, ever,” she said in a whisper, touching his face tenderly.

      “Probably just the concussion,” Blue chuckled, and she laughed.

      “No way. This is it for me, Blue. This is real. This is what life is meant to be about.”

      “I couldn’t agree more, Romy Sasse.” He wrapped himself around her, looking deep into her eyes. “Marry me. Marry me today, or tomorrow, or however soon we can arrange it.”

      Romy stared back at him and for a long moment, he thought she might say no. If she is sensible, he thought, she will say no. But God, please, please, Romy, say …

      “Yes.”

      For a moment, Blue didn’t comprehend her answer then as it sank it, he whooped loudly, overwhelmed, as Romy giggled. He rolled her around on the bed, cheering and laughing until they were both breathless.

      After they’d calmed down, he stroked the hair away from her face. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “God, thank you, thank you, thank you. Mio Dio, mio Dio.”

      “One condition.”

      “Yes?”

      “We have the ceremony in Italian. It’s only fitting.”

      Blue grinned at her. “I’ll coach you on the language.”

      Romy giggled. “I’ll have people check that you haven’t made me agree to some kind of sexual deviancy.”

      “Damn, you caught me.” Blue propped himself up on his elbow, grinning down at her. “And I thought you’d like that.”

      “Oh, I would,” Romy laughed. “But you don’t have to make me agree to it, it’s implicit.” She reached down and stroked his cock, which twitched into life again. “Let’s do this, Allende. Make me your wife.”

      And two days later, that was exactly what he did.

      

      Chapter 20

      

      Octavia Helmond grinned at the message on her phone, and her friend, Mandy, nudged her. “What is it?”

      “My sister just got married on a whim in Italy.”

      “That’s romantic. Wait, what sister?” Mandy, who had known Octavia since the beginning of high school, looked confused. “I thought you were an only child.”

      Octavia grinned and explained her relationship to Romy and the Sasses. “Huh,” Mandy said, when Octavia saw a photo of Romy. “She does look like you. Sure she didn’t donate eggs seventeen years ago?”

      “I think not; she would have been twelve.” Octavia rolled her eyes at her friend.

      “Her mom could have, though. I’m just saying.” They were sitting in the cafeteria of the library, waiting for two of their friends to join them. The new year had brought even more snow and the girls were heading out to do some sledding before retreating to Octavia’s house for hot chocolate and pizza.

      Rebecca, a fiery redhead, yelled over to them as she entered the café, always one to show off, but good natured, and then quiet but sweet Yelena followed her in. The dark-haired girl had been an emigre from Russian five years ago and before meeting the others, had felt left out and lonely. Octavia had brought her into their fold of tomboys and book nerds and now Yelena was thriving.

      They set out in Octavia’s four-by-four to go to her father’s cabin up in the mountains. Dan hadn’t been wild about the idea of four teenage girls alone out there, but Octavia had gently reminded him, they were all adults now.

      “Almost,” he said, with narrowed eyes but Octavia had stared him down. “Dad.”

      Dan sighed. “Fine … but you call me when you get there and text every morning and night.”

      “Deal.”

      They reached the cabin after dark and hurriedly brought their luggage inside. Octavia lit the fire and Yelena made some hot chocolate. They sat around chatting and laughing until late, then Octavia stretched her long limbs. “Gonna turn in, I think. Want to be ready for a full-on day tomorrow.”

      “Hell, yes!” Rebecca raised her mug, cursing as she slopped it all over her. Mandy rolled her eyes and helped her clean it up.

      Octavia was the last to fall asleep. She was sharing the room with Mandy, her friend curled up beside her, fast asleep. Octavia snuggled under the covers and closed her eyes.

      

      It was almost dawn when she heard it. A soft cry from the other bedroom woke her. She sat up, listening intently. She heard a strange noise, like a thumping into something soft. What the hell? She swung her legs over the side of the bed and crept out into the hall, moving silently along. As she approached the other room, she began to tremble—something didn’t feel right. The door was slightly ajar and to her horror, she saw the hooded figure of a tall man bending over her friends’ bed. He was moving his arm up and down and in the moonlight, Octavia saw the glint of steel. Oh god, no …

      For a second she was frozen, not believing what she was seeing then, with nothing else to do, she gave a banshee scream and run to tackle the assailant. She hit him full force but he threw her off easily, sending her crashing back to the wall, banging her head viciously. As she recovered, she heard Mandy running to help.

      “No, Mandy, run, get help.”

      But it was too late. Mandy came crashing through the door, flicking the light on, and then Octavia saw the horror of what had happened. Rebecca and Yelena, both gasping for oxygen, covered in blood, were clutching at the vicious stab wounds in their bellies.

      “Oct, Mandy, run,” Rebecca croaked before the killer shoved the blade into her throat, and she fell back, choking and dying. Octavia scrambled to her feet pushing Mandy back out into the hall, but then there was another masked man, easily picking Mandy up and driving a knife deep into her abdomen so many times, so quickly that Mandy had no chance. The killer dumped her body on the ground and then both of them came after Octavia.

      She almost reached the cabin door but then one of them tackled her to the ground, the other grabbing her legs and straddling her. He ripped the top of her pajamas open, then to Octavia’s disbelief, he pulled his mask off.

      Gaius. He grinned down at her. “Well, now, I guess I’m quite the surprise.”

      “Please don’t kill me, Gaius, please.”

      He laughed, looking at the other assailant. “Well, it’s always worth asking, isn’t it?” He slowly pushed the knife into her navel and Octavia gasped at the horrific pain. Gaius buried the knife into her to the hilt.

      “I did some research, little Octavia, some digging around in the files of the surrogacy place. Seems like we’re related. Magda Sasse is your biological mother, which makes you Romy’s sister—which means we’re going to kill you the same way we’re going to kill her. Slowly. Painfully. Without mercy.” He wrenched the knife from her and Octavia could feel her blood pumping from the wound. Gaius smiled.

      “Ah, damn … I think I’ve gone and severed your abdominal artery. You’ll bleed out in a few minutes, so we’d better make the most of this …”

      Octavia screamed as the other killer drew his own knife out of his pocket and both men stabbed her again and again until there was nothing left but darkness.

      

      Chapter 21

      

      Romy Sasse-Allende rolled over in bed and smiled at her husband. “Hey, hubby.”

      Blue opened his eyes and grinned. “Hey, wifey.” He leaned over to kiss her and she wriggled into his arms, hooking a leg over his body. She could feel his cock stiffening as she pressed her body against him.

      “Fuck me, husband.”

      With a chuckle, Blue rolled her onto her back, and hitched her legs around his waist. “Damn, you’re so wet.”

      Romy grinned up at him sleepily. “I’ve been dreaming about you.” She moved her body so her breasts and belly undulated and with a growl, Blue plunged his cock deep inside her ready and swollen cunt, pining her hands to the bed, and thrusting with measured but brutal strokes into her. Romy moaned and encouraged him as he fucked her, loving it when he got rough, coming over and over as he shot his load inside of her. He flipped her onto her stomach and eased into her ass, pulling her hair as she screamed his name.

      They tore and clawed at each other, the bed moving with the violence of their lovemaking. Blue fucked her against the wall of the shower, lifting her easily in his strong arms, Romy bracing herself against the cool tile as his cock reamed her cunt until she thought she might not be able to take it anymore.

      As they made breakfast, he bent her over the counter and took her from behind, telling her over and over how much he loved her, then later, as they walked in the olive groves, he had her again, staking his claim of her body as well as her heart, fucking intensely until they were both breathless and sated.

      Evening was falling as they made their way back towards the villa. Blue was picking grass and twigs from her long dark curls, and his eyes were so soft with love, that Romy couldn’t help but stop to kiss him. He ran his hands down her body.

      “How did I ever exist before you, Romy Sasse?”

      Romy grinned up at him. “Romy Sasse Allende. And I don’t know, Blue, because there was nothing before you.”

      He grinned. “I think we just exceeded our cheese quote for the year.”

      Romy laughed. “I don’t care. This is our honeymoon, gorgeous man; cheesy is a requirement. You know what’s also a requirement?”

      “What?”

      “Food. I’m starving.”

      Blue drove them into Florence to a favorite restaurant of his, and they dined on lobster and pasta and garlic bread, moaning over the delicious food. Blue ordered some wine and they lingered over desserts of Zabaglione with fresh berries.

      The coffee was strong and dark, and they sat talking long into the evening. Romy leaned her head on Blue’s shoulder. “I’m so chilled right now. This place is heavenly.”

      “I’m glad you think so. So, what’s the verdict? Should I close on the villa?”

      Romy nodded, smiling. “Blue, we haven’t discussed kids, but I think the villa would be the perfect place to bring them up.”

      He smiled warmly. “I do too, baby.”

      Across the street was a row of stores, each different, none of them brand names, all family owned, some of them still open this late in the evening. There was something so pure and natural about this place, Romy thought. Her eye was caught by the flickering of a television in the bar across the street. For a moment, she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.

      “Tavia?” No, it couldn’t be. Her young friend’s face flashed up again, and Romy saw now that the news channel was focusing on a snowbound crime scene, police tape fluttering around a small log cabin. Romy stood up to move closer to the television and Blue, hurriedly throwing a wad of Euros down to pay for their meal, followed her.

      They had been cut off from cell phone and Internet access for a few days and both had enjoyed it, but now, Romy stared in horror at the television. “Can you turn that up, please?” she asked anyone who would listen.

      Blue repeated the question in Italian and the bartender grabbed the remote and increased the volume.

      The four young women, all aged seventeen, were found stabbed to death this morning by the owner of this isolated log cabin. It is believed he is also one of the girl’s father, local businessman Daniel Helmond.

      “No!” Romy’s legs gave way as Blue dived to catch her. “No, no, no, not Tavia, please, please, not Tavia.” She was screaming, not caring that the entire street was staring at her.

      

      The victims have now been officially identified as Rebecca Moore, Octavia Helmond, Mandy Fitkins, and Yelena Shostakovich. All the women were from Kings County, Seattle; all were brutal stabbed to death. Police say the killer or killers left very little physical evidence of themselves and have asked that anyone with any information come forward. Back to the studio.

      

      Two hours later, when Romy had finally gotten through to a devastated Artemis, she spoke with her sister for a few minutes then came back to the table. She was calm now, too calm, Blue thought as he stood to take her in his arms. The restaurant was officially closed but the owner was a kindly man who told them to take all the time they needed to make calls. He kept them supplied with hot, strong coffee, and pastries although neither Blue or Romy could eat.

      Romy leaned against her new husband’s body. “We have to go back. It’s Dacre. He’ll keep killing innocent women. We have to draw him out.”

      “Romy …”

      “No, Blue. No objections. It’s the only thing left to do.” She looked up into his eyes and he could see the endless sorrow in them. “I won’t go down without a fight. And I’ll play dirty, Blue, believe me.”

      “You’re not in this alone.”

      “I know.” She sighed, squeezing her eyes shut to stop them from tearing up again. She felt raw from screaming. “For tonight, let’s go home.”

      “I’ll book the plane for tomorrow.”

      “Thank you, baby.”

      

      Dacre and Gaius watched the news with satisfaction, then Gaius grabbed a couple of beers from his fridge. Dacre clinked his bottle against Gaius’ and then sat back, studying the other man.

      “How did it feel? Your first kill?”

      Gaius smiled. “Godlike.”

      Dacre laughed. “I’ll drink to that.” He took a long swig. “Romy will be on her way back to the states now.”

      “So her sister says.”

      Dacre sighed. “It’s time, man. When we were killing those girls, all I could think of was doing the same thing to Romy. Sticking that knife into her gut over and over. I got hard just thinking about it.”

      Gaius nodded. “I agree, it’s time.”

      Dacre was deep in thought. “The best place to do it will be at the hospital. No one suspects me there; hell, she doesn’t even recognize me.”

      “Well, you did do a transformation from preppy asshole to redneck psycho.” Gaius smiled as Dacre laughed. “Yeah, she won’t see you coming.”

      “God,” Dacre grabbed his cock and squeezed it. “The anticipation of that pop, the moment when my knife cuts into her skin.”

      “Dude, don’t jerk off in front of me.” Gaius’ nose was turned up in disgust, but Dacre just laughed.

      “Don’t flatter yourself, asshole.” He took another long drink of beer. “So, what about you? You gonna fuck your brother up? Or are you going to leave him alone to mourn Romy?”

      “Both.” Gaius’ eyes glittered with malice. “I’m going to beat him to within an inch of his life, then drag him to watch you kill Romy. How does that sound?”

      Dacre’s smile spread slowly across his face. “Dude … that sounds just about perfect.”

      

      Chapter 22

      

      The funeral was well-attended and as painful as they all expected. Octavia’s coffin was lowered into the cold January ground; Dan, her father, had such a look of desolation on his face that Romy could barely look at him. The guilt she felt was overwhelming, and since she and Blue had flown back to Seattle, a week ago, she had been working with the police to try and smoke Dacre out.

      At the hospital, she and Blue had had a conference with Beau and the head of security and decided the measures would stay for now. “I’m not risking your life or anyone else’s, Romy.” Beau said. “I’ve had experience at the vengeful ex thing—my Dinah nearly died.”

      “I know, Beau, and thank you.” Romy looked between the two men. “I’m so sorry for bring this all down on your heads.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Blue repeated for what seemed the hundredth time, but Romy couldn’t help but feel it pressing down on her. Octavia’s horrific murder had affected the whole family —Dan, to his credit, hadn’t blamed her, or Artemis but Romy almost wanted him to yell and scream at her.

      At night, after she and Blue were in bed, after her adored husband was asleep, his arms tight around her, Romy would lie awake, thinking up ways to bait Dacre into revealing himself, and then coming up with increasing violent ways to kill him herself. Her rage was all-consuming. She would sleep for a couple of hours then get up, grab her laptop, and go through all the information she could find on Dacre, his family, the murders. On more than one morning, Blue had found her asleep on the couch, her laptop still open.

      She knew Blue was worried about her and couldn’t blame him for being so. Never, even after the attack of the previous year, had she felt so on edge, like she was on a tightrope and nothing could stop her from falling.

      Only at work could she focus on what she was doing. She and Blue were even more in tune in the operating theater, and even their recent marriage hadn’t affected her relationship with her colleagues—much to her relief.

      Mac was the only other resident who knew everything. Romy found she was leaning on him more and more, someone outside their family, a friend, a sounding post. She had told him —then told him to forget it.

      “Everything I talk about now seems to be about Dacre,” she said, with a sad smile. “Promise me that when we talk, we’ll bust each other’s chops or just talk about work, or our love lives—rather, your love life.”

      Mac smiled, his smile splitting his handsome face and lighting it up. “You got it, gorgeous.”

      And he kept his word, joking with her, relieving some of that stress. Romy had never been so grateful to someone as she was to Mac.

      

      Magda, back from her honeymoon, was stressed out and hyper when Romy went over to her house to visit. After Magda had hugged her for way too long, Romy escaped her mother’s arms and rolled her eyes. “Mom, I’m fine. It’s Arti and Dan you should be worried about.”

      “Oh, I am,” Magda said, grim-faced, “but Dacre’s not trying to kill them, is he?” She sighed and covered her face and, to her distress, Romy saw her mother was crying. She went to her.

      “Mom, I have protection coming out of my ears. Look at the two hulking guys I had to bring with me to come visit. Dacre’s not going to get to me unless I let him.”

      Magda dropped her hands and glared at her daughter. “What does that mean? Unless you let him?”

      Romy silently cursed herself for the slip. “Just a figure of speech, Mom, chill out.”

      Magda sighed, her usually youthful face seeming older.

      “When you were in the hospital last year,” Magda said, “I sat with you, and in my head, I was making up ways I could kill Dacre Mortimer. Some pretty hardcore things.”

      Romy half-smiled. “You and me both, Mom.”

      Magda nodded, hesitated, then fixed Romy with a steady look. “Could you? Could you do it? Kill him?”

      Romy, grim-faced nodded. “I wouldn’t even hesitate.”

      Magda nodded. “Good. God, Romy, I hate that I couldn’t protect you then and can’t protect you now.”

      “What are you talking about? You gave me and Arti and Junebug the best childhood ever. Ever, Mom. The love in this house, that was all down to you. That we’ve all followed out dreams, that’s all because of you. You are my superhero, Mom.”

      Magda was openly crying now and Romy wrapped her arms around her mother. “Mom, we will get through this.”

      Magda nodded. She looked at Romy. “Darling, there’s something I have to tell you.”

      Romy, trying to lighten the mood, smiled at her. “Did Stuart knock you up?” She regretted the joke immediately when she saw her mother wince. “God, Mom, what is it?”

      “Darling, come sit down. This isn’t going to be easy.”

      

      Later that night, Blue came home to find Romy sitting in the dark. He knew at once that something had happened and he sat down beside her. “What is it?”

      Romy looked at him and the sorrow in her eyes was bottomless and searing. “Octavia was my sister. The police told Artemis and Dad that she matched Mom’s DNA. Mom told me that twenty years ago she donated her eggs after she’d had Juno. She knew she was done, so she and Dad had eggs fertilized and donated. That’s why Tavia looked just like me. We were sisters.”

      “God, no.” Blue felt the shock reverberating through his body. Romy looked at him, eerily calm.

      “This ends now, Blue. No more. If it kills me, Dacre Mortimer is going down.”

      Blue looked at his wife unhappily. “This won’t end well, Romy.”

      “I know, baby, but we will prevail. We will be ready.”

      Romy had no idea how soon she would have to put her theory into practice.

      

      Chapter 23

      

      Beau wasn’t happy, but eventually he agreed to Romy’s request that her protection at the hospital be removed. “At least the visible protection,” Blue amended, with a glance at his wife. “Romy’s determined to draw him out.”

      “He knows I’m in Seattle; he knows I work here.” Romy looked at Blue. “Blue’s arranged for a journalist to interview me about the murders. I’m going to goad him in the press so that he has no option but to come after me.”

      Beau exchanged a look with Blue and Romy sighed. “Fellas, it’s up to me. I’m the one he wants, and I won’t let anyone dictate my life.”

      Later, she was working in the resident’s lounge when Warren, the friendly orderly, knocked on the door. “Hey, Dr. Sasse, can I run something past you?”

      Romy smiled at him. “Go for it.”

      Warren came in and sat down. “Staff’s been talking. About what’s going on with you and this jerk ex of yours.”

      Romy felt a little awkward. “People are talking.”

      “Yeah … sorry if that’s inappropriate, but we look after our own around here.”

      Romy smiled at him. “That’s sweet, but I think we got it handled.”

      “I’m just saying … I’m around. You ever feel threatened, I got your back.”

      Romy was moved. “Warren, you’re the best, but I think I got this. I can be pretty badass.”

      Warren laughed. “I have no doubt. Well, I said what I wanted to, so …”

      “Thanks, Warren. I do appreciate it.”

      After the orderly had gone, Romy felt strange, like somehow her friends and colleagues were looking at her as if she were a victim. God, that was the last thing she needed. Her stomach roiled and she pushed away from the table and got up, determined to stop feeling sorry for herself.

      The hospital was quiet now as the day ended and Romy checked the surgical schedule, seeing that Blue was still operating on an elderly woman with appendicitis. She checked on all of their post-surgical patients and set out about updating the medical records.

      She’d just glanced at the clock and seen it was nearly two a.m., when she heard the first shot. Freezing, for a moment she wondered if it was a car backfiring in the lot, then when she heard the screams starting Romy began to run towards the sound of the shooting, joined quickly by other staff and the hospital’s security team.

      More gunfire and security stopped the medical staff. “Shooting’s coming from the OR floor.”

      Romy’s heart nearly failed and she darted forward only to be stopped by one of the security guards. “Sorry, Doc, we can’t let you go down there.”

      “But Blue is there,” Rom said, her voice rising as the panic set in.

      Mac grabbed her upper arm. “Romy, come on. We need to take care of our patients. Let the security team do their job.”

      “Hospital is on lockdown,” the security chief was telling them all, “go back to where you were and secure your patients as best you can.”

      Mac dragged Romy back to the post-surgical patients. Some of them were awake now, wondering what was going on. Romy tried to reassure them but when the gunfire came closer, there was a palpable sense of panic.

      “Let’s get the patients who can’t walk and can’t hide into secure rooms,” Mac said and Romy nodded, her stomach roiling with panic. She grabbed her cell phone and texted Blue.

      Are you safe?

      There was no answer. When she saw the head of security again, she grabbed him. “What’s going on?”

      “Shooter.” He looked at her as if she was stupid and Romy rolled her eyes.

      “I know that … where is he or she? Is anyone hurt?”

      “I don’t know, Doc. It’s a developing situation.”

      He moved away before she had a chance to ask any more questions and she hissed in frustration. She tried to call Blue, but knowing he switched off his cell phone when he was in surgery, prayed that was the reason he wasn’t answering.

      Please, please, be okay.

      God, how much more horror would they have to put up with? Romy did her job, helped patients, made sure the floor was secure, but she couldn’t help wondering how the hell a man with a gun got into the hospital. Was it because Beau had reduced the security at her request?

      Don’t be stupid—this has nothing to do with you.

      But her instincts were telling her otherwise. Romy felt her composure slip, and she darted into an empty room and dragged some deep breaths into her lungs. He’s fine, he’s okay.

      There was a soft knock on the door. “Yes?”

      Warren opened the door and gave her a hesitant smile. “You okay, Doc?”

      She shook her head. “No. There’s a shooter down on the OR floor and Blue is there. No, I’m not okay, Warren. They won’t let me go to him.”

      He stared at her for a long moment, then said, “I can get you down there.”

      Romy’s eyes widened. “You can?”

      Warren nodded, his eyes watchful as he gazed at her. “I can. Come with me.”

      Romy didn’t even think twice, such was her need to get to Blue. She followed Warren into the far end of the floor, raising her eyebrows as he opened the fire escape.

      “No alarm.”

      “No, they shut the power down on the doors to contain the shooter, which knocked out the alarms. But this door has always been tricky.”

      She followed him down two flights of stairs then as he passed the OR floor, she faltered. “Warren?”

      He turned and grabbed her hand, pulling her after him. “We have to go down to go up, Rome.”

      It took a second to process what he’d called her and a wave of utter horror swept over her. “What did you call me?”

      Warren’s hand tightened on her wrist as he turned back towards her. “Miss me, Rome?”

      It couldn’t be … Romy stared at the big man in horror, and began to see it. Dacre had completely changed his body type; his hair was gone; the thick beard; the piercings … but yes, it was her ex-husband.

      “How did I not see it?” she said out loud and as Dacre pulled her into his grip, he laughed.

      “Because you didn’t want to. You’ve only had eyes for the Italian, haven’t you, whore? His hands all over you?”

      He was dragging her down the stairs, her petite body no match for his strength. “They’ll find your body in the basement, Rome, gutted, bled out. Of course, by that time I’ll be long gone. They’ll still be looking for whoever is shooting up the hospital.”

      “Motherfucker, that was you? Killing more innocent people?”

      “Dumb bitch, there is no shooter. The dumb security team is going through the hospital trying to find someone who isn’t there. I set it up so someone would fire blanks nearby and panic everybody.”

      Confused by his certainty, Romy was trying desperately to put her hand in her pocket. She had a hypodermic needle in there—if she could just reach it, she could use it as a weapon … her fingers closed around it and with all her might, she gripped it in her fist and plunged it backwards, aiming for Dacre’s face. She felt resistance then, as Dacre howled and released her, she knew she’d hit her mark. Dacre jerked back, the needle piercing his left eye. “Fucking bitch!”

      Romy didn’t wait around. He was blocking the way upwards, so she went down, practically flying down the staircase. In her pocket, her cell phone began to buzz. Blue.

      “Baby, where are you? The freakiest thing, there’s some kind of …”

      “Blue! It’s Dacre …  he’s here, he’s after me… I’m in staircase C and I don’t know where I can get away from him.”

      “God, baby, go down as far as you can, to the basement, you can get to the foyer. From there I …”

      There was a scuffling noise and she heard Blue cry out in anger and pain and Romy screamed. “Blue!”

      “Romy ...” And then the phone went dead. What the hell was going on? Behind her, she heard Dacre crashing down the stairs after her. What the hell had happened to Blue?

      She pushed her way into the basement of the hospital, a vast labyrinth of pipes and dank corridors. Romy ran as fast as she could, towards what she thought was the front of the hospital. Dacre was almost on her as she flung the door open and ran out into the foyer of the hospital.

      Dacre grabbed her and they both tumbled to the floor, Romy struggling with his vast weight on top of her. Even a glimpse at the blade of the knife he pulled out made her mad rather than scared and she kicked and bit and clawed at him as he tried to subdue her.

      “No,” she screamed at him, “You don’t get to win this time, Dacre. Never again.”

      He laughed at her, cuffing her viciously around the face. “Give it up, bitch; it was always going to end this way.”

      He was winning, his sheer physical size overpowering her. He bounced Romy’s head off the cold hard floor and as she reeled, he pinned her. His mouth ground down on hers, his tongue penetrating her mouth. Romy bit down on it as hard as she could, tasting blood, and Dacre roared in pain and anger.

      He drew back his arm, ready to stab her, but then everything stopped. Dacre’s eyes widened suddenly as blood began to pour from his chest. Romy whimpered as he fell forward onto her, then kicked him off of her, her eyes whirling wildly around the room.

      Behind them, Gaius Eames lowered the gun he was holding. Romy hadn’t even heard the shot.

      “Gaius!”

      He came to her immediately, helping her to her feet, his expression incredulous. “Are you all right? Are you hurt? Who the fuck was that?”

      Romy leaned against him, relieved to find a friendly face even if it was Gaius. “My ex-husband. And no, I’m not hurt.”

      “Good.” He pressed his lips to her temple, wrapping his arm around her, and Romy felt comforted.

      “Blue. I have to get to Blue.”

      Gaius nodded and tucked his gun in his pants. Romy blinked. “Gaius, why do you have a gun?”

      “I have a permit to carry a concealed weapon,” he said, shrugging. He nodded at Dacre’s body. “Thankfully.”

      “Amen to that, but you might want to be careful. He set it up so it sounded like someone was shooting up the place, and if security sees you with a weapon …”

      Gaius nodded. “Yeah, let’s get out of here. Find Blue and get out.”

      They made their way carefully to the OR floor. It was dark, silent, and Romy felt a coldness settle over her. She could smell cordite in the air. OR3. That was where Blue had been operating. She led Gaius towards it, the smell of gunsmoke stronger.

      Romy pushed her way into the scrub room and looked through the window. The OR was a mess, blood, instruments, drapes everywhere. She pushed into the room—and saw him.

      He was covered in blood and Romy screamed, dropping to her knees by his side. “Blue?”

      He opened his eyes, the bright green stark against the blood on his face. He smiled. “You’re here.”

      “Are you shot?” Romy was running her hands over his body, trying to find wounds. Blue shook his head.

      “No, he only hit me. God, Romy, I never knew. I never knew he hated me that much.”

      Ice flooded through her veins. “Dacre didn’t even know you, Blue; he just wanted you out of the way.”

      Blue looked confused. “No, not Dacre, Romy …” He trailed off as he looked behind her and his face went pale. “Romy …”

      Romy whirled around to find Gaius, smiling at them both, and aiming the gun at Blue. “No, Romy, Dacre didn’t know much about Blue. He wanted to kill you, beautiful, and I offered to help—as long as Blue was made to witness your murder. Then, well, Dacre became a loose end. After we killed your … what was she … sister? Octavia, anyhow, and her friends, I knew I wanted to do you myself, but Dacre wouldn’t hear of it. So he had to go.”

      Romy was staring at him aghast, then with a scream, she threw herself at Gaius. He had anticipated it and easily threw her off, but not before Blue had a chance to scramble to his feet and go after his half-brother.

      “You bastard! Figlia di puttana!”

      Gaius was a big man but nothing to Blue’s strength. The two men crashed to the floor and Romy cast around desperately for something to help Blue. She grabbed a scalpel and leapt at Gaius, slashing at him. She caught his arm and he yelled as Blue landed a punch so hard that Gaius fell backward. As he scrambled away from them, he pulled out his gun.

      Blue stopped as Gaius aimed it at him. “Gaius, don’t be stupid. Killing me won’t help you. This place is crawling with cops. They’ll cut you down in an instant.”

      Gaius stared at him as Blue and Romy, holding their breaths, stood still. Then Gaius’s mouth hitched up in a smile. “You’re right.” And he swung his arm and shot Romy.

      The bullet smashed into her belly and she dropped as Blue, half-crazed with grief, went for Gaius. Gaius was too quick for him, putting the gun to his own temple. “You fucked my mom,” he said, sounding like a child.

      Blue shook his head. “She raped me, Gaius.”

      “No.”

      Blue, seeing the half-crazed expression in Gaius’ eyes, but desperate to get to Romy, crouched next to his half-brother. “Don’t do it, Gaius. Your mom is a bad person, but she loves you.”

      Gaius half-smiled. “She’s nothing anymore. I strangled her to death the day after I found out she fucked you. They’ve probably found her body by now.”

      Blue was horrified. “Jesus, Gaius.”

      Gaius was staring at Romy now, who was clutching at her bleeding stomach, but calmly, deeply breathing, watching the scene play. “She’s lovely, Blue. So lovely. I’m glad I got to kill her before I died.” And he put the gun in his own mouth and pulled the trigger.

      Blue didn’t hesitate. He went to Romy and gathered her into his arms. Romy stared up at him, still unnaturally calm. “Blue,” she said in a steady voice, “Blue … save our baby. Please, save our little one. I love you so much.” Her eyes closed and she passed out.

      Shell-shocked, Blue swept her out of the room and into an unused OR. Keeping his hand pressed to the bullet wound, he grabbed his phone. “Beau, the shooter is dead. But Romy’s been shot. I need a team in OR2 right now. Please, help me save my girl … and our child. Please …” His voice shook, but he knew that to lose control now was to sentence Romy to death. “Please, Beau … I need you right now …”

      

      Chapter 24

      

      Romy opened her eyes and wondered why she felt no pain. It’s the morphine, doofus. She breathed in a lungful of sweet pure air and smiled. Looking around the room, she saw Blue checking her chart. He glanced up and grinned. “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Get over here and kiss me, Allende.”

      “Such a nag.” But he pressed his lips to hers and they kissed until they had to break away to breathe. He stroked her cheek. “How do you feel?”

      “Good, really good. Blue … how’s …?”

      “Our baby? He or she is doing just fine. How come you didn’t tell me?”

      “I was going to, but I hadn’t even taken a test yet.” Romy sighed, putting her hand on her belly. “I can’t be more than a couple of weeks; I just had a feeling.”

      “Three weeks to be precise,” Blue grinned, covering her hand with his. “I can’t wait to meet him or her.”

      “We’re really going to do this, right?” Romy felt nervous and excited and Blue laughed.

      “You bet your sweet ass we are. We got married on a rollercoaster ride; we’re gonna start our family the same way. You in this adventure with me?”

      Romy gazed up at her husband and grinned. “Just try and stop me.”

      

      Three months later…

      

      Blue smiled at his excited wife. “I honestly thought you’d fight me on this.”

      “Are you kidding? This is our honeymoon, Blue. We earned this.”

      They were flying in Blue’s private jet down to the Caribbean, and to one of the lesser-known islands, owned by a friend of Blue’s.

      Romy had recovered quickly from the shooting and now, their child growing in her belly, she was ready to return to work. Blue, however, had insisted on them taking some time together first, and so for the next two blissful weeks, they would make love, laze in the sun, eat whatever they wanted.

      “I cannot wait,” Romy stretched out her body and rubbed Blue’s groin with her foot, “to get naked and rude with you, Blue boy.”

      Blue laughed and went to her. “Why wait?” He pulled her gently to the cabin floor and kissed her until they were both breathless. Romy tangled her fingers in his dark curls as he unbuttoned her dress, parting the fabric and pressing his mouth to her soft skin. Blue freed her breasts from her bra, taking each nipple into his mouth in turn and teasing them into hard peaks. Romy sighed happily as he moved down her body, kissing the soft swell of her belly as he gently slid the panties down her legs.

      “I want you inside me,” she whispered and grinning, Blue moved to kiss her mouth as he freed his cock from his pants.

      “You want me inside, pretty girl?”

      Romy giggled, seeing the mischievous lust in his eyes. “Always … Oh!”

      Blue thrust his cock deep inside her, pinning her hands above her head and kissing her with animal passion. Romy hitched her legs around his waist, tilting her hips up to take him in deeper. Nothing else in the world existed for them as they made love, their gazes locked, their bodies perfectly in rhythm.

      As she came, Romy’s back arched up and Blue buried his face in her neck as he shot his seed into her. They collapsed together, panting for air and laughing. Blue kissed her and Romy stroked his face. “I love you so much, Blue Allende.”

      “You and me forever, baby.”

      Romy grinned and squeezed his butt playfully as she nodded. “You bet your sweet ass, gorgeous man.”

      And they made love again as the plane came in to land in their Caribbean paradise …

      

      The End.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Naughty One: Extended Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Five years after they met and fell in love, Romy Sasse and Blue Allende are both loving parents to Grace, and at the top of their game in the surgical world. As Blue is named as Chief of Surgery at Rainier Hope Hospital, Romy is courted by another hospital, eager to have her come on board with them as their own Head of General Surgery. Romy has to make the decision whether she wants to stay working under her husband and suffer career setbacks because of internal politics, or take the job, work away from her family and possibly risk her marriage.

        With only a week to decide over Christmas, Romy, Blue and Grace head for their mountain hideaway to enjoy the holidays together, and Romy comes to a decision which will change all of their lives forever…
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* * *

      Blue lifted his four-year old daughter onto his shoulders, grinning as Grace giggled, clutching onto her father’s dark curls. “You okay up there, slugger?”

      “Yes, Papa.”

      Romy smiled at them both. Grace looked so much like her father, all bright green eyes and dark brown curls, though Grace’s were long and wild, and Blue’s were shot through with silver now. Romy marveled at her beautiful family, at the two people who meant the most to her in the world. “You ready, kids?”

      Both Blue and Grace laughed. “Let’s do it.”

      The SUV was loaded with their bags, and boxes full of gifts, mostly for Grace. Blue strapped his daughter securely into her car seat as Romy climbed into the driver’s seat and set up the Sat-Nav. They’d bought the lodge in the Olympic Mountains only this year and Romy still wasn’t sure of the way. In fact, she’d only seen photographs on the realtor’s website – Blue had been the one to visit it and give the final verdict.

      She still remembered when he’d come home the night he’d viewed it, shining eyes and enthusiasm making him seem manic. “It’s perfect, Romy, just perfect.”

      “Is it cozy?”

      He’d hesitated and Romy had grinned. She knew the lodge was beyond what most people would dream of, all carved wood furniture and fittings, huge picture windows, a state of the art kitchen as well as huge bedrooms. “We’ll make it cozy.” Blue promised and Romy hadn’t doubted it.

      Now as they began the long drive from Seattle, Romy was both excited and nervous. Excited for Christmas with her loves, but also nervous about the decision she had to make.

      Since their Chief of Surgery Beau Quinto had resigned from his position to move away from Seattle, Blue had been Beau’s first and only choice to replace him. Romy was thrilled for her husband – Blue had worked tirelessly and with utmost loyalty for Beau and Rainier Hope, and he deserved every bit of his success.

      It was only after they’d really thought about the implications of his new job that reality had hit. Romy was the best Attending the hospital had, but she was also his wife. To others, it might look as if Blue was favoring her if he promoted her, and Romy was worried her own reputation could suffer. On the other hand, she was one of the best, and so if Blue didn’t promote her out of fear of impropriety, Romy’s career would suffer.

      “I’ll tell Beau no,” Blue had declared, determined. “There’s no way I would ever put my career above yours, baby. No way.”

      Romy smiled at him, moved. “You will not tell Beau no. We’ll find another way, but I’m not letting you hold yourself back for me. You earned this, Blue, you paid for it with your blood. You are the Chief of Surgery.”

      It took her a few weeks to persuade him but finally, Blue had acquiesced. Then, two weeks later, Romy got a phone call from Portland General.

      We want you to be our new Head of General. We won’t be the first or last to headhunt you, Dr. Sasse, your reputation precedes you.

      Portland. Yes, it was only three hours away by car, but that meant six hours traveling time a day – or she could fly, which meant two of three hours traveling. And that was on the days when she wasn’t delayed by surgeries or emergencies or just by the workload of a Chief Attending. The excitement she’d felt after their phone call and offer dissipated quickly. It would mean barely seeing Blue and Grace, never being there for bedtimes or bath-times or after school plays. God.

      Portland had been right. More offers came in thick and fast but she dismissed them all – except Portland. Now they had given her until New Year’s Eve to decide.

      Blue had been her champion, and they talked about it one night, after Grace was asleep. Romy lay in his arms, her naked body pressed against his. Blue kissed her tenderly. “You deserve this, baby. Look, I’ll do the commute. We’ll move home, go to Portland. We both love it there, anyway, so it won’t be a wrench.”

      “But then the exact problems I face will be yours. And you’re the Chief, dude. Beau was a workaholic and so are you.” Romy had sighed. “And I love our home. And I don’t want Gracie in the hands of childminders all the time. I want to be able to pick her up from school, play with her, help her with her homework.”

      Blue grinned. “Yep, she needs all the help she can get with trig at age five.”

      Romy laughed. “The younger she starts…but seriously, no. Look, there are other things I can explore…maybe even going out on my own.”

      “Private practice?”

      Romy nodded. “But not elitist. Something where anyone could come and be treated, regardless of financial restrictions.”

      “So, a free clinic?”

      “Yeah…but I haven’t thought it all through yet so, in the meantime…”

      Blue stroked her face. “Whatever you decide, we’ll make it work.” He suddenly grinned. “Have you ever used trig at work?”

      “Never. Not once in my whole adult life.”

      Blue kissed her, running his hands down her body. “The only ‘triangle’ I’m interested in right now is this one.” And he slipped his hand between her legs as Romy wriggled with pleasure. “Well, doc, I may need to find out the angle here, but, oh no, it seems to be widening…”

      Romy was giggling, tears in her eyes. “No, Allende, you can’t make trig sexy, no way…oh!”

      Blue thrust his diamond-hard cock into her and they made love slowly, leisurely until they were both exhausted. Blue fell asleep in her arms, but Romy lay awake thinking. What do I want from my life? Do I really have to choose this, my family, or my career? Why can’t I have it both ways?

      She’d fallen asleep without making a decision and now, as they drove through a snowy Washington State, she wanted nothing more than to just relax and enjoy this time away with her family.

      

      Blue had arranged for the lodge’s fires to be lit and the huge kitchen supplied with everything they needed for their vacation. The windows glowed with warm welcome as they finally reached the lodge after dark. Grace, asleep for most of the journey, was eager to be let out to play in the thick blanket of snow that surrounded the home. Romy freed her daughter from her restraints and held her hand as Grace yelped with joy and threw herself into the snow.

      “Little lunatic.” Romy said fondly, then shrieked as Blue dumped a snowball down her back. The three of them then spent twenty minutes play-fighting, before Romy ordered them indoors to get dry and warm.

      After a supper of hot steak sandwiches and fully loaded baked potatoes, they sat in front of the fire in the living room, cuddled together on the huge, comfortable couch.

      “Tomorrow, we’ll decorate the tree,” Blue told Grace, nodding to the bare spruce tree in the corner of the room. Grace smiled.

      “Lots of twinkle lights?”

      “Of course, Boo.”

      Blue wrapped his arms around his girls, meeting Romy’s gaze. He pressed his lips to hers and nuzzled her neck. “Later,” he murmured in her ear and Romy knew exactly what he meant. Her heart beat faster – still, after all these years, he could do that to her – and she smiled, her eyes lazy with lust.

      “Later.”

      Grace was overexcited and stayed up way after her usual bedtime, but Romy shrugged. “It’s Christmas.”

      Finally, just after midnight, Romy crept out of Grace’s room and closed the door. She padded quietly downstairs to see that Blue had switched off the overhead lights and draped strings of tiny white lights around the room. He’d dragged the sofa back and laid a comforter on the floor in front of the fire. Romy smiled at him as he offered her his hand and pulled her gently into his arms.

      The moment his lips met hers, Romy closed her eyes, feeling any tension leave her body. They kissed for a long time, Blue’s fingers stroking her face as she pressed her own hands on the hard planes of his chest.

      “God, I love you, Romy Sasse.”

      “I love you too, Blue Allende.”

      His fingers were at the buttons on her dress now, and as he gently undressed her, he kissed her exposed skin, making her shiver with desire. She pulled his sweater over his head, making his hair even messier, then freed his cock, so thick, hard and long, from his pants. She stroked the length of it, feeling it twitch and harden in her hands.

      Blue stroked her clit until it was hard, then slid two fingers inside her. “You’re so wet, baby.”

      “For you, always.”

      He swept her onto the floor, kissing her mouth. Romy lay under him, enjoying the weight of his body on hers, feeling the tip of his cock nudging at her sex, then as it notched into her cunt, Blue thrust his hips hard and sank deep inside her.

      “God, that feels so good,” Romy moaned as he moved slowly in and out of her, never taking his eyes off hers. Romy tightened her thighs around his hips. “Fuck me hard, Allende.”

      Blue grinned, increasing his pace, as Romy dug her fingernails into his buttocks. “Mio Dio, you’re so goddamn sexy, baby…I’m going to fuck you all night long, ream your silky cunt until you beg me to stop…”

      “I’ll never beg you to stop,” Romy said, breathlessly, her breasts moving, her nipples brushing his chest as they fucked. “Take me, Blue, take me like you want to hurt me…”

      Blue gave a growl and pinned her hands to the floor, slamming his hips against hers, his cock plunging ever deeper and harder into her. Romy tilted her hips up to take him in as far as she could, her eyes on his, tasting blood as he kissed her ferociously.

      In these moment, Romy saw nothing else but her love, her Blue. Their connection, forged so quickly all those years ago, had only grown stronger, through the horrific circumstances that nearly killed them both, to the ecstatic joy of Grace’s birth. She had never known what it meant to be truly a partnership until Blue, and she thanked the heavens for him every day.

      Blue’s cock, buried inside her, seemed to grow even larger as she neared her orgasm and they came together, Blue groaning as he shot thick reams of creamy white cum deep into her belly. Romy muffled her cries by biting his shoulder – which only served to make Blue even more aroused and after a few minutes, he was inside her again, almost feral in his desire for her.

      

      It was almost dawn before they finally feel asleep, having made it to their bedroom at last. Blue wrapped his arms around Romy as they slept, and when they were woken a few hours later by Gracie climbing into their bed, they greeted their daughter happily, listening to her talk excitedly about decorating the tree.

      After breakfasting on way too many carbs, they took Grace out into the woods to explore a little. They were surrounded by spruce, and deep fluffy snow, but the sun was out and the air was cold but refreshing.

      Later, as Blue gave Grace her lunch, Romy drove down to the little farmer’s market in the town at the bottom of the mountain. As well-stocked as their lodge home was, there were still a few pieces that Romy wanted to get by herself – small gifts for Grace’s stocking, and some fresh produce.

      She browsed the aisles slowly, knowing Grace would have a nap before they decorated the tree anyway, and that Blue had some emails he wanted to catch up on. The farmer’s market was full of home-grown produce and freshly butchered meat. Romy bought a large chicken for their Christmas day supper, and grabbed as much fruit as she could handle. She saw some adorable little wooden bears, and was selecting one for Grace when she heard her name.

      “Romy? Romy Sasse?”

      She turned to see a tall, handsome man with short brown hair and merry hazel eyes twinkling at her. She gaped at him. “Atlas? Atlas Tigri?”

      “The very one. How are you, small fry?”

      Romy threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. Atlas Tigri had been one of her best friends from school but she hadn’t seen him for years. He had been a quiet, studious type, shy until one got to know him, then he showed his whip-smart intelligence and quick-wit. He had been best friends with her sister Artemis’s husband, Dan. Romy studied him now.

      “So, Tigri, what gives? I heard you were living in London.”

      He grinned. “Mostly. But I came home for Christmas this year. Mom is, well, let’s say less spry than she used to be, and so I thought I’d lend a hand. My sister’s kids are a handful. Luckily Mateo’s kid keeps them in line.” Atlas, like Romy, was a twin, but unlike Romy, Atlas’s twin Mateo was his exact copy – tall, broad and drop dead gorgeous.

      “Any kids of your own?”

      “Not yet. I hear you’re married?”

      Romy told him about Blue and Grace. “God, it’s good to see you. Why don’t you come up to the lodge and have drinks with us? We’re here all week.”

      They swapped cell-phone numbers and Atlas promised to call, kissing her cheek. “So good to see you, small fry.”

      She was still smiling as she took her groceries to the check-out. The man behind the counter, his lank black hair unshaped and too long, smiled at her. “And how are you this morning?”

      Romy gave him a polite smile. “Good, thanks. Just these please.”

      She was digging around for her wallet when she realized he was staring at her. Uncomfortable, she glanced at the register. “What do I owe you?”

      “Seventeen-fifty-three…and maybe your cell-phone number?”

      Oh, lord. She tried not to pull a face. “Ah. Sorry.” She waved her wedding ring finger. “Very, very married.”

      “Shame.”

      Annoying creep. “Not for me. Thanks.” She went to pick up the brown paper bag, then recoiled, as he placed a very cold, sweaty hand on hers.

      “Don’t be so hasty. You gave your cell number to that man – why can’t I have it?”

      Was he for real? Pulling her hand away sharply, Romy glanced around the store and realized they were alone. “Look, you’re being completely inappropriate. I don’t want to ask for your manager, but I will.”

      His smile was nasty. “He’s out sick today. You’re really pretty.”

      Romy took her bag and headed for the door. In a flash he was in front of her, slamming the door shut and leaning against it. “C’mon now…it’s Christmas. Give me some sugar.”

      Give him some sugar? Romy, despite her unease, had to laugh aloud at that one. “Listen, boy,” she said, steel in her voice. “Get out of my way right now, and I’ll think about not reporting you to the police.”

      He grabbed her shoulders. “I just want to have a little fun. You don’t need to be a bitch about it.”

      What the hell was happening here? Romy calmly put her bag down on the floor then stood to face him. Without warning, she brought her knee up sharply, and smashed it into his groin. The man buckled, cussing her out. Romy calmly picked up her bag of groceries, and walked out of the door, leaving him with a “Go fuck yourself, creep.”

      It wasn’t until she was in the car and driving back up the mountain that she realized she was trembling so violently that she was making the car slide on the icy road. She pulled over and calmed herself down. Closing her eyes, she dragged great lungfuls of air in, feeling her breathing steady, her heart slow. What the fuck was wrong with the world?

      She heard the whoop of a police car siren as it pulled up behind her and a tall deputy get out. She rolled down the window.

      “You okay, ma’am?”

      She nodded, then shook her head, the words spilling out, telling him exactly what had happened. His mouth set in a grim line. “Yeah, we’ve heard rumors. Are you sure you’re okay? He didn’t hurt you?”

      “No, I’m okay, just a little shaken. Why on earth do they employ him?”

      The deputy rolled his eyes. “He’s the owner’s daughter’s boyfriend. Look, I’m going to escort you home, Ma’am. If you’d like to make a statement…”

      Romy considered. “Actually, I would. There’s no reason other women should suffer that creep.”

      

      At home, Blue looked alarmed as she introduced the deputy, Jim, to him and told him what had happened. “That son-of-a-bitch! I’ll deal with him.” Blue was enraged but both Romy and Jim blocked his way.

      “We’ll deal with him, sir, don’t you worry. Mrs. Allende wants to make a statement and we’ll press charges of assault and harassment.”

      Romy looked slightly guilty. “I’m probably guilty of assault too. I might have kneed him in the balls.”

      Blue and Jim both grinned. “Did he put his hands on you first, Mrs. Allende?”

      Romy nodded and Jim shrugged. “Then it’s self-defense. Now, let’s take that statement.”

      

      After Jim had taken her statement and bid them farewell, Blue hugged Romy tightly. “Trouble follows you, Piccolo,” he said, but laughed, and Romy could see it was mostly from relief.

      His use of her nickname reminded her of meeting Atlas. “It went completely out of my mind. I’ve invited him for drinks one night – I hope you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all, I would like to meet him. It’s a pity you didn’t walk out of the store with him.”

      “Ha,” Romy said, mildly, “I took care of it.”

      “Yeah you did, sexy ninja wife.” He eyed her appreciatively. “Gracie will be up soon…but I think we could still get one in under the wire.”

      Romy burst out laughing. “Now, that’s sexy,” she dead-panned, but giggled as Blue swept her into his arms and placed her on the kitchen counter. He pushed her skirt up to her hips, shimmying her panties down her legs, over her boots, which he insisted she kept on. Romy had to admit that they did add to the sensuality of the moment. As Blue thrust his cock into her, she gave a small moan of release, forgetting all her upset, knowing that this man loving her now was all she would ever need.

      

      They had just finished decorating the tree when the deputy called. “We’ve arrested him – apparently there are other female customers who have made complaints too. He’ll be out on bail soon, I expect, but it’s handled.”

      “Thank you so much,” Romy said. “I’m sorry you had to deal with it.”

      “No problem at all. Been aching to book that creep for years. Merry Christmas, Ma’am.”

      “And to you, Deputy.”

      

      Romy hung up the phone, gave a thumbs up to a relieved Blue and watched as her daughter was surreptitiously poking at the wrapped gifts under the tree. “I can see you, Gracie Allende.”

      Gracie gave a chuckle. “Momma, why has Santa brought these ones early?”

      “Ah, because you’ve been a good girl.”

      “Then I can open them now?” She looked at her parents hopefully.

      Romy laughed as Blue picked his daughter up. “Not a chance, monkey. Come on now, Christmas day is only tomorrow, kiddo. Enjoy the anticipation.”

      “Yes, we’re going to watch Christmas movies and eat enough sugar to give us all diabetic comas.” Blue said with a grin at his wife, who rolled her eyes.

      “Look, Gracie, we’re going to make a gingerbread house – want to help?”

      

      Romy put the upsetting incident at the Farmer’s market to the back of her mind as she enjoyed the evening with her family. After making a tall but rather crooked gingerbread house, they sat down to watch Home Alone and Home Alone 2 with Gracie – their favorite Christmas movies, before gorging on mac and cheese for their supper.

      Despite her assurances that she wouldn’t be able to sleep a wink, Gracie fell asleep in Romy’s arms just as the second movie finished and Romy carried her daughter up to bed, tucking her in. She sat on the bed, stroking her daughter’s soft face, marveling at the sweet beauty of her. She felt Blue follow her in and they both watched their daughter sleep for a while.

      “Isn’t she perfect?”

      “Just like her mother,” Blue said softly and took her hand. He led her quietly out of Gracie’s room and to their own bedroom. Inside, he kissed her tenderly, stroking his thumbs over her cheeks, gazing at her with such love-filled eyes, Romy felt weak. “Ti amo.” His voice was soft, and sent tingles down her spine.

      “Ti amo, Blue.”

      Their love-making this night was slow and leisurely, soaking every moment of sensuality up, enjoying each other’s bodies as they moved in perfect rhythm with the other. Romy sighed and shivered through multiple orgasms as Blue made love to her in the indigo moonlight streaming through their window.

      Before they fell asleep, Romy and Blue lay talking softly, mostly about their daughter and how excited she would be in the morning.

      Blue tucked a lock of hair behind her ear. “I still can’t believe we’re parents, Romulus.”

      She grinned at the nickname her family had always given her. “I know, it’s just so grown up.”

      They were quiet for a while, then Romy said “Do you think it’s the right time to try for another? Do you even want another?”

      Blue grinned. “Baby, I want a bunch of kids with you. I was ready for another about three seconds after Gracie was born.”

      Romy laughed. “Even after I threatened to ‘Bobbitt’ you if you ever got me knocked up again?”

      “Even then. What do you think? I mean, let’s be practical, I’d love to carry the kid for you but that ain’t gonna happen. So, we’re talking about a year of your life, a year out of your career. And with this other thing…”

      “Yeah, it’ll be complicated. But, I’m thirty-four now. There’s a time limit here – okay, so it’s not pressing but it’s still there. And I want another child, Blue, so badly. I want to give you your son.”

      Blue kissed her. “I’ll be happy as long as they are healthy. I quite like being outnumbered by women.”

      Romy laughed. “I bet you do. Listen, this isn’t the time to make huge decisions like this…let’s save that for after tomorrow. But by the end of the week, one way or another, I’m going to have to make some difficult decisions.”

      “I got your back, beautiful, whatever you decide.”

      Romy smiled gratefully at him. “As long as I have you and Gracie, I’m good. That’s all that matters.”

      

      The next morning was a riot of laughter, torn wrapping paper, way too much sugar and one very excited and happy little girl. Romy and Blue played with Gracie, helping her put together her toys, taking her directions (Blue was put on diaper duty for her new doll, Romy sneaked some chocolate spread into the diaper and giggled when she saw his horrified face).

      Romy and Blue took turns in playing with Gracie and cooking their celebration meal. Outside, the sun was hidden behind gray clouds heavy with snow, and as evening fell, it began to snow thick flakes and they turned off the lights in the lodge and watched it fall.

      A picture-perfect Christmas, Romy thought, and felt a tug in her chest. She didn’t want to be away from Blue and Gracie most of her time. And yet her career was so important to her that she couldn’t see a way out. She hadn’t realized her sadness showed on her face until she and Blue were alone again that night and he asked her what she had been thinking.

      “Just about work,” she said with a half-smile. “And the thought of leaving you and Gracie in Seattle while I work in Portland…god. No. I can’t do it. Especially if we decide to have another baby. I love my job, I love it, it’s my calling…but I love you and Gracie more. I think I’m going to stay at Rainier Hope. I know it’s not the best thing for my career but it is the best thing for me, and our family.”

      Blue was thoughtful, but he looked unhappy. “I hate that you’re having to choose.”

      “Don’t. I got to choose, I wasn’t dictated to by you or anyone else. I made this decision.”

      Blue wrapped his arms around her. “I promise, everything I can do that doesn’t fall within nepotism or favoring, I will do. I won’t let you slip behind your peers.”

      “You bet your ass I won’t,” Romy said with a grin. She tangled her fingers in his hair. “I know you’ll be the best Chief ever, and I also know you’re fair, balanced – with only a hint of bias.”

      “More than a hint, but thanks.” Blue was chuckling.

      “Baby…all I really care about is us. I won at life when I met you, when we had Gracie. My Mom is happy, my sisters are doing so great and I get to wake up with you. God, I’m a lucky woman.”

      “Well, shucks.” Always unassuming, Blue’s face was red, but he grinned anyway. “Then how about we go practice making another baby?”

      “I say yes,” Romy laughed and laughed as he bore her upstairs. “Merry Christmas, baby.”

      “Merry Christmas, beautiful.”

      

      Two days later, her decision made, Romy felt a weight fall from her shoulders. She called the hospital in Portland and expressed her regrets but turned the job down. They were disappointed but offered her any position she wanted should she change her mind. Romy watched Blue and Gracie playing and knew she had made the absolute right decision for her.

      

      Romy opened the door and greeted Atlas as he trudged through the snow. “Hey, small fry,” he said with a grin as she hugged him.

      “Come and meet Blue and Gracie.”

      A half hour later, and Atlas, with his natural charm, had won over both Romy’s husband and daughter. Gracie climbed onto Atlas’s knee and told him all about her Christmas presents and Atlas chatted easily with her. He and Blue found common ground easily, both men’s sense of humor jelling almost straight away.

      Later, the adults shared a late supper. Blue opened some champagne. “To old – and new – friends,” he grinned and they tapped their flutes.

      “Well, I do have some news. I didn’t mention it the other day because it was still being worked out but…I’m relocating back to Seattle permanently.” Atlas grinned at Romy’s surprise.

      “That’s wonderful…but what about your business in London?”

      “My partner has just bought me out. He knew my heart didn’t lie in it anymore, selling pharmaceuticals. More and more I felt like I was taking from the world rather than giving back.”

      Romy nodded. “Fair enough, but what will you do now?”

      “I’m glad you asked because I might need some advice.” Atlas pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. “A couple of years ago, one of my nieces was assaulted. She was at college, alone in a study room, and her boyfriend, who she’d just broken up with, found her and... You can guess. Since then, it’s been bugging me that there isn’t a safe house in the city that also helps those battered women – and to a lesser extent, men, who can’t afford medical expenses. So, me, and a couple of other local entrepreneurs are doing just that. Seattle’s first secure hostel with a full medical staff. I also want to make sure that we have a fully operational surgical facility – and an emergency room.  Basically, somewhere to go when things are desperate.  Eventually, I’d like to extend it to the homeless too.”

      Romy and Blue looked at each other in amazement. “But that’s fantastic,” Romy said, shaking her head in amazement. “God, Atlas…if I had had that when I left Dacre…” There was a lump in her throat. “Atlas…”

      Blue rubbed her back, seeing she was close to tears. “And you need us to headhunt medical and surgical staff?”

      Atlas nodded. “Please…obviously, this is a voluntary role, so asking docs to give up their time and pay-packet to do so might be difficult and there’ll be no recriminations if candidates decide they can’t make it work.  I do need a chief of surgery though.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      Both Blue and Atlas looked at Romy. She returned their gazes steadily. “It’s perfect. Look, Atlas, these past few days we’ve been going around and around trying to find a role for me which doesn’t smack of nepotism but also won’t tamp down my career. This is it. Don’t you think, Blue?”

      Blue nodded slowly, and Romy could see him working things out in his head. “Yeah…yes, I think it is perfect. What do you think, Atlas?”

      Atlas looked a little shell-shocked. “Well, I mean…god, really? You would do this? Train my staff? Be our head of surgery? For free?”

      Romy started to laugh. “Are you kidding me? Of course. There is just one thing. There’s a good chance I might be pregnant again soon, so we’d have to work around that.”

      Atlas held his hands up. “Girl, even an hour of your time would mean the world to us – I think we can accommodate a pregnancy.” He laughed. “But we should slow down, discuss this more fully when we’re not hopped up on your good champagne.”

      But Romy could see how excited he was and later, after Atlas had gone home, she smiled at Blue. “This is it, isn’t it? This is what I should be doing. Everything has been pointing towards this.”

      Blue studied her. “You know what, Romulus Sasse? You are my freaking heroine; do you know that? My absolute superstar Wonder Woman. Yes, baby, I agree. Everything’s has been leading to this. It’s not only a way to give back, but to finally get the stain of Dacre from your memories.”

      “Exactly. Honestly, baby,” Romy wrapped her arms around her husband’s neck, “I can’t wait to get started.”

      “Let’s go celebrate.”

      “Take me to bed, Allende.”

      

      Three months later, Atlas’s clinic opened its doors.

      

      Six months after that, Zachery Stuart Allende was born, with his twin sister Rosa following six minutes later. Their mother and father looked down at their newborn twins and knew their family was now complete.

      

      The End.
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        An agreement between two friends, made on a drunken night a decade ago, comes back to haunt one of them. Amelia Mason is happily single, living a quiet life with her island bookstore. When an old friend Kirk Ferron comes to the island and reminds her of a pact they made when they were younger, Amelia initially laughs it off until Kirk makes it clear he is deadly serious about their agreement to marry when they both reach thirty if they’re both single. He threatens her with a lawsuit if she doesn’t marry him, but her best friend Silas offers a solution which surprises everyone and Amelia begins to realize everything she ever looked for was right in front of her. Unfortunately, Kirk is a jealous psychopath and he vows revenge – revenge which could tear the happy couple apart forever…
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* * *

      It was on clear, bright, fresh mornings like this that Amelia really appreciated how lucky she was. The small island in Puget Sound was already waking up, and on Main Street, where her little bookshop sat, locals waved to her as she opened her store. Officially, her store didn’t open until nine am, but Amelia loved her job too much to bother about that. Often, she would open early and stay open until late at night, her loyal customers lingering for hours to chat or browse. Amelia’s best friends Hannah and Silas, brother and sister owners of the island’s coffeehouse across the street, would take turns bringing over coffee for Amelia and her clientele.

      She saw Silas now, carrying a huge box of supplies into the coffeehouse. He grinned at her, his smile lighting up his handsome face. Amelia waved back. Silas Wolfenden had always been her crush, but as they had grown older, their friendship had deepened to the point where Amelia considered it too late for anything to happen between them.

      That didn’t stop Silas from flirting endlessly with her and often Amelia would fantasize about calling his bluff. She loved his shaggy dark curls, his permanent scruff, his intense green eyes. Silas had no shortage of admirers, both male and female, but he seemed happy to be single.

      His sister, Hannah, Amelia’s best friend since third grade, was, like Amelia, six years younger than Silas, and the more outgoing of the two of them. She too was single but had a revolving door of young men in her life and she was utterly unashamed of how sexually active she was.

      Amelia herself, at almost thirty, was settled in her tiny ocean-front home. Orphaned at an early age, she had always been shy, and after college, she had returned to her hometown, wanting to be close to the only family she had ever known – the Wolfendens. Amelia’s parents, her French mother and African-American father had died in a sea-plane crash when she was fifteen and she had been alone ever since.

      Unlike her statuesque best friends, Amelia barely scraped five-five, but her petite frame was curvy and soft. With her long dark hair and brown eyes, she knew men found her attractive, but apart from the odd month-long relationship, Amelia had found that she preferred being single. She loved the solitude, but also loved the fact she could hang out with Hannah and Silas without having to worry about whether a partner would fit in with them.

      

      Today, Monday, the start of the week, and Amelia was planning on cleaning her entire store. As she walked in, she breathed in the scent of the place, loving the smell of the new and second-hand books she stocked. The dark-wood floors and book shelves were pock-marked and well-loved – Amelia had spent hours cleaning and oiling the wood herself, and then had stuffed them with as many books as she could. The openness of the book shop, the big squashy couches – she had made a success of the store almost as soon as she opened.

      A half-hour after she opened her doors, Silas appeared bearing a tray of hot coffee. “Hey, gorgeous.” He kissed her cheek, sending tingles down her body. She knew her face was red, but she ignored her own blushes.

      “Hey, handsome. What concoction have you made for me today?”

      Silas loved to experiment with different coffee flavors, and Amelia was his guinea pig of choice for the results.

      “Well,” he said now, with a mischievous grin, “Due to the spectacular failure of my peppermint-strawberry-banana latte…” He laughed as Amelia pretended to gag. “Well, exactly. So, today, I made you just a simple hazelnut Americano.”

      Amelia took the cup he offered and sipped the beverage. “Damn,” she said, licking the sugar from her lips, “that’s so good.”

      Silas was watching her mouth and suddenly she felt the mood change between them. Her face burning, she gently put the cup down on the counter, then looked up to meet his gaze. Silas slid his hand over hers gently, tentatively and smiled. Amelia could feel her heart beating hard against her chest.

      “Excuse me?”

      The tension was broken by an elderly woman, a regular customer, who smiled at both of them. Amelia gave a soft laugh. “Hi Miriam, what can I do for you today?”

      She helped the customer find the book she wanted and rang up her purchase at the register. Silas had moved away to pretend to study another book, and Miriam smiled wickedly at Amelia. “Dear,” she said in a low voice, “you should be with that man. If I was fifty years younger, I’d fight you for him. There aren’t many men like Silas Wolfenden in this world. And I can tell, he adores you.”

      Amelia’s face burned and she smiled at Miriam. “Matchmaking again, Mirry?”

      “Just saying what everyone on the island thinks. It’s inevitable…why put it off any longer?”

      

      Amelia was still thinking of Miriam’s words later on in the day when the bookstore was empty for once. Was it inevitable? She looked across the street to the coffeehouse, watching as Silas laughed with his customers. The tension between them had always been there, but lately, she had been feeling as if it had been spiraling towards…something.

      She closed her eyes and imagined what being naked with him might be like. What making love might be like, and she felt herself get wet at the thought of it. Opening her eyes, she grabbed her cell phone and called him. She watched him pick up and smile over at her.

      “Hey, beautiful.”

      “Hey…I was just thinking…” Her hands were shaking and her throat was dry. “I wondered if you’d like to come over and have a late supper with me tonight? If you’re free? I mean, if you’re not, it’s okay, I mean, I’m just doing some pasta…”

      “I’d love to,” he interrupted her rambling, gazing over at her in a way that made her whole body tingle. “I’d love to, Amelia.” His deep, low voice was soft and gruff and she knew immediately he was feeling the same thing she was.

      

      Silas arrived at her home at nine pm. He was wearing a dark navy sweater and jeans and looked so handsome that Amelia felt somehow disconnected from the world. He stepped inside her home and smiled down at her. “You look beautiful.”

      He bent to kiss her cheek, then paused and instead pressed his lips to hers. Amelia felt a charge of electricity shoot through her body and she gave a soft moan. Silas tangled his fingers in her hair as he kissed her, cradling her head gently. Amelia ran her hands over his hard chest. Finally breaking away, Silas, his eyes soft with desire, smiled down at her. “Guess what we’re going to do.”

      Amelia couldn’t remember walking to her bedroom but then they were peeling each other’s clothes off and she couldn’t believe she felt no self-consciousness being naked with him. His body was incredible, hard-chested with a smattering of hair, flat stomach, and when she slid his pants down, his cock sprang up, thick and long. She stroked it against the swell of her belly. Silas was looking at her as if she were the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. “God, Melia,” he breathed, “you’re a goddess.”

      His hand slipped between her legs and stroked her clit, and Amelia’s body was so keyed up that she came almost immediately, blushing and gasping. Silas smiled and kissed her again.

      “And we haven’t even begun yet.”

      He swept her onto her bed and kissed from her lips, to her throat, down to her stomach. Amelia sighed as his tongue circled her navel then traveled down to lash around her clit.

      “You taste of heaven, baby, I have dreamed of this.” Silas said in a gruff voice full of emotion, “You wouldn’t believe how long I’ve waited for you…”

      His face buried in her sex, his mouth on her, and Amelia was losing her mind. God, how did she resist him all this time? When he was right there in front of her?

      He made her come again then moved up to kiss her mouth. “Melia?”

      She stroked his face. “Yes, baby?”

      Silas’s green eyes were intense on hers. “You realize what we’re about to do, changes everything, right?”

      Amelia nodded. “I do. I do, Silas, and I’ve never been as sure of anything in my life. I want you so badly.”

      His lips crushed against hers. “As I have always wanted you, baby.”

      He sat back, rolling a condom onto his straining cock, and Amelia admired the thick, hot length of it. “You’re so big, baby.”

      Silas grinned. “Can you take it all?”

      Amelia grinned. “I want it all…I want you inside me.”

      For a moment, he gazed down at her, watching the way her breasts moved, her belly undulated as she breathed. “God, you’re beautiful, Melia.”

      He hitched her legs around his waist and slowly, tantalizingly entered her. His cock slid deep and thick into her ready and swollen cunt and they began to move together.

      Amelia marveled at how perfectly their bodies fit together, the feeling of his cock inside her was ecstasy. It was like coming home.

      Silas kissed her as he began to thrust harder, one hand propping him up, the other caressing her breasts and stroking her clit in turns. Her climax building, Amelia moaned as they made love, clinging to him, her fingernails digging deep into his firm buttocks, urging him deeper, harder.

      Silas groaned her name as he came, which tipped Amelia over into her own orgasm, shivering and moaning. It was like nothing she had ever experienced – the rightness of their lovemaking was incredible to her.

      Afterward, Silas excused himself to use the bathroom, but he was back in seconds, wrapping his body around hers. They gazed at each other for a long time.

      “I cannot believe we put that off for so long,” he said with a grin. He traced a fingertip around her belly. “Your body is incredible, baby.” He leaned down to kiss the soft curve of her belly. “So freaking sexy.”

      Amelia giggled. “You make me feel sexy, Silas. And lucky…so lucky. Look at you, you could have anyone.”

      Silas, his green eyes soft with love, nuzzled her nose with his. “The truth is…I never wanted anyone else. Ever. Seriously, why didn’t we do this before?”

      Amelia shrugged. “Maybe we instinctively knew that the timing wasn’t right. We both had other things in our lives, college at opposite ends of the country, businesses to set up.”

      She hooked a leg over his body, completely uninhibited with him. Silas dipped his head and sucked on each nipple until it was rock hard and Amalia was writhing beneath him. Silas moved to cover her body again. “You want me inside again, pretty girl?”

      She moaned her ascent and pulled his head down to kiss his mouth and he thrust his cock into her again. They made love for hours, until the sun was coming up over the horizon and spreading its fingers over the sky.

      

      Waking up next to Silas, Amelia smiled as she felt his mouth on her skin. God, this was everything she had ever dreamed of. It was her thirtieth birthday in a week and it seem prophetic that this should happen now.

      “Good morning, sexy.”

      Silas looked up from where he was sucking on her nipples and grinned. His hair was adorably messy, his scruffy beard even darker. God, he was beautiful. “Well, good morning, baby.”

      He moved to kiss her mouth and before long, his cock was buried deep in her cunt again and they made love slowly, gazing at each other the whole time.

      Amelia made him breakfast and they ate out on her deck, despite the cool Autumn air. Silas stroked a lock of hair behind her ear. “What shall we do for your birthday, boo? It’s a special one.”

      Amelia grinned at him. “You. I want to do you for my birthday.”

      Silas laughed. “That’s a given, and every day and night before and after, boo.” His eyes were soft with love. “I’m serious. This is it for me, Melia.”

      Warmth flooded her veins. “For me, too, Silas baby. Me too.”

      

      The next few days were like a whirlwind. Hannah was overjoyed that her best friend and her brother had finally realized they were meant to be and didn’t even grumble when Silas kept abandoning her to sneak over to see Amelia.

      On her birthday, she woke up with Silas, and before they did anything, they made wild, furious love, his cock slamming deep into her, making her gasp and come, their need for each other feral and animal.

      It was still a working day, however, and eventually Amelia opened up the bookstore, still glowing from making love, she was grinning to herself when she heard her name being called. She turned and saw a man, vaguely familiar but a stranger to town, walking up to her.

      “Amelia?”

      She blinked twice. “Kirk?” A smile spread across her face. “Kirk! Oh my god, how are you?”

      Kirk smiled at her. They’d met and become friends at college in Boston, but had lost touch afterwards because of nothing more than life getting in the way. Kirk was tall, blue-eyed and slim, his handsome face chiseled and regal. He smiled at her now and kissed her cheek. “You look beautiful, Mellie. And this is your little bookstore?”

      Amelia’s smile faltered a little, but she brushed aside the slight, giving Kirk the benefit of the doubt. “I can’t believe you’re here, Kirk, come in and I’ll make some coffee.”

      As she made the coffee, she chatted easily to him about what he had been up to. He told her he was an investment banker in New York.

      “It’s a high-rolling lifestyle, but easy to get used to. You would enjoy it.”

      Amelia looked skeptical. “I don’t know, Kirk, I like the laid-back pace of this island. It’s so chilled-out here, you wouldn’t believe.”

      His smile was a little patronizing. “Well, I guess you have to love something to miss it.”

      She didn’t quite understand his meaning. “Here’s your coffee. So, what brings you here?”

      Kirk frowned. “You don’t remember?”

      “Remember what?”

      He took her left hand and held it up. “I don’t see a ring. I had a private detective track you down. Don’t you remember, Mellie? You’re thirty…and single. I’ve come back for you, Amelia. I’ve come back to make you my wife.”

      

      Hannah and Silas stared at her in half-amused disbelief. “Was he joking?”

      Amelia shook her head. “I don’t know. I couldn’t tell whether he was just really dead-pan…or utterly serious. He told me to think about ‘the promise’.” She put air-quotes around the words, clearly annoyed.

      Silas was irked too. Who the hell was this asshole? It annoyed him far more than it should; he could see from Amelia’s face that she had no time for this either. He picked up her hand and kissed it, and she smiled at him, her lovely dark eyes shining at him.

      Hannah was watching them. “If you two are getting mushy…” They were sitting in their favorite restaurant in the city, celebrating Amelia’s birthday. Hannah’s date Milo, a sweet dark-blonde contractor, was in the bathroom and Hannah smiled now at her brother.

      “Aside from being sickening loved up, I’m so happy for both of you. Here’s to you both…it was about damn time.”

      Silas grinned at his sister. “You got that right.” He sighed and turned back to Amelia. “So, what did you tell him?”

      “I laughed it off, told him I’m very happily coupled-up.” She flushed that sweet pink color and Silas’s heart pounded harder. God, he adored this woman. He had known from the moment their lips had first met that he was in love with her – not that they’d said as much yet, but he knew, and Amelia knew…it was meant to be. What Amelia didn’t know, nor Hannah, was that he had a ring in his pocket. Was it soon? Yes, but he didn’t want to waste any more time.

      And now this jerk from Amelia’s past had ruined it. He couldn’t propose now, could he? Fuck. He didn’t know what this guy’s deal was but if he harassed Amelia, he’d have to answer to Silas, for sure.

      

      After dinner, he took Amelia back to his house where they stripped each other naked quickly, and made love on the floor, not making it to his bedroom at first. Silas dominated her body in a way that Amelia loved, pinning her hands to the floor as he fucked her, his machismo like a drug to her.

      Later, as they lay in bed together, he stroked her face, marveling over her soft skin, the perfect symmetry of her features. “You are the most beautiful woman on this earth, Amelia Mason.”

      Amelia giggled. “You’re biased.”

      “I am but it’s still true.” He studied her eyes. “Is this thing with that dude bothering you?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “It wasn’t so much what he said, but how he said it, and when I tried to laugh it off…there was something else in his eyes.”

      “Like what?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know, but it made me really uneasy.”

      Silas frowned. “You know I would never let him hurt you, right?”

      “I don’t mean he was violent or anything.” She said quickly. “Just like…he didn’t understand why I wasn’t over-the-moon at his clumsy proposal.”

      “Douchebag.”

      Amelia sighed. “I can’t remember even making the stupid agreement. He says it was one drunken night in college that we agreed to marry each other if we reached thirty without getting married. He was thirty back in September. I guess he was waiting until I turned thirty to come back. I am hoping it’s all a big joke.”

      

      Two days later, on the first day of December, Amelia discovered that Kirk wasn’t joking, not even a little bit. She was in the coffeehouse, having shut the bookstore for the evening, and went to meet Silas as he was finishing up.

      He kissed her in front of his customers, not caring that they were giggling at them. “Hey, gorgeous. I’m almost done, Hannah’s doing the evening shift so I’m all yours.”

      “Yes,” Hannah said in a martyred-tone, “I’ll slave while you two go work through the Karma Sutra.”

      “Ha-ha,” Amelia flicked a crumb of muffin at her friend, blushing scarlet.

      “Amelia Mason?”

      They all turned around to see a man in a plain black suit smiling politely at them. Amelia nodded. “That’s me, how can I help?”

      The man pulled an envelope out of his pocket and handed it to her. “You’ve been served. Have a good evening.” And he turned on his heel and left the coffeehouse.

      Amelia, shell-shocked, opened the envelope and started to read the papers. Her face turned from confusion to anger. “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      “What is it?”

      Amelia held the paper up. “Kirk is suing me for breach of contract. He said a verbal contract was made that I would marry him if I was single on my thirtieth birthday. Is he fucking kidding me?” She was yelling now, as she dragged her phone out of her pocket.

      Silas put a hand on her arm. “Calm down. Who are you calling?”

      “Kirk, the jerkweed. I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”

      Silas whipped the phone from her hand. “Nope.”

      “Nope?” Amelia looked at her lover, astonished.

      “This joker needs more than you yelling at him. We’ll countersue. For harassment. There’s no way this is going to court – what does he think will happen? The courts can’t force you to marry someone.”

      “But he could ruin me in fees defending myself.” Amelia said, her voice quivering. And Silas wrapped his arms around her.

      “It’s not going to get that far. Look, let’s go home and talk about this.” He kissed her forehead.

      Hannah, her eyes worried, bid them goodbye and Silas drove them to Amelia’s house. As they walked inside, she looked around at her home. “I love this place,” she said almost tearfully. “I’m serious, I worked my ass off for it and now this asshole thinks he can invade my life. God, Silas, what the hell is going on?”

      “It’s just one asshole’s entitled view. There’s obviously some mental health thing going on, some personality disorder. But why now? Just when we finally were making a life together.”

      “Were?” She said in a small voice and he took her in his arms.

      “Are. I misspoke. Look, nothing can touch us, baby.” He tilted her chin up so she looked him in the eyes. “I love you, Amelia Mason. I’m so in love with you.”

      There were tears in her eyes. “Oh, Silas, I love you so, so much. I always have.”

      His lips crushed against hers and then she led him to her small bedroom and stripped off for him, dropping between his knees to take his cock in her mouth, sucking, hollowing out her cheeks, drawing on him until he came, shooting thick cum onto her tongue. He flipped her onto her back and thrust his cock deep inside her, pausing when he remembered he hadn’t put a condom on.

      Amelia tightened her legs around him. “I want you inside me, your cock, your seed.”

      Silas smiled and when he reached orgasm, when Amelia’s back was arching up, her soft belly pressed against his, he pumped his cum deep into her abdomen and Amelia sighed happily.

      Later, as they talked softly, Silas took her left hand. “You know, there is one thing we could do which would make this whole thing go away.”

      “What’s that?”

      Silas smiled at her, but his eyes were serious. “Marry me. Tomorrow. The next day. By the weekend. I want you to be my wife, Amelia, I want to be your husband. Why wait? We already know it’s right.”

      Amelia said nothing for a few moments then slowly, a smile spread across her face. “Yes,” she said simply, then laughing as Silas whooped and tickled her, kissed him until they were both breathless.

      

      Hannah was sprinkling kitty litter on the icy side walk outside the coffee house when Silas pulled up outside. She grinned at her brother and leaned into the window of the car, passing him the large cup of coffee she had ready for him.

      ‘You look smug,’ she teased him, ‘How’s married life?’

      Silas grinned. ‘Oh, y’know, perfect, blissful…’

      ‘Dirty.’ She said with a leer and he laughed.

      ‘Pretty much. I’m just going into the city to buy her a wedding gift, even though she insists she doesn’t want one.’ He waved his cup at her having emptied it almost straight away and she rolled her eyes. ‘Reminds me, Amelia asked me to tell you your presence is required on Christmas morning. She said to tell you that you’re moving in that whole week and she’s going to spoil you like you’ve never been spoiled before. You and Milo. Also, to bring pants with an elastic waistband.’ He grinned.

      Hannah nodded, chuckling. ‘Deal.’

      Silas squinted out of the window. ‘Sis?’

      ‘Yeah?’

      He coughed, embarrassed. ‘Could you call Amelia in an hour or so? Just to…y’know. Check she’s okay.’

      Hannah rolled her eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah. She’ll know, you know. And it’ll be me that gets into trouble instead of you, so thanks.’

      Silas grinned. ‘No problem, it’s the least I could do.’

      ‘I’ll rat you out.’

      Silas laughed. ‘I’m not worried. I’ll just use sex to distract her.’

      Hannah snorted with laughter. ‘Don’t think I won’t try that too, bro.’

      She waved as Silas, still laughing, drove off towards the ferry port. As she walked back into the coffee house, she glanced over to the bookshop, waving at her new sister-in-law. When Silas and Amelia had told her they were getting married, and soon, very soon, she had been one hundred percent behind them. “This was meant to be,” she had declared and they all laughed, excited about this new phase of their lives.

      Silas and Amelia had married at City Hall, in a ceremony that lasted only a few minutes but was so full of joy that Hannah had cried throughout. Her brother and her best friend looked radiant, and so in love it made Hannah’s heart ache.

      The day afterward, Silas had moved into Amelia’s home on the sea shore and put his own home up for sale. Amelia had delivered the news to her lawyer that she was now a married woman, and to all their relief, Kirk’s lawyer had written to say Kirk was dropping the case.

      Amelia had been so relieved, and hadn’t heard from Kirk again. Hannah closed her eyes now. Crisis averted…and a whole new life ahead for them all.

      

      Amelia couldn’t stop looking at her platinum wedding ring. She was married, and to her best friend in the world. Every day with Silas, she fell more deeply in love with him, his sense of fun, his intelligence, his gorgeous, gorgeous face, that smokin’ body. Sex with him was a revelation every single time and Amelia felt any and all inhibitions slipping away as they got adventurous. He’d fucked her on the kitchen table this morning, then again in the backroom of the bookstore before he left for the city. Her vagina still ached from the pounding he’d given it in his feral need for her. Amelia grinned to herself as she dusted the bookshelves and put out a new delivery of books. The way he looked at her, all the time, was thrilling to her. Even this morning as she pulled on her gray marl tee, and her blue jeans, his gaze was full of lust and she’d laughed at him.

      “Really, this outfit is turning you on?”

      Silas had come to her, cupping her breast then sliding his hand over her belly. “Do you not see how it clings to your body? Damn, woman…”

      He had an innate way of making her feel so feminine, so sexy…god, when she thought about it, he always had. For the millionth time, she wondered how the hell they hadn’t done this years ago.

      Amelia stacked the books and pushed her cart to the deepest part of the store. She hadn’t opened the store yet because she’d had a big delivery in anticipation of Christmas, but when she heard a step behind, she turned.

      All the blood drained from her face. Kirk stood at the end of the aisle, blocking her escape.

      “I hear congratulations are in order.”

      Amelia found her voice. “Kirk, you need to leave. Right now.”

      Kirk smiled. “Only when I’ve taken what’s rightfully mine.”

      “I am not a possession, Kirk. This is crazy, just give it up. It was a drunken joke a decade ago. We haven’t even seen each other in those ten years.”

      “You may not have seen me, Amelia, but I’ve been watching you. I’ve always been close.”

      Amelia’s entire body was trembling and when Kirk drew the knife from his pocket, she knew it was over.

      “Please, Kirk…don’t do this.”

      But he didn’t listen. Advancing, trapping her in the corner, ignoring her desperate scream for help, he plunged the knife deep into her belly again and again, merciless, brutal. The pain was overwhelming and as she passed out, bleeding heavily, she heard him laugh. As unconsciousness swept over her, he bent over her, stabbing her one last time and leaving the knife embedded in her body, he whispered. “I was always going to kill you, Amelia, whether you were married to me or not. That’s what I’ve been dreaming about for ten years. This moment. Goodbye, beautiful girl.”

      Amelia dragged oxygen into her lungs but nothing could stop the darkness from coming.

      

      Hannah saw Miriam knocking on the bookstore and frowned. She checked her watch. Amelia never opened later than nine am. She told her assistant to watch the coffeehouse and went over the road.

      “Miriam? Is Amelia in there?”

      Miriam looked upset. “I was here a few moments ago, and I could have sworn I heard a scream. Now I can’t see anything. Amelia’s never late, Hannah.”

      “I know.” Hannah’s heart was beating unpleasantly in her chest. “Wait here, I have a spare key.”

      Hannah returned to the coffee house and grabbed her keys, walking back and opening the bookstore door. Inside, it was eerily quiet. “Am? Amelia?”

      No answer. Miriam and Hannah exchanged a worried look. Together they began to search the store. Miriam gave a scream when they saw Amelia, slumped unconscious, half-sitting, half-lying at the darkest corner of the store, in a pool of blood.

      “No!” Hannah dashed to her friend’s side. “Amelia! Wake up, please…no, no, no…Miriam, call 911.”

      Hannah held her dying friend in her arms and pleaded with her to live. When the paramedics finally arrived, Hannah watched them load Amelia into the ambulance, then took out her cell-phone and made the worst telephone call of her life.

      

      Silas sat hollow-eyed and desolate. “She can’t die. No, no…”

      The doctor looked at him in sympathy. “Mr. Wolfenden…I’m telling you we’re doing everything we can but your wife was stabbed thirteen times. She lost half of her blood volume. I’m just preparing you for the worst. I promise, we will do everything in our power to save her life.”

      

      Silas remembered those words like they were yesterday. He turned now and saw her walking down the aisle towards him, the Italian sun giving her hair caramel highlights. Five years. Five years they had been married now and Amelia was even more beautiful than ever. Renewing their vows had been his idea, planned as she went through her long recovery and now as she walked towards him, the floating white dress not hiding her luscious curves or the swell of her pregnant belly, pregnant with his twins. She had survived and they had only had good days since that terrible one.

      Kirk was arrested and found guilty of attempted murder. He was serving a life sentence now in a mental health facility. He had shown no remorse for what he had done but Amelia didn’t care. “He’s gone and he’s never coming back,” she’d said to Silas after the trial. “He’s done. Let’s look forward, not back.”

      

      After renewing their vows and sharing the party with their friends and families, Silas whisked her away to a very private, very luxurious villa, and they spent the next few days, naked and in bed. Her pregnant body was even more a turn-on to him, and she giggled as he tumbled her back to bed every time she tried to get up.

      “Dude, I need to pee. Your babies are playing drums on my bladder.”

      “In a sec.” He was kissing her bump, still small at four months. “God, your body, wifey…made in heaven.”

      “You say that, but I’m about to pee on you and I’m not really into that.”

      Silas reluctantly let her go and she clambered off and skittered to the bathroom. In a few moments, she was back, pushing him back on the bed and straddling him. She stroked his cock into a rock-hard state then impaled herself onto him, sighing as he filled her cunt.

      Silas gazed up at her, his eyes shining. “Have I told you how much I freaking love you, woman?”

      Amelia, her full breasts moving with her, grinned back. “Only about a hundred times, baby.”

      “You and me forever, right?”

      Amelia gazed down at her husband, her gorgeous, adoring husband and knew in her heart the truth. “Forever.” She said simply and they made love long into the night.

      

      The End.
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        Aussie rocker and billionaire, Kip Dixon, has been wrestling with the idea of being a rock star while finding a woman to settle down with. The match is won as he decides there is no room for a relationship for him anytime soon. The future is about work and some play as he can find company for his bed with the snap of his fingers after all. That is until a pretty, little, country girl catches his eye and she can’t seem to stand him. From the get go, Peyton Reed is anything but impressed with the rock star. During his performance, he sings a song to her, making her think a little differently about him, but as he takes her backstage, she sees what he’s really after, proving to herself she was right about him. Peyton leaves the billionaire with an invitation that she’s sure he won’t take her up on.
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        Part 1 Star Struck

        

        Peyton

      

      The shade of a large oak tree does little to cool us off as we practice Yoga beneath its massive branches on the last day in May. San Marcos, Texas gets hot in the summer months. This will be my last time to practice Yoga on the college campus of Texas State, I’m graduating tonight and ready to get my future started as a writer.

      I’m in the downward dog position as the instructor tells us to go into a high lunge. I rise and move into the position as a young man with spiky, black hair, eyeliner, and lipstick walks in front of me.

      He looks like that guy who’s going to play at the charity event this evening. That Australian rocker.

      An entourage of similar characters follow him. His band no doubt. His bright, blue eyes look right into mine as a smile spreads over his face.

      “Hey there, beautiful,” he says with a thick Australian accent.

      I’m sure he’s used to girls falling all over themselves for his attention!

      I give him a slight nod. He pauses in front of me and stares at me. Which is annoying.

      “Can I help you?” I ask.

      This guy is something else, jeeze!

      

      His pierced eyebrow raises, and he asks, “Really?”

      The instructor wraps up the practice as the other girls in the group flock around the young man.

      “OMG! It’s Kip Dixon!” one girl shouts.

      I pick up my yoga mat and say, “Looks like you’re about to get mobbed, Mr. Dixon.”

      I’m sure he’s used to it and loves all the attention the girls who seem to go brainless with his presence give him.

      One of the bigger-breasted women moves in between Kip and me, screaming, “Please sign my boob, Kip!” She holds out a Sharpie and pulls her shirt down, exposing the top of her plump breasts for him to pick from. If he did.

      I roll my eyes and try to walk away but find that I’m caught up in the crowd of girls who cluster together around the pop rocker. I try to push my way out of them but find it useless to fight against the throng.

      A hand grabs my shoulder, and I turn back to find the painted boy pulling me along with him.

      “Come on,” he says. “I’ll get you out of here.” His hand slides along my arm and he entwines his fingers with mine.

      What the hell?

      For some reason warmth creeps through me, right down to my core and I find it unsettling. I’ve held hands with guys before and this never happened.

      Damn! I hope I’m not coming down with something like the idiot fever I just witnessed happening to my Yoga class over this dude.

      

      Two burley men move in between us and the crowd of screaming girls.

      “Back up now, girls,” one of the men says. “Kip will sign autographs in an hour, before he does the show.”

      I flow along with the spiky haired guy and his band of merry misfits as they move along to the auditorium. One of the other guys laughs and looks at Kip. “Guess your little idea of mingling with the masses went awry,” he says.

      Kip looks at me and winks. “Not entirely,” he says as he gives my hand a squeeze. “Looks like I found me a girl.”

      What? He hasn’t found anything!

      My head snaps his way, and I say, “Afraid you got the wrong girl, Mr. Pop Rock.” I pull at my hand but he holds it tight in his.

      He snickers. “Mr. Pop Rock?” he asks as he gives me a million dollar smile. “Been called lots of things, not that though. I take it you don’t care for my music?”

      I shake my head.

      “It’s loud and I find the lyrics obnoxious,” I say as I tug once more for my hand to be released but he still holds it tight in his. “Tell me, do you think as highly of yourself as your songs claim?”

      His songs are filled with lyrics about how big his dick and balls are. I’m sure his ego is even bigger and I doubt his dick is anything so great to write songs about either.

      

      Like most men who have small wankers, they tend to make more out of their appendage than men with normal size penises do. The way this guy sings about how huge he is and how great a fucker he is and how many lucky, lucky females have got to taste his magic juice, well, let’s just say I bet that the bulge beneath his tight leather pants is a roll of socks.

      “Well, it depends on which of the songs your speaking of, Miss, uh, I don’t believe I caught your name,” he says.

      “I could throw it at you, not that you’d ever remember it,” I say as I tug hard at my hand.

      He lets it go and looks at the guy with purple spikes in his hair who walks beside him.

      “You ever seen anyone like her, Bobby?”

      Bobby shakes his head. “No boss, never.”

      Kip looks back at me and says, “Toss it to me anyway, gorgeous.”

      I glance at him. “It’s Peyton Reed,” I say then look away. “I’ll let you get to your business of entertaining the throngs of screaming nymphos.” Taking the chance to get away from the group, I slip past one of them and walk away.

      “See ya around then, Peyton,” Kip shouts.

      I lift my arm and give him the peace sign as I walk away.

      Silly boy thinking he can treat me like he treats all the groupies! I’m not one to get star struck!

      

      Kip

      Tripping over a crack in the sidewalk as I watch Peyton Reed walk away, the stumble ignites laughter from the guys in my group. “Shit, Kip!” Bobby says with a fake southern drawl. “I think that little filly done stole your heart.”

      I punch him in the back. “Shut it, Bobby!”

      My heart can’t be stolen; it beats for me and me alone!

      As we get to the door of the auditorium, I look back to see the girl. Her shoulder-length, blonde curls bob as she walks away. My eyes travel all the way down her curvy body and I take in a deep breath. “Such the girl next door.”

      Bobby grabs my arm and pulls me inside the building.

      “But those pretty light brown eyes were something huh?” he asks.

      I sigh. “Yeah, they have little green flecks in them and those long, lush lashes, not a bit of make-up on and she glowed, mate.”

      “Bet she’s a country girl, don’t you?”

      I nod. “Probably going to be a veterinarian or something noble like that. No wonder she looked at me as if I was a drug dealer or something,” I say with a laugh. “I’m sure she’s a Sunday school teacher or some shit.”

      Bobby pokes me in the ribs and says, “You’d most likely hate her if you got to know her. Which you won’t, not on our crazy tour, and she doesn’t seem the type to hang out in L.A.”

      I shake my head. “Nah, L.A. and her most likely wouldn’t get along.”

      But I don’t live exactly in Los Angeles. My mansion is a bit outside of town and there’s even empty stables at the back of the property, so she might like it.

      The band’s manager, Silas, pops out of a side door and motions for us to come to him. “Wonder what Silas has up his sleeve for us tonight,” one of the other band members named, Troy, says.

      Silas claps his hands as we make our way to him.

      “You ready to hear tons of this sound in a little while guys?” he asks.

      Simultaneous and lackluster yes’s we all give and Silas frowns. I pat Silas on the back and say, “We’ll get hyped, dude, no worries.”

      

      “Follow me,” Silas says as he turns to go back in the door he came out of. “Let’s get you guys something to eat. They put out quite the spread for you. A lot of shrimp as usual as I assume people from Texas think Australians love the stuff, because there is a boat load of it.”

      Five cities in Texas so far and every single one of them has fed us shrimp!

      We all plop down on chairs around a table and wait for Silas to tell us about the show he expects us to put on. I speak up, “Get on with what you want us to do, Silas.”

      Silas smiles and sits down. “I want you to pick a girl from the audience, bring her on stage, and do that slow song, ‘Ask Me to Kiss You’.”

      I squint and lay my forehead in my hand, then say, “Man, I hate to do that. It’s so damn awkward.”

      

      The last girl cried the entire time and then I had to kiss her and it was all gross!

      “The audience loves it,” Silas says. “You haven’t done it in over a year, and this is for charity, remember. We can get the school to announce it and put out some flyers, it should get more people in here to listen to you guys and make more money for whatever the hell it is they’re donating the proceeds to.”

      I sigh. “I get to pick her, Silas.”

      “Agreed,” he says. “Now the next order of business. Dallas got pushed back so we have a three day weekend after this gig. So feel free to get out to some of the clubs in Austin or whatever you want to do, ‘cause the night and next three days are yours. Be sure stay in the area, please.”

      “Isn’t tonight graduation for this place?” Bobby asks.

      Silas nods and Bobby slams fists with me, and says, “College graduation parties will be everywhere. Get ready to party, dude!”

      I laugh. “Once we wash this crap off our faces, we’ll be able to roam amongst them all, and no one will be the wiser. Freedom at last.”

      Well, I did just have a few days of freedom, but that was different. Now I can party like the rock star I am!

      Silas taps his fingers on the table and asks, “Is it really so bad, Kip?”

      “The money’s fantastic. The lack of privacy and getting mobbed everywhere we go when we’re in full attire is tiresome.”

      Silas stands and walks over to pat me on the back. “Let’s go eat. Tonight is yours after this little concert and you have a few days to be yourselves.”

      To be myself again, but I just got back to being a rock star!

      

      Peyton

      Curling my hair a little and putting on a bit of make-up I get as glamorized as I ever get to go to the benefit concert. I’m a part of the committee who put it all together, so I need to be there for a while anyway.

      I wonder what Kip Dixon really looks like. I mean he wears more make-up than any woman I know. And that hair, it could put an eye out. I wonder how many girls he’s stabbed with it over the years.

      I bet he’s a real freak in the sheets!

      Probably a different girl every night. None of the tabloids have ever said a thing about him having even one serious relationship and I think he’s like twenty-five or so. He’s about three years older than I am then.

      His eyes are a really pretty blue!

      Probably contacts though. He’s uber-fake, that’s for sure. I bet he’s unrecognizable without that make-up on. Who wants to live life like that?

      He’s most likely really crazy and a huge druggie. I’ve never heard about him being like that, but I bet he is. All those singers and actors are into something bad, I bet.

      I slip my feet into a pair of nude heels that I had picked out to wear with the red dress that my mother bought me to wear to graduation. It’s right after the concert so I have to be ready to go straight over there.

      It’s tighter than I like and a little more revealing in the bosom, showing some cleavage which I rarely do on any other occasion. The door to my dorm room that I’ve shared with Kyla these last four years opens and in my roomie walks. Her eyes run up and down my body and she shakes her head. “Not those shoes.”

      I laugh and knew if she caught me before I left she’d try to make me over. “They’re fine,” I say.

      She takes a red pair from her closet. “Put these on and don’t argue with me, you know you’ll lose.”

      She’s been known to wrestle me to the ground to get me to wear something she thinks I need to. As I don’t feel like getting into a match right now, I’ll do as she’s bossed. “Thank you for saving me from such an embarrassing thing as having on shoes that are so uncool.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re welcome. And what is this I hear about Kip Dixon dragging you away from Yoga this morning?” she asks with a grin.

      “Just that,” I say and shrug my shoulders. “The arrogant bastard couldn’t seem to believe I wasn’t completely freaking out when he talked to me.”

      “Maddy was there, and she said he looked at you like you were something else and that you were a little rude. That’s not like you, Peyton.” Kyla takes me by the shoulders and has me sit back down in front of the mirror where she adds a few more curls to my hair.

      “I wouldn’t exactly say I was rude. I did shoot him the peace sign as I walked away. That’s not rude now is it?”

      “John said he heard Kip shout out to you and when you were walking away, the guy tripped and all his band mates laughed. I wonder if he’s smitten with you, little country mouse.” She sprays her hairspray over my hair and it makes it shine a little more.

      

      “Smitten? Maybe with himself. The guy is just looking for a local piece of ass for the night. You know that.” I smile at my reflection and look down at the red heels that match my dress perfectly. “And you also know I’m not into giving that up to some fly-by-night pop star.”

      Kyla rolls her eyes and digs in her jewelry box, pulling out a set of diamond earrings that her parents had gave her last year. Kyla comes from money and has always been very generous with sharing her things with me. She’s a sweetheart and I’m going to miss her. “Kip Dixon is anything but a fly-by-night pop star.” She places one of the earrings in my ear and smiles at how it sparkles.

      “You mean because of who his father is?” I ask.

      “No, I mean because he has the chops, honey.” She places the other earring in and I wiggle my head to make the light capture them both. “Those songs he sings now, they’re not anything he’s written. Did you know that?”

      “Really? No, I didn’t. So whose big dick are those songs about?” I ask.

      Kyla answers, “Somebody named E.P. Fleming. Kip can write his own songs. He had one before he got into this rock group thing. You remember, he was on the U.K. version of that talent show that’s still popular. He went on using another name so no one would know who he really was.”

      “No, I didn’t know that and how do you know so much about him?” I ask as I stand up and turn around to see how I look from behind. I find that the heels make my ass look terrific and it makes me smile.

      “I am an art major and I read about all kinds of art. By the way, how is that manuscript coming along? You haven’t let me read it in about a month. Don’t you want my help in the first editing of it?” she asks as she rummages through her closet to find herself something to wear to the concert and graduation.

      “I do, and I’ll get it to you this coming week. I have an interview with an agent at the end of June and I’ll want it as polished as I can get it, with your help, Kyla.” I say as I make my way out. I need to get to the table all of our committee is sitting at to make sure no one else takes it.

      One last look in the mirror and I find I’m looking pretty good, for me anyway. So away I go to listen to Mr. Pop Rock make some noise with his band.

      “See you at the concert, hurry up, I don’t want to sit alone very long.”

      “I will, save me a seat by you,” she says. I close the door and head out.

      I hope this doesn’t take too long!

      

      Kip

      The auditorium is a smaller venue than my band is used to playing. I’m watching from a door with a two-way mirror as people file in and take seats in the stands. I have to choose a girl to sing to, and so far none have grabbed my attention.

      I signed autographs a while ago and no one caught my eye. The one I want to sing to will most likely not come to my show. She didn’t show up to get my autograph, and that tells me a lot right there. The thought of her makes my heart beat harder in my chest for some damn reason. I close my eyes and try to see her face again.

      A hand on my shoulder makes me open my eyes before I get a chance to conjure her image up, so I look back to see who’s messing up my day dream. Bobby stands behind me and points. “Look who’s here, mate?”

      My eyes follow his finger and land on Peyton as she sits at one of the V.I.P. tables in front of the stage. “Would you look at that,” I murmur.

      Her shoulder-length blonde hair is curled and shiny. Diamonds sparkle on her earlobes and she has on a tight, red dress, that hugs her curves. Her light brown eyes with little green flecks sparkle almost as much as the earrings do. No make-up this morning when I first saw her, but now she wears some and the red on her full lips makes them look even more kissable.

      “Makes sense, she’s at the main table of the people who brought us here to raise money for that charity,” Bobby says. “Did Silas ever say which one it is?”

      My eyes never leave her as I answer, “It’s the one where kids with terminal diseases can make a wish for something and they make it come true. And she’s right there in the big middle of it. An angel she is, don’t you think?”

      Bobby smacks me on the back. “Come on, Kip!” he says. “You need to let Silas know who you want to sing to and you just found her.”

      Have I found her?

      I pace back and forth backstage as I’ve never experienced more nerves than I have right now. Peyton said she doesn’t like my music, yet she sits right up front where we’ll be able to look at each other. I can’t look at her as I sing about the things I know she thinks are crude.

      How will I avoid looking at her?

      The first three songs I have to sing are about me being a bad ass, something that she had commented on, and disliked. There’s nothing I can do about the set. The fourth song is the one I’m going to sing to her on stage. I’ve told the band to slow it down to make it more intimate. The words to the song are a bit sweet, certainly much sweeter than anything else they let me sing.

      

      Please let her kiss me when the song ends!

      She’d be the first not to ask me to kiss her and that would be horrible. Surely she won’t leave me hanging like that on stage.

      God! What if she does?

      My stomach does flips as the band goes on stage and starts playing the first song. I swallow hard and put on my rock star attitude then walk onto the stage.

      Please let me get through this without freaking out!

      Peyton

      I’m at a table up front only because I’m part of the group which brought Kip Dixon to our college to raise money for my favorite charity. I’ll be graduating in a few hours with my Bachelor’s Degree in Liberal Arts, then I will be off to my hometown an hour away where my parents are going to throw me a party.

      This night is going to be long, and I only have to make an appearance at this concert because of my association with the charity. Only a few songs will I stay for and I hope that arrogant fucker doesn’t attempt to look down here at me and make goo-goo eyes at me or I’ll leave even sooner than that.

      The band has slipped onto the stage in the complete darkness and the music begins. Everyone has shown up except Kyla, so at least I’m not alone at this table. The lights dim, and I find myself searching for the lead singer. I stop myself and shake my head to clear it.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Kyla touches my arm as she takes the chair next to mine, and says, “Who you lookin’ for, Peyton? Your boyfriend?”

      I stick my tongue out at her. “Stop being a pest, Kyla. I’m just wanting to get the first few songs over so I can leave.”

      She smiles at me, and watches me for my reaction as a spotlight flashes and the tall, muscled man with jet black hair, gelled into random spikes swaggers to the middle of the stage. I have to admit he’s a sight to behold, but I have to remember who and what he really is, a player, bad boy, rocker who cares for no one except himself.

      He’d make me a notch on his bedpost, but that’s all he’d make me.

      

      His voice seems pushed to the limit immediately as he belts out the first words of the song, and Kyla watches me closely. She leans in close to my ear and says, “Your eyes are twinkling, Peyton. He’s good, isn’t he?”

      “His leather pants fit like a glove,” I say. “They must be very uncomfortable.”

      Kyla shakes her head and smiles. “Yeah, that’s what you’re really thinking about when you look at his jeans.”

      Yeah, well, so what if I was thinking something else. I’ll never admit it out loud that I’m beginning to wonder if that bulge is real or not. I know the muscles in his legs have to be real and that six pack under his tight, white, T-shirt has to be real too. His crazy hot biceps are real, that’s for sure!

      By the third song I have a new respect for the band as I can see just how talented the members really are, something which doesn’t come across on the radio versions of their songs. The idea that I might be wrong about him creeps into my head. Not that it matters.

      I know that I’m close enough for Kip to look down and see me, but he never bothers. It’s just as I thought, I was forgotten most likely before I even walked away. I think about something my father told me. Always trust your first instinct, it’s practically never wrong.

      So what if my first thought about Kip was that he was hot? My second one was that he’s a player, and that one has to be what matters the most.

      Someone tugs at my arm and I turn to find a short man with red hair. “Hi, Peyton,” he says, surprising me. “Could you come with me?”

      This must be something about the charity, so I allow him to lead me back stage. “What’s this about?” I ask.

      “Kip chose you,” he says.

      My eyebrows lift and my heart stops. “Excuse me?”

      “For the song he’s singing to a special young lady,” he says. “Surely you saw or heard about the song he’s going to sing to a girl for the charity. We decided it would help ticket sales, so added it to the set. Great idea, huh?”

      I nod as a pack of butterflies on steroids fill my stomach.

      “Do I have to do it?” I ask.

      The man smiles at me and says, “Aren’t you one of the people who put this whole thing together?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t have to be a part of the entertainment. I’m not doing it for the publicity,” I say. “Just to get money to help the kids get their wishes.”

      I never thought this would happen!

      “Don’t know what to say, Kip said he’d only sing to you,” he says. “You wouldn’t want to disappoint our guests would you?”

      Would I? I mean, who cares if I disappoint the audience or not? Then I remember that I’m a bigger person than that and about the only female Kip can’t rattle. I wonder how he’ll act with a girl who isn’t all screamy and fainty as he sings to her. It might be kinda fun to watch him and see if he squirms a bit.

      I shake my head and look back as Kip struts around the stage. Heat fills my body, and I fear that I might faint. I bite my lip, nervously as I wait for the song to end and my embarrassment to begin. A deep breath I take in to steady myself. It’s not Kip who’s making me so nervous, it’s the fact so many people are watching. Quietly I say to myself, “It’s for the kids, Peyton. Do it for them.”

      At least I look good. The bastard would pick me to do this, arrogant shit-head!

      After the song is over, the band plays softly as someone brings a chair on stage and Kip places a foot on it as he looks out at the audience. His leg is long and I can see his muscled inner thigh from here.

      He must work out a lot.

      “I haven’t done this in at least a year, but only for you, Texas State University,” he shouts then has to wait as the students scream for almost a full thirty seconds.

      I wonder if he did this just to get me back to him. This wasn’t planned before. Maybe I’m the one getting a big head. I’m sure it was planned, I’m not that special!

      He looks away from the crowd and towards me, seemingly searching for me as I hide behind the curtain. “As she is a big part of why we’re here this evening, I’m going to sing this next song to your very own, Peyton Reed.” The crowd goes wild as the red haired man pushes at me to go out to Kip who holds his arm out to me.

      As I’m pushed from behind the curtain, our eyes meet, and I know that I’m blushing as I walk out to him. I turn and wave at the audience then Kip envelopes me in his arms from behind. I look over my shoulder to find his face next to mine.

      “Hi,” he says in the microphone. “Remember me?”

      “Hello, and yes I do,” I say so quietly no one can hear me, apparently.

      “I need you to be a bit louder than that, gorgeous,” his words hit the microphone but fall warm on me ear, sending chills through my entire body.

      “Hello!” I shout, making the sound system squeal.

      Kip smiles and gives me a squeeze. “I didn’t mean to make you scream, baby.” The audience laughs and I turn a deeper shade of red. I’m sure my cheeks match my dress by now.

      The music begins to get louder, yet still flows gently. Kip lets me out of his arms and takes my hand, leading me to the chair. I sit down and he looks down at me and winks. The spotlight dims to that of a candle’s light and only the two of us can be seen by the audience I bet.

      His face, so full of make-up, comes close to mine, then he sings the first stance, “You know you want to.”

      No, I don’t!

      He looks into my eyes and I see flecks of brown in the deep blue of them. Another line he sings softly, “Girl, it’s just me and you.”

      It’s so dark around us it seems as if we’re alone in the huge auditorium. “Close your eyes and I’ll make your dreams come true. Ask me to kiss you.”

      Oh, this song! Great, no girl has ever not asked him to kiss her by the end. The last one I saw on television was crying the whole damn time and even she asked him. Poor guy, she was all types of gooey I bet.

      A smile curls his shiny, black lips as he nods at me. I shake my head at him and smile. He moves to the other side of me as he trails his hand over my shoulders, leaving electric currents along them.

      Damn this guy is good, I have to admit. It’s no wonder he thinks he’s God’s gift to women everywhere.

      I turn to look at him as he leans in close, and sings, “My arms ache to hold you. Your eyes hold mine like glue. Come on girl, you know you want to.” He leans in closer to me, his lips nearly touching mine. “Ask me to kiss you.”

      Wow! His breath smells so good, like cinnamon. Crap! I hope mine doesn’t stink!

      Bringing my hand up between our too close faces, I place my finger on his lips, and shake my head again. He sighs and stands up then moves in front of me, as he drags his knuckles across my cheek, making my insides quiver, but I keep my emotions in check.

      My eyes follow him as he sings, “So what do you want to do? To yourself be true. I see the want in you. So just do it.” He leans in close again. “Come on, do it. Ask me to kiss you.”

      I think I’ll fuck with him a little bit, that sounds like fun!

      With a tilt of my head, I smile at him making him move in closer as he thinks I’m about to ask him, but I place my hands on his shoulders and shake my head again.

      He pulls back from me and walks away in what seems to be frustration, and sings, “Oh, baby, you don’t understand. All I want is to be your man. The rest of our lives by you I’ll stand.” He walks quickly back to me and falls on his knees in front of me. His free hand takes mine as he looks into my eyes. “Please, ask me to kiss you. I’m begging you, baby, ask me to kiss you before it’s too late. I can’t wait.”

      Just to mess with his head as I’m sure he’s messed with many a poor girl’s, I lean towards him and he smiles, sure he has what he’s asked for. “Ask me to kiss you,” he sings the last words of the song as he looks into my eyes.

      I wink at him and say too quietly for anyone else to hear, “No.”

      He drops his head on my lap as the spot light goes out.

      The crowd cheers and the applause sounds like thunder as Kip takes me by the hand and leads me off the stage in complete darkness. Instead of leading me to the door I came in, he leads me to his dressing room. Pulling me in, he turns and closes the door behind us, pushing his body up against mine as I walk backwards until the wall stops my retreat.

      His breath is hot on my face as he says, “Peyton, please let me kiss you.”

      Damn! I want to kiss him so bad, but I know what he wants, and that’s all he wants. I can’t do that to myself. But he seems so genuine, so real.

      

      My eyes search his for his real feelings, and I swallow hard.

      “Kip, I’m not like that,” I say in a whisper. “I’m no groupie.”

      He takes my hand and places it on his chest. His heart pounds beneath my hand.

      “You’ve made me feel more than I have ever felt.”

      Peyton, don’t fall for this! It’s how he gets all the women. He’s had so many women, girl! Don’t fall for this!

      I smile and pat his muscled chest. “I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but I don’t fall for lines,” I say. “Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll find some girl this evening to trade bodily fluids with.”

      His forehead touches mine as he says, “I don’t want anyone else, Peyton.”

      Sure he doesn’t, until tomorrow, then he’ll want someone else and I’ll be left in some hotel, crying my eyes out.

      I stroke his cheek. “Your words won’t work on me, Mr. Pop Rock.”

      “I’m more than this,” he says as he plays with one of my curls. “Let me show you who I really am.”

      “Why?” I ask, genuinely confused.

      There’s not a damn thing special about me. I’m not tall like a model or adorably short, just an average five foot five. I’m not perfectly built as I have a rounded ass and some big hips and don’t get me started on my boobs that are a little too big and make my waist look too small.

      My hair isn’t thick and luxurious, it’s kind of short and I’ve never dyed it, so it’s a light shade of dirty blonde. My face is average, light brown eyes and they’re a little too small as well. My nose is turned up and I hate it. My lips are too plump to suit me.

      “There’s something about you, Peyton.” His hand cups the back of my neck. “One kiss, just one, please.”

      If I give this player one kiss, I know he’ll make me want him. I kind of already do, but I have a lot more integrity than he realizes. I’ve hung onto my V-card longer than most, and it hasn’t always been easy.

      

      Rock star Romeo won’t be my first that’s for damn sure.

      His perfectly almond shaped eyes glisten as he looks into mine, trying to read my mind I bet. His firm body holds mine to the wall and now I’m reasonably sure the bulge in his pants is quite real after all as it presses up against my hot and steadily getting wetter by the second personal pleasure area.

      If I allow this to go on any longer, I’ll have a lot harder time telling him no. He leans forward and his lips brush my neck and my knees go weak.

      “One kiss,” he whispers in my ear and I want to give in so damn bad. My insides are begging me to give in and I suddenly have a new awareness of why all the women gave into him, he’s too damn hot!

      It takes everything I have in me, but I push him away, gently but firmly. “No, not one kiss. I’m sure you’re used to getting your way with women. I’ll not be one of those girls who make out with a pop star that she’ll never hear from again.” I pull away from him and walk to the door, grabbing the knob, then turn back and say, “I tell you what, Mr. Dixon, if you really want to get to know me, for God only knows why, you can come to my graduation party later on tonight. I’ll give your manager my address. Feel free to bring your entourage, Pop Rock.”

      “I’ll be there,” he says then kisses his finger tips and waves at me. “Perhaps before the sun rises tomorrow, you will decide to let me kiss you.”

      A light laugh escapes my lips. “You are tenacious, aren’t you? I cannot promise you a kiss. If that’s what you seek, stay in town, you’re sure to get plenty, and most likely you will choose to do just that. It was a pleasure to meet you, Kip.” Then I close the door behind me, leaving him alone.

      Am I really walking away from a night with a billionaire rock star?

      

      Kip

      The show’s over and we think we’ve waited long enough that most of the groupies will be gone so we can get to our bus. Silas comes in and waves at us to follow him out. Bobby smiles as he sees a familiar red head who seems to have been at every Texas concert we’ve played. “There she is, Kipper,” he shouts and this time when she tries to talk to us, he stops and looks at her.

      “Hi!” she shouts. “Oh my God, are you really going to talk to me?”

      Bobby plays it all cool. “I’ve seen you at a few of our shows. What’s up, doll?”

      She hands him a credit-card looking thing. “That’s the key to my hotel room. I have friends, enough for all of you, but I’m really interested in Kip. Come to the address on the back and we’ll make it worth your while.”

      I shake my head and Bobby gives her a nod. “We’ll see, thanks for the invite.”

      Walking to the bus, I have no intention of going to her hotel room. It’s not that she’s unattractive, she’s damn hot, but the idea of her following us from town to town and getting another three women to join her in her escapade to get me in bed with her is kind of disgusting.

      On the bus, Bobby drops on the sofa across from the one I’ve dropped myself on. “So, what do you think?” he asks.

      “No,” I answer. “I have no want to hang with her.”

      “I don’t think she wants to merely hang out, Kip. She’s hot, what’s your problem?” Bobby lays out on the sofa. “I bet her friends are hot too.”

      “Then you go. Take the other two with you.” The bus starts and takes us to the hotel Silas set us up in.

      “And leave you all alone, never," Bobby says. He sits up. “Especially since that cold bitch shut you down on stage, crap you must hate her.”

      “Don’t call her that,” I say, feeling ire build up in me for some damn reason. “I don’t hate her. She has some set of morals on her though, doesn’t she?”

      “I’ll say. I mean, come on, it was just a kiss,” he says.

      I wonder if just one kiss would satisfy me though. I bet not!

      “She invited me to her graduation party,” I say. Which reminds me. I stand up and find Silas sitting up front near the driver. “Hey, Silas, did that girl I sang to leave you her address?”

      He rummages around in his jacket pocket and pulls out a piece of paper. “Yeah, I have it here. Want me to toss it, she kind of made a fool of you?”

      “No, give it to me,” I say as I make my way to him. “And for the record, she didn’t make a fool of me. She just didn’t kiss me is all. It shows I’m human and not everyone falls for my obvious charm and good looks.”

      Troy laughs. “She sure didn’t. Man, I’ve never seen you try so hard.”

      I kick his leg as I pass by him. “Well, I’ve seen you try plenty hard and still get rejected so shut up!”

      The ever quiet drummer, James, seems to be giggling to himself as well. “You took her off stage. I’ll bet she kissed you then.”

      I shake my head.

      “No, not even then, and I tried so fucking hard you don’t even know. That girl! Uh! There’s something about her.” I fall back onto the little sofa and close my eyes. All I see is her perfect face and those shiny blonde curls.

      Bobby slaps my leg. “Forget about her. Let’s go see the hottie and her friends and get wasted!”

      I sit up and look at him. “Maybe that is what I should do. This is so stupid. She’s right not to want a one night stand with me. That’s all I can give her right now, and that’s not fair to such a good girl, is it?”

      Bobby, Troy, and James all shake their heads at me, and I know that it would be the wrong thing to do to go to her graduation party. The pinnacle celebration of her school years. Her family and friends all around her, and if I show up, it will spoil it for her.

      The bus turns into the hotel and we all grab our bags and get off and go into the hotel. Silas has us all in rooms next to each other. Bobby looks at me before he goes into his. “So are we getting ready to go to the red head’s?”

      “Just get ready to go somewhere,” I say. “If you want to go with me, I’m not one hundred percent certain where I’m going. Maybe just out to a club on Sixth Street. Leave the make-up off and wash the crap out of your hair. Or feel free to go see the red head without me. I may show up later or I may not. I’m feeling a bit torn about things.”

      The first thing I do when I get into my hotel room is take a shower and wash all this stuff off me. When I look in the hot water, fogged mirror I see me again and I’m damned glad to see the guy.

      Wrapping a towel around my waist, I go and lie on the bed and grab my cell phone from the night stand where I left it. I find my new friend, Max’s, number and give him a call.

      

      “Hey, guy, how was the concert?” my new best mate, Max asks as he answers the phone.

      “Good,” I answer. “I met a girl and need some of that foster big brother advice you seem to be so good at.”

      A little girl’s excited screams I hear. “Is that, Hunky Kip, Daddy?”

      “Yep,” he answers her. “Do you have a second to say hi to your number one fan?”

      “Always,” I say with a laugh and the little girl squeals as he hands her the phone.

      “Hi, Hunky Kip, I miss you, do you miss me?”

      “Of course I do, Zoey. Are you being a good girl and helping your mommy and daddy?” I ask.

      “Uh, huh, I am. Are you coming back to see us soon?” she asks.

      “Not really soon, sweetheart. I have to do some shows and sing my songs to the people. You’re going to come to Los Angeles and see me for Christmas, remember?” I ask.

      “Oh, yeah,” she says. “’Member I want a pony but don’t tell Mommy, ‘member, kay?”

      “I remember, doll. Can I talk to your daddy?” I ask.

      “K, here you go Daddy.”

      “So, you met a girl!” Max says as he gets back on the phone. “Tell me how you managed to do that?”

      “I found her on the campus doing Yoga and I think she hates me,” I say.

      “Well, that’s not too bad,” he says. “The bad thing would be if she loved you already without knowing you, right?”

      “Right,” I say and brighten up a bit. “I sang her a song on stage. It’s that one, ‘Ask Me to Kiss You’, and she didn’t. It was a bit humiliating.”

      He laughs. “I bet! Shit, has that ever happened before?”

      “Never. It gets worse,” I say. “I drug her back to my dressing room and proceeded to press my body all up on hers and begged her to please kiss me. She still said no.”

      “She has some will power, I’d say,” Max says. “I would assume you have no way to ever get in touch with her again, though. So it’s pretty much a pipe dream then, isn’t it?”

      “Not really, she left her address with my manager,” I say. “She asked me to come to her graduation party if I was really interested in getting to know her.”

      “Damn!” he says. “So, are you interested in getting to know her?”

      “More than I care to admit,” I say and stand up and walk over to the window of the fifth floor hotel room. “Sixth Street is just outside the hotel doors and I really should just go down there and party and find some random chic to mess with. Or there’s a red head who has followed me from town to town and she gave my guitar player the key to her room, where she waits with three other chics to entertain us all.”

      “But, this girl you found doing Yoga is in your head, isn’t she?” Max asks.

      “How fair would that be to go see her at her party?” I ask.

      “Is it really so far-fetched to think that you could have a real relationship right now. I mean, don’t other people who have to tour figure this stuff out?” he asks.

      

      “I don’t know about in the beginning of one. Later on, yeah, but even then most crap out after a while. I’ve seen it happen again and again.” I close the curtain and move back to sit on the bed.

      Max’s voice is soft as he says, “Look, I know you want me to give you the right answer, Kip, but the truth is I don’t have it. You have to look inside yourself and see what you really think. I know you don’t want to hurt some innocent young woman, and if that’s all you think will happen maybe it’s best to leave her alone, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s just that I never felt anything like I felt from the first moment I touched her narrow shoulder. Like electricity ran straight through me and I ran my hand down her arm and took her hand in mine and I never wanted to let it go, even though she tried to tug hers away.” I close my eyes as I remember the exact sensation.

      “Damn it, Kip!” Max says. “I feel for you, that’s just how I felt when I grabbed Lexi’s hand the first time. I know this won’t be easy for you to hear, but unless you can really be what this girl needs in her life, leave her alone. The road to where Lexi and I are is long and hard and full of potholes.”

      “So your advice is to forget about her?” I ask.

      “If you think you can, yes.” I hear him sigh then he says, “But who am I to tell you that, look what all I went through to get Lexi into my life and keep her here. Do whatever your heart tells you to, bro.”

      “Thanks, Max. I will give it some thought before I make a decision. You’re a real mate. Tell Lexi and Zane hi from me. Bye now.”

      “Bye, make good decisions, Kip.”

      Make good decisions? I don’t think I’ve ever really learned how to do such a thing!

      I know what the right thing to do is, but is the right thing really what I want to do?

      Why can’t life be more like a silly love song that always ends with a happy lyric?

      

      Part 2 Falling Star

      

      Peyton

      The sound of laughter fills the air as water splashes me. One of my high school friends, Chloe, jumps into the swimming pool in my family’s back yard. I wipe my face and laugh. My parents put on a huge college graduation party for me, inviting most of our relatives and nearly all the town which isn’t much. I come from a small town, a little over an hour away from where I went to college in San Marcos.

      White lights fill the large oak trees in both the front and back yards. No expense had been spared as several kegs and a full bar take care of the guests. I make my way back into the house to retrieve another platter of chicken wings to take back out to the poolside. Several guests are playing pool in the game room as I enter the house. “Who’s winning?” I ask one of the guys I graduated with, Lyle.

      “Me,” he says. “You wanna play me next?”

      I shake my head. “Nah, I have to mingle.”

      The doorbell rings and my Uncle Mike answers it as I turn around with the platter or food. A group of guys I’ve never seen before stands at the door. One of them ask if this is my graduation party. He has a slight accent, maybe British. I sit the tray down and walk over. “Hello,” I say as I extend my hand.

      “Really? That’s all I get,” a familiar voice with an Australian accent comes out of a tall, muscular guy’s mouth, but I don’t recognize him. His hair is shoulder length, straight, and sandy blonde, then I look into his blue eyes and see flecks of brown in them and my hand covers my mouth as my eyes go wide.

      “Is that you, Kip?”

      He smiles and walks in past my uncle and scoops me up in his arms. “It is.”

      I cannot believe he came!

      

      I giggle as he twirls me around. “Put me down, silly.”

      He puts me down and I look at him as I run my fingers along his jaw. “My God, you look different.” I look back at his band and shake my head in disbelief. “You all look so different. I’d never know it was you if I past you on the street.”

      Kip takes my hand and pulls me close to him. “It is okay I brought my mates, right?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Kip points at the first guy, a tall, dark haired guy with a slight purple tinge to his wavy hair. “This is Bobby.”

      “Hi, I remember you, the purple spikes,” I say and smile.

      “I remember you too,” he says. “The chic who left my mate hanging on stage.”

      Heat fills my cheeks as I blush. “Yep, that was me. Sorry about that. I wasn’t trying to embarrass him.”

      Kip slips his arm around my shoulders, giving them a squeeze. “You didn’t, don’t worry. The next bloke here is our drummer, James.”

      He smiles and nods. “Thanks for inviting us, Peyton. It was very nice of you.”

      “It’s was very nice of you to come. I never thought Mr. Pop Rock would take me up on the offer, I must confess,” I say and give him a smile and a nod too. The two men he’s already introduced come into the living room as I gesture for them to come in. “You guys make yourselves at home. There are tons of food and drinks.”

      The third guy Kip introduces. “This is Troy, my lead guitar player.”

      “Hey, Peyton, it’s nice to officially meet you,” he says and shakes my hand.

      I giggle. “You too, Troy, please feel free to mingle and let me know if you need anything.” I turn to look at Kip in amazement as he looks so different. I find myself touching his cheek.

      Kip smiles and brings his hand up to hold mine as I stroke his tanned skin. “Different, huh?”

      “Very,” I answer. “You’re actually a very handsome man without all that crap on your face and in your hair.”

      He raises his eyebrows and winks. “Why thank you. I do believe that’s the first compliment you’ve given me.”

      “I’m really sorry if I’ve been rude. My roommate from the dorm tells me I have been and I don’t mean to be.”  I lead him to a sofa in the far corner of the massive living room. “Please have a seat, Mr. Dixon. So tell me why the hair and make-up? Why would you hide such a handsome face and silky hair from the world?” I ask as I gesture to the sofa.

      He sits and pulls me down with him. “The make-up and hair are the manager’s idea, not ours. Truth be told though it does make it easier for us to go out in the open than celebrities who are more easily recognized. And I don’t feel as if you’ve been rude, just overly cautious where I’m concerned.”

      I think I have every reason to be cautious where he’s concerned!

      “You resemble your mother. She’s gorgeous, not that your father isn’t.” My eyes move from looking in his to looking at the hand he’s placed on my exposed thigh as I’ve changed into a short skirt and tank top once I got home. My flesh is warm beneath his hand and a slight electric current seems to be running up my leg.

      With his other hand, he takes a lock of my hair and twirls it between his fingers. “And I thought you had no interest in me, yet here you talk about Mum and Pop.”

      He wears some form-fitting, black slacks that hug his muscled legs. Almost without realizing what I’m doing, I run my hand over the top of his thigh.

      “Please, they’re on the celebrity spotlight shows practically once a week, even though his band hasn’t toured or come out with anything new in the last decade. What it must be like to be their child, their only one, right?”

      My hand on his thigh doesn’t go unnoticed, and he takes my hand in his, then brings it to his lips, leaving a kiss on it. “That’s right, I am their only child. You must have done some homework on me, Peyton. As far as the reason my parents are still on the gossip shows is simple, somehow rock stars never fade from the spotlight.”

      He places my hand back on the top of his thigh and I feel so comfortable with him for some reason. Perhaps it’s because he actually came to see me. I have to ask, “Do you like it there?”

      His eyebrows go up and I notice he’s removed the little diamond stud he had in the left one earlier today. “In the spotlight?”

      I nod and find that I have to run my hand through his hair as it looks like spun silk and I have to feel it. “This is so much better than that spiky thing you had going on.”

      A short laugh he makes then answers, “At times I do like the spotlight and other times I don’t. The money keeps me interested though. I like the thought that I make some of my own money and am not simply wealthy from my inheritance alone.”

      “That’s interesting. I’ve never thought about how a person who is born rich feels about it.”

      Lightly, he runs his hand over my tanned arm. A gold necklace with a gold open book pendant hangs around my neck and he takes it in his hand to look at it closer.

      “You weren’t wearing this earlier. What’s that inscribed on it?” he asks as he squints to read the tiny writing. “Oh, it says, ‘Once upon a Time.’ Hmm. What’s that about?”

      

      He noticed I wasn’t wearing my necklace earlier! He looked that hard at me and paid that much attention to what I had on! Maybe he really does like me and isn’t looking to make me another notch on his bedpost.

      

      “My parents gave it to me as a graduation present. I’m a Literary Arts degree holder now. My first book is nearly ready to go, just as soon as I find an agent.”

      “A writer. Is what you want to be now you’re all grown up?” he asks with a smile.

      The tips of his fingers flow over my collar bone. I have to stifle a moan from the effect it has on me. “Uh, yeah, that’s my plan. I write romance novels. Well, I’ve almost written one and plan to write many more.”

      “A romance writer; didn’t get that one right,” he mutters.

      “What’re you talking about?” I ask.

      “I predicted a veterinarian,” he says. “I was way off.”

      I shake my head, and say, “I like animals, but I’ve never got the calling to go that far. I’m being a terrible hostess.” I take his hand and stand. “Come with me, let me get you something to eat and drink.”

      “I could eat,” he says.

      He rises and follows me, slipping his hand out of mine to run it around my waist. We fit so perfectly together, and I’m seeing just how hard this will be to keep my head on straight. The sound of him inhaling fills my ear.

      “What are you doing?” I ask as I pull away from him, but he holds me tight so I can’t get too far away from him.

      “Your perfume is intoxicating. What’s it called?” he asks.

      “I’m not wearing any,” I say with a laugh. “You really are wasting your lines on me, Kip.”

      His brow furrows, and he leans in taking in another deep breath. “No, I smell something fantastic. Perhaps it’s your shampoo.”

      I swat his arm, and say, “Come on! My shampoo is intoxicating? Really?”

      He pulls me close again. “Maybe it’s you that’s making me feel intoxicated, Peyton.”

      A tremble runs through my body as the warmth of his breath makes my skin flush with an excitement I’ve never known. “You’re a dangerous man.” His smile lets me know how right I am.

      On our way to the bar outside, we run into my parents. My father glances at the way Kip holds me to him and looks me in the eyes. “Who do we have here, Peyton?” he asks.

      “Daddy,” I say as I find myself beaming at Kip. “This is Kip. I met him at school today. Kip, this is my father, Matt Reed.”

      Kip lets go of my waist and extends his hand out to my father. “Hello, sir, it’s nice to meet you.”

      My father shakes Kip’s hand and asks, “Did you graduate this evening as well?”

      “No sir,” he says. “I’m not a college boy. It was straight to work for me, right out of high school, I’m afraid.”

      My father gives him a huge smile. “A workin’ man. Good to hear that,” he says then gestures to me. “I can’t say I’ve seen my daughter let anyone ever hold on to her the way she lets you. You must be something special.”

      Kip looks at me as he runs his arm back around my waist. “Is that so?”

      “Daddy, please!” I say then gesture to my mother who stands by my father’s side and gawks openly at Kip. “This is my mother, Donna. Mom, this is Kip.”

      Kips takes her hand and kisses the top of it. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Donna. You have a beautiful and wonderful daughter.”

      She blushes and giggles. “Thank you, it’s nice to meet you. Peyton has never let anyone hang on to her like she’s letting you. It’s kind of taking us by surprise. But you seem like a very nice, young man.”

      

      If she only knew!

      I roll my eyes at how lame my parents are making me sound. “Okay, anyway, I’m going to get us something to drink and eat. See you guys around.” I lean in to whisper as we walk away. “They don’t know anything about me and my private life. Don’t listen to them.”

      Kyla pops up in front of us, making us stop. “My, my, my, aren’t you popular today, Peyton," she says as she eyes Kip. “So, aren’t you going to introduce me?”

      I look up at Kip, not sure of what to say his name is. I hesitate then say, “Kyla, this is someone I met today. This is my best friend and now ex-roommate, Kyla.”

      He nods then says, “Nice to meet you, Kyla.”

      His accent tips her off and her mouth falls open. “No way!”

      I lean in close to her. “Don’t you dare say a word or you know everyone will be all over him.”

      “Holy shit!” Kyla says as she stares at Kip. “You look so different. What are you doing here? I mean this is literally the middle of nowhere, Hicksville.” Her eyes go to his arm around my waist. “I can’t believe she’s letting you do that.”

      Kip’s head tilts as he looks at me. “Hmm. What do you know about that? First your parents, and now your best friend. Does no one know of your personal life, Peyton?”

      I look her in the eyes and say, “Keep your mouth shut Kyla!”

      

      Does everyone have to point out how I never let any guys touch me?

      “Touchy!” she says then turns to walk away, but looks back over her shoulder. “So the other guys who showed up here with those accents are from your band then. I’m going to go introduce myself.”

      Looking back at Kip, I ask, “Weren’t we going to get a drink? What would you like? Wait, let me guess, some kind of hard whiskey I bet. Isn’t that what all you pop stars drink? Or is it some fancy new thing that’s all the rage in L.A.?”

      Moving along to the bar he says, “Contrary to popular opinion, all of us don’t drink like that. I’ll just have a beer, thanks.  And is that bar-b-que I smell?”

      “It is. You have to try my father’s brisket,” I say as I grab a couple of cups from a stack on the bar and head to one of the kegs.

      His arm slides away from me as he holds out his hands. “Please, allow me,” he says as he reaches for the cups.

      I hand him one and he fills it up, then hands it to me. He takes the other and fills it, then his arm goes right back around my waist. “Now show me to the food which produces this wonderful aroma.”

      Everything seems so easy with him for some damn reason. I know this is so temporary and he’ll be gone before I know it, but I can’t seem to go back to the place I was in when I first met him or he sang that damn song to me.

      Where is that woman who was so on guard?

      Kip

      Long gone is the overly wary girl I met this morning and sang to earlier today. Peyton seems to be letting me in some and while I’m loving it, I’m also more than aware of the limited amount of time I have to be with her. A few more days of normal I’ve been given, like a gift that gets taken away all too often.

      Her smile is bright, and she gets a twinkle in her light brown eyes when she laughs, which is often. I’m not sure what has her treating me so nice. Maybe it’s because she didn’t think I’d really come see her. Whatever it is, I find I’m happier than I’ve ever been with any woman, and I barely know her.

      Now that she’s allowing me to touch her and run my arm around her, I can feel how perfectly we fit one another. With my other conquests I’ve always been quick to get to the finish line with them, but with her I find myself wanting to take my time. Though I have damn little of it.

      Most of the guests have left as she and I sit on the edge of the swimming pool, letting our legs dangle in the cool water. “Where are you guys headed next?” she asks.

      I tuck a stray curl behind her ear as I look into her eyes. “Dallas,” I say. “Dallas was to be tomorrow, but it was pushed back, so we have the next three days off. I hope you don’t have any plans because I’d like to spend them with you.”

      Small wrinkles form on her forehead as she frowns. “You don’t see that as a waste of your time?”

      I smile at her. “No, do you?”

      With a light laugh she looks away. “I’m not one to have a three day fling with a roaming rock star, no matter how sweet I think he is.”

      She thinks I’m sweet!

      

      Her eyes close as I touch her chin, bringing her face back so I can see her expression. “Why does it just have to last three days?”

      Her eyes flutter open as she says, “We both know why. Your life is full. Practically every minute is scheduled for you. This time off is a fluke, isn’t it?”

      I nod. “I find that interesting,” I say, stroking her cheek as I lean towards her. “The moment our eyes met something in me clicked. I’ve never experienced anything like it. I’m being completely honest with you, Peyton, so please don’t give me any of that rubbish about giving you lines. I’d like you to be honest with me about what you feel about me.”

      Searching my eyes as if seeking the truth in them, she says, “You have no idea how much I want to believe you, Kip. And if you really want me to be honest with you, well, when you touched me this morning then took my hand, I felt something spread throughout my body. That’s never happened before. And to be honest, I find it terrifying. I mean, I’m no fool, I know this won’t last. I know you have to go.”

      “You should believe me, it’s true,” lifting her chin to angle her face to mine I brush her cheek with my lips, settling them at the back of her ear. “Ask me, Peyton.”

      Her laughter peals through the night air. A splash of water hits me as she kicks it up. “Oh, you’re good, Mr. Pop Rock. Guess I’m the first girl you sang that song to who has told you no.” She stands up and offers me her hand. I take it but instead of standing up, I pull her to sit on my lap. “Kip!”

      I hold her tight to me, resting my forehead against hers. “As a matter of fact you’re right, but that’s not why I want to feel your lips on mine. I want to see what it feels like. Your presence has made me unsteady and excited like never before. To be honest, I was confused by your reaction to me. It’s something I’ve never experienced before. You’re so normal.”

      “Thanks,” she says with a smile. “That’s what every girl wants to hear.”

      “Normal is something I long for.” I run my hands through her curls. “I’ve never had a normal life, Peyton. I watch television and see normal families and wish I had one. My life has always been over the top. You wouldn’t believe the wacky shit I’ve went through.”

      “Tell me, Kip.” Her arms slip around my neck and she leans her head against my chest. “I want to hear about what has made you who you are.”

      Somehow, holding her like this seems so natural. It feels so right and comfortable. I find myself wanting to tell her things I’ve never told anyone.

      “What was the thing you did to get yourself in the most trouble with your parents, when you were a child?” I ask.

      “I left the barn door open, and at that time we had seven horses and one cow. They all got out, and I got a few licks from Daddy’s belt.” Her finger traces a pattern on my chest, leaving little electric currents as she does.

      “See, that’s normal,” I say. “I got knocked around the formal dining room one night as my parents threw a lavish party, alcohol and drugs flowing like water. One of my father’s friends, someone you have definitely heard of, but shall remain nameless, offered me a cracker with caviar on it. I was five and not about to put that in my mouth. I was a crying mess as my mother shoved that nasty crap into my mouth, after which I threw up all over the white carpet, and was promptly sent to bed.”

      Her arms go around me and she tightens them in a hug. “That’s horrible, Kip.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “My days are filled with traveling and my nights with a face full of make- up and women who throw themselves at me with no regard for themselves. I swear if you heard some of the things they say, you would shit yourself in shock.” My arms go around her and tighten as she looks up at me with tears in her eyes.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” she says, then licks her red lips. “If nothing else comes of this, I’ll be happy to know I was the one normal girl you’ve ever kissed. Kip, I’m asking you to kiss me.”

      Finally, she’s asking me to kiss her, and I find all I want to do is do this thing with her right. She is not a one night stand or even a three night stand. She’s good and seems pure and innocent.

      I smile at her and run my hands over her back. “You know what, Peyton? I’m going to do this right. Allow me to take you on a date tomorrow wherever you want to go. I don’t want our first kiss to be one out of pity for a poor, rich boy.”

      She smiles back. “A date? Anywhere I want?”

      I nod. “Anywhere.”

      “Do you ride?” she asks.

      I give her a wicked smile, she may as well know my true humor which can be a bit raunchy at times. “Ride what?”

      She gently hits my chest. “Horses, silly.”

      I laugh. “It’s been a while. But yeah, I can ride.”

      “Bring your band of monkeys if they’d like to come and we can spend a normal day of riding horses, fishing in our pond, and maybe, if you’re really lucky, swimming in the pool. Then I’ll make us a normal dinner of spaghetti and meatballs.”

      Now that does sound completely normal and completely wonderful!

      

      “It’s a date then, but I’m not bringing them. I want it to be me and you, alone.”

      She snuggles into my chest as a cool breeze blows past us. “My family will be here, Kip. We won’t be alone much. They can come if you want them to.”

      “I love my mates, don’t get me wrong, but they’re Hollywood to their core. It’s safe to say they’ve disappeared with random girls from your little party here and will sneak back to our hotel in Austin once the sun rises,” I say, then kiss the top of her head.

      She makes a deep sigh. “I suppose it’s very late and if we’re to have any fun at all tomorrow, we best be getting to bed.”

      “Is that an invitation,” I ask with a laugh.

      “No.” She giggles and pulls her head off my chest. “I should tell you something before you go wasting a lot of time on me. It might change your mind about spending your days off with me.”

      Her words make me feel bad and I want her to understand how I’m starting to really feel about her. “None of my time is wasted when it concerns you.”

      Darting back and forth, her eyes tell me she’s nervous about telling me what she has to say. “Promise me you won’t think I’m a freak.”

      I nod. “I know a ton of freaks and trust me when I say there is nothing you can tell me to make me think that about you.”

      “I’m not going to be giving in to you, Kip. Not sexually, anyway,” she says and I find myself laughing.

      “Ever?”

      “Not in the next three days.” She looks away. “I’m a virgin.”

      “How old are you?” I ask in surprise.

      Her eyes meet mine. “Twenty-two.”

      Wow! This is so not right to do to her if I can’t do right by her!

      

      “Okay, so that’s good to know.” I stroke her hair and smile like it’s not a big deal.

      “So, I understand if you don’t want to spend the next few days with me. It won’t end the way that you might think it will. It’s not in me to give that part of myself to someone who isn’t going to be a real part of my life, and I know you can’t be.” Her eyes begin to glisten with what I believe may well be tears.

      I kiss her cheek, then move my lips to her neck and kiss her lightly, her body shivers and I hold her close to me.

      “Peyton, I have no idea where this is leading. I promise you that I’ll end it if I think you’ll be hurt by anything I do.”

      “Thank you, Kip. Thank you for understanding who I am.”

      I do understand and I have to ask myself if I have it in me to give her what she needs.

      

      Peyton

      I walk Kip to his car where I find a limousine waiting and promptly swat at his chest. “You didn’t tell me you had someone waiting on you. This is awful, the driver could’ve come in and ate and been comfortable instead of cooped up in this thing.”

      His arms run around me and he hugs me tight. “See, a normal response! I love it!” he says. “Now give me your phone.”

      I reach into the pocket of my skirt and hand it to him. He sends himself a message from my phone and hands it back. “There, now I have your number and you have mine. I’ll give you a call in the morning before I come over. Do you drink coffee?”

      “That early?” I ask. “Come on, it’s late. Don’t act like you’ll be back up in a few hours and raring to see me.”

      “Baby, if I could, I’d stay with you the whole time, or take you back with me to the hotel.” he says. “Tomorrow I’m renting a car, so you don’t have to feel sorrow for my driver.”

      “Don’t bring me any coffee, I like tea.”

      Pressing my body up against the back car door, he wraps me up in his arms and rocks with me, placing his forehead on mine. “Tea it is. Can I have a chaste kiss good night to give me sweet dreams?”

      I press my lips to his cheek and have to fight myself not to move them to his lips which are plump and juicy looking. Even with this most chaste of kisses, I feel him swelling as his body is flush with mine. My body has ached for his for some time now and this closeness is making it so much worse.

      My lips have lingered on his cheek for too long and he pulls back from me with a groan. His blue eyes are dark and full of desire as he moves his mouth towards me and I want it to crash down on mine, but they touch my cheek and I nearly fall apart.

      My hands flow over his back as he leaves his lips on my cheek, then I feel the wetness of the tip of his tongue touch my cheek and my knees go weak.

      Crap! If a damn kiss on the cheek does this to me, what will a real kiss do? I’ll be putty in the man’s hands!

      

      My breath comes in waves as his hands move up to tangle in my hair and he pulls my head back and looks at me for the longest time. Our eyes seem to communicate how much we both are feeling. “I should go,” he finally says. “It would be best if I go now.” Somehow it seems like we can’t stop looking at each other. “I don’t want to go, Peyton.”

      “I don’t want you to,” I say and find I’m licking my lips and his eyes finally leave mine as he looks at my lips and bites his bottom one.

      Slowly he moves his head forward, closer and closer as he looks at my lips and I’m quivering inside and am so afraid if he kisses me I’ll let him do anything he wants to me and to hell with me worrying about when he has to leave. His lips are so close to mine I can feel the heat of his breath on them. Then his forehead touches mine and he keeps his lips that close for a little while as we both breathe ragged breaths.

      “Tomorrow,” he says quietly. “Tomorrow, I will see you. Good night.”

      He pulls himself away from me and I feel cold immediately and cross my arms in front of me and run my hands over my arms. “Tomorrow then, good night.”  I walk back up the sidewalk to my house. “See you tomorrow then.”

      “Tomorrow, baby!” he shouts.

      I stop and turn around. “Get in the damn car, you sound like Austin Powers,” I say as I giggle.

      He keeps looking at me as he holds the door open on the car until I go inside and close the door behind me. My body falls back on the door and I run my hands over my arms then touch the cheek he left the long kiss on.

      Floating down the hallway to my bedroom, it starts to sink in, now that he’s not all over me, this will only be for a short time and then it’ll be over and I’ll be heartbroken for sure. I pull my clothes off and throw on a little nightgown and climb into bed.

      Maybe, if nothing else, this little thing we have going on will help me to write better novels. It’s kind of hard to be a romance novelist if the extent of my romantic experience is making out with a couple of boys in high school, which my brothers ran off or the one guy in college which I later found out was really gay. A broken heart may be what I need to become a best-selling author.

      But a broken heart caused by Kip may hurt worse than a broken heart caused by a regular guy. Not one kiss on the lips have I had that was anywhere near the kiss on the cheek Kip gave me. I’ll have to just chill and enjoy the time we have and not worry about the future.

      No matter how much it will hurt me in the end.

      

      Kip

      Darkness surrounds me as I ride back to my hotel. My mind is spiraling as I have to be honest with myself about Peyton. Never has a woman had so much hold over me, and in the span of just a few hours at that.

      I know I should leave her alone. I’ll only hurt her, I’m sure. Or maybe she’ll hurt me. Things run through my mind as to how we could have something, a real relationship, not just three days. She would have to agree though and I doubt she would.

      But that crazy kiss she gave me on the cheek took my breath away. I cannot believe how it made me feel as her soft lips pressed against my cheek for so long.

      A new tour bus I could buy, for just us. The band could ride on the bus we have now. Sure, they’d say a bunch of shit about it, but what the hell do I care?

      I’m no idiot with my head in the clouds. Peyton is a virgin and not likely to agree in a matter of a couple of days to go on the road with me. Hell, she’s not likely to agree to have sex with me in this three day period, much less take off with me.

      The career she’s chosen as a writer would go great with mine. She can do that anywhere. I can see it all now. She can type away on her laptop as I play my concerts, then when I come back to the bus we can make love like the people she’s written about while I was busy performing.

      It’s a win, win for us both!

      

      I have her cell phone number now so I take my phone and send her a sweet little text to show her how special she is.

      ‘Had a wonderful night and hope you and I can have many, many more like it.’

      I lay my head back on the headrest and try hard not to think about how her eyes sparkle or her lips felt as they pressed on my cheek. My phone dings and I look down to see that she’s texted back. I want to slap myself as my tummy does a little flip at how happy it’s made me.

      ‘How nice that would be, but let’s not kid ourselves. We can enjoy these three days, let’s not lie to one another. I really, really like you, by the way. I think I forgot to tell you that.’

      She really, really likes me!

      I text back, ‘I really, really like you too and I’m thinking about ways we can make this last more than three days. Have sweet dreams, love and I’ll see you in the morning. XXOO’

      My phone dings again, right away. ‘XXOO to you too, good night, you sweet man.’

      Never have I been called sweet. Hot, sexy, passionate, but not sweet. Perhaps I haven’t been sweet before. Perhaps that’s why I’ve never found anyone before. Maybe only Peyton can bring this out in me. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, and I’ll be damned if I let something like my career get in the way of whatever this is.

      We pull into the hotel and I find myself full of resolve and with purpose like never before. The driver lets me out and I make my way up to my room. As I get out of the elevator, I hear a woman’s slurred voice and see Bobby on the outside of his door, making out with a woman.

      “Kip!” I hear and look across the hall from them and see the red haired woman from after the concert standing in front of my hotel room door. “You’re back, thank God! Dude, I need to crash in your room, your guitar player said it would be fine.”

      The fucking wanker!

      

      Peyton

      It’s hard to fall asleep after Kip texted me that he’s thinking of ways for us to stay together for more than this three days. Can it really happen? Can he and I really be a couple?

      I’m stupid, I know it, but when he touches me it’s like magic. But I bet it feels like that to all the girls he’s touched. He has touched a shit load of girls.

      That thought alone sends me back to reality and I feel sad, like right away. I look at the clock on the nightstand and see it’s been about an hour since he left and I have an overwhelming urge to be sure he made it back to his hotel safely.

      I text him, ‘Just want to be sure you made it to your hotel.’

      The phone I lay on my chest as I wait for his answer which I hope tells me he’s made it so I can go to sleep. Is this what a relationship is, caring if someone has made it to their destination intact?

      Minutes turn into a half hour and I find the butterflies have returned to my stomach and fear is pushing them around like a tornado. I toss and turn in my bed as I think about what might have happened.

      Okay, Peyton, stop! He’s asleep already. That’s all!

      I close my eyes and try to go to sleep. So what if he doesn’t text back tonight. A ding my phone makes and I sit up in bed and nearly knock the lamp off the nightstand as I grab my phone. ‘Sorry for taking so long to reply, love. I made it to the hotel and my wanker ex-best mate had a surprise for me. One I didn’t want and had to find a place for. Going to hit the hay, see you soon.’

      What the fuck does that mean?

      I don’t want to be some crazy woman from the get go, but what kind of surprise does someone get that they have to find a place for?

      A prostitute, a groupie?

      I bet anything I’m right on target and this is how life would be with Kip and his band of merry men. I can’t take this, I can’t take the not knowing. He could be with her right now, porkin’ it up with her as I left him all horny and stuff.

      This is all my fault. I should’ve kept him here or went back with him. That’s what grown ass women do with their men is stay with them. But he isn’t my man. He’s Kip Dixon, rock star and male whore. And I’m an idiot for thinking anything different.

      

      Kip

      Something feels wrong and I think about why Peyton didn’t text back. Is she that kind of girl who lets the man have the last word because I’ve never met one of those females in my entire life?

      I wait and hope she puts something back and realize she’s put two and two together with my way too much information text and she knows that a chic was waiting for me when I got here.

      What do I do?

      I’ve never been in a damn relationship before! I don’t even know if I’m in one now, yet I feel panicked for some damn reason. I pick up the phone and call her, so she can hear my voice and I can hear hers. With a swipe of her name I call her. “Hey,” she says in a whisper as she answers my call.

      “Hey, baby,” I say, full of relief that she’s answered. My heartbeat slows back to nearly normal as I hear her sweet voice. “You didn’t text back.”

      “What was your surprise?” she asks.

      I take in a deep breath. “Probably exactly what you thought it was and the reason you didn’t text back.”

      “A girl?” she asks.

      “Yeah, Bobby thought he was doing me a favor, but he was wrong and the chic was drunk and I couldn’t exactly dump her on the street. I got James to let her into his room, so he took one for me. I owe him now.”

      Silence meets my ear and I hate it. Finally, she says, “Thanks for telling me the truth, Kip.”

      “So, I’ll see you in the morning then?” I ask.

      “Do you really want to?” she asks.

      “I do,” I whisper. “I really do, Peyton. Please don’t let this thing that happened stop you from thinking anything other than what we talked about. My life is complicated, but I can un-complicate it, if I need to.”

      “Can you?” she asks. “Can you change your whole world just for me, Kip?”

      I smile as she’s just put the ball in my court. “Can you change your whole world just for me, Peyton?”

      “My world is easy,” she answers. “My world is open and normal.”

      “And mine is complicated and scheduled.” I say. “It’s called compromise, love. Do you think we have it in us to find compromise with each other?”

      “I have no idea about you,” she says and I feel the pain clear to my toes.

      “I’ll show you. I don’t want to tell you because anyone can do that. Let me show you.”

      A long pause is all I get from her for a while. “Show me then.”

      I laugh a little. “Do you have a car?”

      “I have a Jeep, why?” she asks.

      “I’d like to take a ride with you tomorrow and see how well you drive,” I say as I lay back and stretch out, feeling much better about how she’s feeling.

      She giggles, sweetly. “And why is that?”

      I smile as I think about what I want to give her to make her see that I’m one hundred percent for real about her. “On Monday, before I have to leave, I want to give you something that will allow you to get to me.”

      “And that would be?” she asks.

      “A surprise, love.” I say. “It’s late and we should get at least a touch of sleep before we see each other again.” I sigh as I really don’t want to hang up, but feel like she needs to get some rest before we see each other in a few hours.

      “Okay then, good night,” she says and hangs up.

      I smile as I knew she’d want the last word.

      

      Peyton

      Stars twinkle outside the sheer, pink curtain which covers my bedroom window. This morning, I thought I had a life of nothing more than being a romance novelist ahead of me. Somehow Mr. Pop Rock has snuck into my heart and turned my world around.

      A shooting star falls from the sky and I close my eyes and make a wish. A wish for my life to go in the direction it needs to for me to have a good life. It’s a vague wish but I find those to be the ones most likely to come true.

      My future may include Kip Dixon and it may not. My heart pounds as I think of him and how sweet he was this evening. Never did I think he’d be the way he is. Never in my wildest dreams did I think a rock start would be interested in me in the least.

      My best friend, mother, and father I introduced him to, but my three big, over-protective brothers I’ve yet to. They’re all here and will be in the morning too. So if Kip does come, he will have to meet them.

      They’ve never been keen on any man for me for some damn reason. Do they really expect me to stay innocent forever?

      Lord knows they combine their efforts to try to keep me a kid. But I just might be ready to grow up, I might just be ready to cash in my V-card. If nothing else comes of this thing with Kip, what a story I’d have about who I gave it up to.

      Even as I think those words, I know I’m not that girl. I’m not one to tell my bedroom business anyway, much less spout off about how Kip Dixon, rock star, billionaire took my virginity.

      I wonder what he meant about giving me something so I can get to him. He’s different than any man I’ve ever met. I don’t know if it’s the short amount of time we have together or if he is always as intense as he was tonight.

      If he and I are to really start something, I don’t want it to go really fast, so I have no time to think things through. That’s how things get messed up real fast, people act before they think.

      And that ain’t me!

      

      I am a think it through kind of girl. ‘Don’t rush, it’ll still be there tomorrow,’ is my motto. But where Kip is concerned I don’t know if that’s true at all. He’s on the move constantly and I’m a slow mover. I don’t see how we’ll mesh well together.

      Our bodies seem to mesh well together. Heat filled me as soon as he touched me and tonight when he grabbed me up in his strong arms I felt hot and weak at the same time.

      Yeah, our bodies certainly like each other!

      

      How would his tight abs feel against my bare stomach? How would his bare chest feel as it moves over my bare breasts? Does he keep his body completely hair free or does he leave a little? How does he move when he makes love? Fast and hard or slow and steady?

      I wonder what I even like in that department. And what about his male member?

      That thing is huge!

      

      Can my body even physically handle that monster? How does one prepare to go from virgin to the lover of a man with a monster-sized dick? What will he think of me and how I have no experience when he’s been with so many woman who do have a lot of experience?

      I wonder if I should watch some porn or something if I do decide to let him take me. I have no idea of how to give a blow job or how I should act if he goes down on me. Am I supposed to applaud afterwards if he does a good job?

      What is a good job in that department? Are there any bad jobs? Would I do a bad job?

      God! I can’t give my V-card to Kip!

      He’ll probably laugh at me and how inept I am. That would be devastating. What if something totally humiliating happens, like I pass out or something even worse. Oh! I can’t go through with that.

      We will only be friends!

      

      He’ll just have to accept the fact that I’m immature in that department and must school myself on the art of making love long before we do that. If he’ll stay with me that long. Which I doubt as he’s a grown man and has the needs of one. He’ll grow tired of waiting for me to learn what it is a woman does in that particular situation. I can’t go into it with no knowledge.

      Okay, so I have what I’ve seen on television or in the movies, but that can’t be all true. I’m sure one is not born simply knowing how to touch and react to touch the way they do in the movies.

      But animals know what they’re supposed to do, but they’re sex acts are kind of the same all the way around and mostly seem very boring. I mean you, never hear dogs going at it and the female howling like it’s the best thing she’s ever experienced. The neighborhoods would be so much louder if that was the case.

      On movies, the women scream and huff and puff and sometimes the men do too. How will I know what noises I’ll make or am supposed to make?

      What if Kip doesn’t like women to be noisy or what if he prefers them to shout and scream as he pleasures them? What if he finds no pleasure with me? I don’t know how to pleasure a man.

      And now I hate the word, pleasure, as it will always bring up certain images in my mind, such as howling, fornicating dogs!

      This is all too much to think about right now and I need to get some sleep or I’ll look like dog crap when Kip gets here. The idea that he’s really coming back is hard to believe, so I’ll go to sleep and see if he really does.

      He’d be a fool to come back, but I hope he does!

      

      Part 3 Guarded Star

      

      Peyton

      My eyes fly open as my cell phone vibrates on the nightstand. A groan escapes as I turn over to pick it up, finding Kip’s name on the screen. “I can’t believe he’s up so early? It’s only 9:00a.m. We were on the phone until four this morning.” A slide of my finger and I say, “Hello. I cannot believe you’re up already.”

      “Grumpy in the morning, love?” His smooth Australian accent flows over my ear, igniting a smile on my face.

      “Good morning, Kip. You’re up early. You’ve surprised me. I thought you’d call about noon or so, if at all.”

      “I am. I could barely sleep, but seems you had no problem doing so. And what do you mean by if I called?”

      I lay back on my pillows. “Just wasn’t real sure you would. I slept like a baby. I never have trouble sleeping. Are you still coming over today?”

      Silence is all I hear and a frown quickly forms. Kip finally speaks, “Do you still want me to?”

      “Not if you don’t want to.” My chest tightens with how stupid I feel for believing he would spend the day with me after I let him know there would be no sex.

      “I want to, Peyton. A car’s being brought to me already. I can’t wait to get back to you.”

      A sigh slips from my mouth and I hear him laugh. “I’ll get up and take a shower. Don’t eat, I’ll make us breakfast, okay?”

      Kip laughs. “Wow, breakfast and dinner, you’re going to spoil me.”

      “Nah, you’re getting a ham sandwich for lunch, just to make sure you don’t get too hung up on me. I’ll see you in an hour or so.”

      After a quick shower, I throw on a pair of shorts and a tank top. Bright pink flip flops I slip into just before leaving my bedroom. The house is quiet as everyone is still sleeping.

      As I bustle around in the kitchen the noise I make wakes my mother who joins me and points at the coffee maker. “Get that thing going, sweetie.”

      I pour water in the coffee maker. “A bit too much to drink, Mom?”

      “When one’s last kid graduates college, one tends to celebrate,” she says as she props her elbows on the bar and rests her chin on her hands. “Now do tell me about that adorable man who held you all night.”

      I smile at her. “His name’s Kip. Oh, yeah, you know that part. This part you don’t know, I didn’t tell anyone who he was last night because there were too many people, but he’s a rock star. His dad is that rock star from that huge English group from the eighties.”

      Mom’s eyes close, and she shakes her head a little. “Are you shittin’ me?”

      “His band played at the charity event yesterday.” I pour her a cup of coffee and go back to check on the bacon. “It’s odd really, he says he feels different with me. I want to blow him off so bad, because he has to be slick from all the years of women throwing themselves at him, but something won’t let me.” The oven beeps and I pop in a tray of biscuits. “He’s on his way over here now.”

      “Oh, shit, really?” Mom jumps off her stool and grabs her coffee. “I can’t let him see me like this. He’s the kid of that super model too then. Shit! I look awful!”

      I laugh as I watch her run from the room. Back to making breakfast I go as I pull the bacon from the pan and make gravy with the drippings. The first egg I crack coincides with the doorbell, evoking a smile from me.

      The sight of my father, wearing only his underwear, coming from the hallway to answer the door makes me shout, “Daddy, no! Go get dressed, breakfast is nearly done, and that’s the guy from last night. He’s going to spend the day with me.”

      Dad turns on his heel and goes back to his bedroom. I shake my head at how unsophisticated my family is. Opening the door I find Kip standing with a handful of flowers. “Hi,” I say as I step back to let him come in.

      Placing the flowers in my hands, he catches me off guard with a quick kiss on my cheek just before he runs his arms around me and lifts me off the floor in a big hug.

      “Good morning, Peyton, you look just as gorgeous as I thought you would.”

      With a roll of my eyes as he places my feet back on the floor, I move back into the kitchen. “Thanks for the flowers. Come with me, Romeo. I’ve almost got breakfast ready and you can set the table.”

      “Nice tan. Do you spray tan or go to a tanning salon?” he asks. I glance back at him to find him running his eyes down my legs.

      Reaching for a vase, I stretch up to reach one off the top of the refrigerator. Kip moves in front of me, sliding his body along mine, and taking it down. “Thanks,” I say. My heart speeds up and I hope he can’t hear it thumping in my chest.

      “How about you let me put these in water so you can get back to doing whatever it was you’ve been doing to create this awesome smell.” He fills the vase with water as my eyes flow over him. A white T-shirt and a pair of blue jean shorts he wears with running shoes. They fit him well and show off his large biceps and muscular legs.

      “You must work out a lot.” The words escaped before I realize he’ll figure out I was checking him out.

      A soft chuckle he makes. “Gotta keep the money maker in good working order.”

      Another eye roll I make. “The things you say, Pop Rock. No visible tats, Bad Boy?”

      He smiles. “I think they should mean something and so far nothing has meant enough to me to commemorate it on my flesh.” He picks up a stack of plates and turns to me.

      “Are these the plates you want set on the table, love?”

      

      I give him a nod and he begins placing them on the large table. “Thank you, Kip.”

      “You take care of yourself pretty good too, Peyton. Keeping up that tan, and rocking body, you don’t fool me,” he says.

      The whisk makes a metallic tapping sound as I stir the eggs in a large bowl. “I don’t go to a gym or a tanning salon. The sun is what has my skin this color and the things I do for fun keep me in this shape, which is a bit on the plump side if you ask me.”

      One of the plates makes a loud thump as he puts it down, then looks at me with his mouth open. When I look up to see what happened he says, “Plump is not a thing I would call you. Perfect, now that word I’d use. I love the fact that you’re not skin and bones. Natural is what you are, and you’re naturally gorgeous.”

      “I just about rolled my eyes for the third time in fifteen minutes, Kip.” I say as I pour the eggs into a large skillet. “These lines you use are useless on me.”

      Moving near me, he reaches past me to open a drawer. “You keep your silverware here?” he asks as he sniffs my hair. “I like that shampoo.”

      A short laugh I make. “Yeah, I like how you smell too. We’re made for each other.” I stir the eggs and find him slipping his arms around me from behind, nuzzling my neck.

      “We just might be you know,” his words are warm on my neck and I giggle.

      “Oh, Romeo, how will I ever get through this day and load of crap?”

      After grabbing a handful of forks he walks away. “Tell me, Peyton, how many boyfriends have you had?”

      “A lot less than you’ve had girlfriends.”

      “I have never had a real girlfriend, so I bet you’re wrong,” he says as he places the last fork on the table. “You have a family of six?”

      “Mom, Dad, my three older brothers and me.” The eggs I place on a platter and take to the table. “I’m the baby of the family, so don’t get your knickers in a twist when my brothers give you the business. I mean they’re serious, but still try to take it a lot better than the other two guys I dated did.”

      My hand slides up to his cheek and I pull his forehead to mine and look at him. “Can I ask you to do something?”

      “Anything.”

      “Please don’t tell me things you think are going to get me into bed. We both know this thing can’t go further than these three days, and I don’t want to get my heart broken,” I say. “You asked me how many boyfriends I’ve had. The answer is two, both dumped me for other girls. It made me feel like men lie to get what they want then walk away once it doesn’t happen, chasing after the next conquest.”

      “Will it help if I tell you they’re not lies? Because they aren’t.”

      A sigh comes from my lips and I pull my forehead from his. “You’re incorrigible.”

      The sound of someone clearing their throat makes me jump away from Kip. I find my parents have come into the room. Dad says, “I don’t think Peyton introduced us properly last night, Kip. My wife let me in on the secret, just to let you know.”

      Kip’s eyes flash at me. “Secret?”

      

      “I told Mom who you are, who you really are,” I answer as I go to get a bottle of juice from the fridge.

      “She was afraid your guests would mob me if they knew.”

      “They may well have done just that,” Mom says and takes a seat. “This smells great, Peyton. Thanks for making breakfast. I hear your brothers grumbling so they’ll be in to eat in a few minutes. They all told me they could only stay one more night before they have to get back to their own lives.”

      “Thank God,” I say as I come back to the table and fill the glasses with orange juice. I pull out two chairs and gesture for Kip to sit next to me. “I hate sharing a bathroom with those slobs.”

      I place bacon on both my plate and Kip’s as he watches me with a smile on his face. I spoon some eggs on both then drop a biscuit on each of them. “Gravy?”

      He laughs. “You’ve done everything else. Why not?”

      The gravy boat I pick up. “On your biscuit or beside it?”

      “However you wish to serve it to me,” he says and watches as I pour the gravy over the top of the opened biscuit.

      “This is how we eat it around here.” I look up to find my brothers staggering down the hallway. “Well, look who is up.”

      My brothers sit down at the table and Levi looks at Kip. “And you’re the guy who had his hands all over my baby sister last night. Please do not tell me you stayed here last night ‘cause I’d hate to have to kick your ass with this hangover I got going on.”

      “My ass is safe,” Kip says as he glances at me. “Your sister’s honor is intact as I went back to Austin to my hotel room last night.”

      “Glad to hear that,” my brother says. “I’m Levi, Peyton’s oldest and obviously best-looking brother. Dad said your name’s Kip, is that right.”

      Kip nods as he takes a bite of the gravy covered biscuit. “Oh my God, Peyton, this is delicious.”

      I smile. “I thought you’d like it. It’s a southern tradition. Let me introduce you to the other two pains in my rear end. That guy over there scratching his beard at the table like he knows better than to do is my second oldest brother, Blake. Next to him is the third oldest, Tyler. They’re over-protective too, but not as bad as Levi is.”

      Kip nods at them. “Nice to meet you all.”

      “Yeah, you too,” Tyler says.

      “What is it you do for a living?” Blake asks.

      I pat Kip’s leg. “I got this. He’s in a band.”

      Levi eyes Kip. “Have I heard of this band?”

      “It’s just my name really,” Kip answers as he dabs at his mouth with a napkin. “Kip Dixon.”

      Levi chuckles. “Do you really expect me to believe that? I’ve seen that guy and you ain’t him. Are you trying to pull the wool over my baby sister’s eyes? She’s pretty easy to fool and naïve as Hell.”

      

      “He is Kip Dixon! You jackass.” I wag my finger at him. “He played a charity concert at my college yesterday and he sang to me on stage. It’s really him, he wears make-up and hair stuff when he’s performing, and that’s why you don’t recognize him.”

      Levi cocks his head as he looks a lot harder at Kip. “What’d ya sing to her?”

      Kip looks at me and smiles. “I sang, ‘Ask Me to Kiss You’ but she didn’t.”

      Blake laughs. “She knows better than to kiss a stranger.”

      “I found that out. Your sister is a very good girl, you’ve trained her well,” Kip says with a laugh.

      I blush. “Can we talk about anything else?”

      Blake takes a bite of bacon then narrows his eyes at Kip. “Just what are your intentions with my baby sister, rock star?”

      Kip shrugs his shoulders. “I just want to hang out with her. She’s different, so natural and normal. Treats me like she’d treat anyone else. I don’t get that often, or ever really.”

      Tyler nods his head. “Bet you’re spoiled rotten.”

      “I’d not say rotten,” Kip says. “I’ve never wanted for anything if that’s what you mean.”

      Blake laughs. “He means girl-wise. It’s a fact you’re a player.”

      Kip’s brows raise, and he looks at me.

      “I get why only the two boyfriends now.” He turns to look at Blake. “I’m not a player as I’ve never had a relationship. Maybe a woman here or there, but not like it’s made out to be.”

      Levi rolls his eyes. “Yeah, cause everyone is on the up and up in Hollyweird.”

      Blake gestures to me with a fork loaded with scrambled eggs. “She tell you what we did to the two motherfuckers who broke her heart?”

      Mom drops her fork, making a loud bang. “Blake Reed, control that mouth of yours!”

      “Sorry, Mom,” he apologizes then looks back at Kip. “Did she?”

      Kip’s taking a drink of juice and swallows hard as he looks at me. I smile at him, “My brothers kinda whopped their asses.”

      

      Kip chokes and my brothers all laugh. I take my napkin and wipe the juice from Kip’s chin. He looks at each one of my brothers as he says, “You have nothing to worry about. I’m not trying to hurt your sister. I’ll not do anything to warrant an ass whooping.”

      I eye my brothers. “You’ll be sorry if you beat this one up. He’s famous, his family can sue you or get you arrested. Don’t be stupid, do you hear me?”

      Levi looks at me and points at Kip. “He does anything, you better tell me.”

      My eyes roll to my mother. “Can you help me out at all? I mean you two just sit there and let them do this all the time.”

      My parents both shrug and then Mom says, “They’re a force to be reckoned with. Don’t ask us to do battle with them. We learned a long time ago that our intrusion is useless.”

      Kip pats my leg. “They care about you, pet. It’s nice.”

      My eyes fall on his and I smile. “You’re too nice.”

      Mom gets up and takes her plate to the kitchen. “You cooked, Peyton, so I’ll clean up. You kids get out there and fish or something.”

      My eyes light up as I look at Kip. “You wanna fish or ride horses?”

      Lightly his finger touches the end of my nose. “You going to bait my hook?”

      I shake my head. “No, you’re going to bait mine, and if I catch a fish, you’re going to take it off for me.”

      Levi stands and walks towards his bedroom. “I’ll get changed and go with ya’ll. I’ll bait your hook, Sissy.”

      Kip and I get up as I shout after my oldest brother, “The Hell you will, Levi. You leave us alone!” I take Kip’s hand and pull him along with me. “Mom, don’t let them bug us, please.”

      Mom stacks plates in the dishwasher. “I’ll get them busy cleaning those gutters they promised me they’d do while they’re here. That’ll keep them out of your hair.”

      I smile at her and tug Kip out the back door. “They’re awful, I know. You probably want to leave now.”

      His arm slips around my waist and he pulls me into him. “I don’t want to do anything of the sort. Now take me fishing, I’ve never done it on my own.”

      “Neither have I,” I say as my arm slides around his waist. “My brother’s always did it all for me. So you and I can learn how to do it on our own.”

      Kip smiles. “Everyone should know how to fish on their own anyway.”

      While I’m thankful my parents are finding so much work for my brothers to do they’ll have no time to bother Kip. I am surprised Kip would put up with their threats for a girl he has no future with.

      

      Kip

      After fishing for a while and doing fine on our own, we caught a fish each. We threw them back as neither of us wanted to clean them. Peyton took me horseback rising through their place until it got too hot, then we went for a swim.

      Now we lay on a large chaise lounge by the pool where we both are dozing in the cooling evening air. Never have I been more relaxed with a woman. She’s the easiest person to get along with. Everything seems effortless.

      I stroke Peyton’s back as she lies on her stomach next to me. “This has been the best day ever, Peyton.”

      She turns her face to look at me. “You and I both know you’ve had way more exciting days than this one, Pop Rock.”

      I can feel her breath cease as I trail my fingers over her cheeks. I say softly, “Did I say the word exciting, pet?”

      With a shake of her head, she props her head up on her hand to look down at me as I lie on my back. She runs her fingers over my tightly muscled stomach. “I should admit to you I think it was a pretty fantastic day as well.”

      The sun sets behind her, reds, oranges, and yellows fill the space around her. “Being with you is so easy. I’ve never felt more a part of someone,” I say.

      She smiles. “You’re easy to get along with. I’m sure you’ve felt connections before. There’s nothing special about me.”

      I take a curl of her hair and twist it between my fingers. “There is no end to what all is special about you.”

      Stroking my abs and leaning over me, she begins to get closer. She gives my lips a quick glance. Steadily she moves down to me. My hand goes to the back of her neck as I lick my lips and anticipate her lips on mine.

      

      “Hey!” a voice calls out. “Aren’t you making dinner? That’s what Mom said.”

      Peyton jerks up and I see Tyler standing next to us.

      Now how did he manage to sneak up on us like that?

      “Shit!” she says. “You scared me, Tyler.”

      Tyler lightly punches me on my bicep. “I bet I did. You two come on inside and be sociable.” He hands me my shirt and Peyton a towel. “Cover up now, we don’t want any of the goods on display now, do we?”

      I get up and pull the shirt over my head as Peyton grabs the towel from her brother’s outstretched hand. “Thanks, Tyler,” she says then sticks her tongue out at him.

      Tyler runs his arm around his baby sister’s shoulders. “Anytime, Sissy. I got your back.” Peyton sighs and allows her brother to lead her into the house, followed by me.

      Don’t believe I’ve ever come up against such protective brothers before!

      

      I change clothes and find Peyton cooking away in the kitchen. “Let me help you, pet.”

      She hands me a bowl and grabs some things to make a salad from the fridge. Gesturing to the counter, she says, “The cutting board is over there along with the knives.”

      He laughs as I walk over to grab a knife and the cutting board. “Salad, maybe I can get this right.”

      “Ever cook before?” she asks.

      I wink at her, igniting a smile. “Would you actually call what I’m about to do cooking?”

      She shakes her head. “Uh-uh, but have you even made a salad before?”

      I scan the area for her brothers before I grab her from behind and hold her to me as I whisper in her ear, “No, you’re my first one.”

      Giggles fill the air as she wiggles in my arms. A kiss I leave on her neck before I let her go. It’s stopped her giggles and made her cheeks pink. The urge to push all this stuff off the counter top and place her on it is overwhelming.

      I see her watching me out of the corner of her eye as I carefully pull the lettuce leaves off and tear them with my hands before placing them gently in the bowl. A layer of hand torn lettuce leaves, followed by cherry tomatoes I cut. A purple onion I chop into rings.

      “Kip, who writes the songs you sing?”

      “A lot of different people,” I answer as I continue to make the salad look as good as it can.

      The noodles done, she pours them into a colander in the sink and tosses them with olive oil. “Do you write any?” she asks.

      A tiny cherry tomato cut into a rose I place atop the pile of vegetables and turn to her. “I write, but they hate my stuff.”

      I lean back against the bar and cross my arms as she looks me over for some reason. “Why would they hate your music, Kip?”

      “I write about things like life, love, and the pursuit of happiness. They want songs about my rockin’ bod, and how I use it to get the girls.” I turn back to pick up the bowl of salad and take it to the table. “It sells though, so who am I to tell them any different.”

      Following behind me with the spaghetti, she says, “You’re an artist who should get to do the type of art he likes to do.”

      The platter I take from her and place it in the middle of the table. “You’re a sweet girl, but that’s not how the music industry works. You want to make money, you do what sells. My father taught me that.”

      “Is it hard to sing things you don’t like?” she asks as she places plates on the table.

      I pull forks from a drawer and grab a handful of napkins. “It’s not hard, it’s just a bit unfulfilling. It’s all an act.”

      “All of it?” she asks.

      After the last fork is placed on the table I turn to her and wrap my arms around her. “All of it.”

      

      She lays her head on my chest and runs her arms around me. “I find that sad, Kip.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Don’t, I make lots of money to do that act. I do mean lots, pet. Sure sometimes I begin to feel a bit used then I look at my bank account and forget about it.”

      “Money isn’t everything, you know,” she says as she clings to me.

      “No, it isn’t, but it sure does help.” I gently push her back. “Should we call them all in to eat now?”

      Letting me go she nods and goes to get her family. I watch her walk away in a pair of faded blue jean shorts and tank top. Long, tan legs, still wet curls and not an ounce of make-up and she’s taking my breath away.

      What is happening to me?

      

      Peyton

      After dinner, Dad put on a movie and the whole family gathered in the living room to watch it. He’s put on a comedy and Kip seems to be finding not only the movie, but the comments my family makes about it more than hysterical. “You are the funniest people on Earth. You need your own reality show.”

      Mom’s snuggled up next to Dad. “No way,” she says. “These boys ain’t movin’ back in here. And since Sissy has graduated college, I’m sure she’ll find herself a place pretty darn soon. Nope, no reality show here.” She looks at Dad and kisses his cheek. “We’re loving the place to ourselves after so many years of raisin’ kids.”

      I awe while my brothers look as if they may be sick. “Gross,” Tyler says as he gets up off the sofa he and my other two brothers were sitting on. “I’m going to bed.”

      Levi stands up and stretches then taps Blake on the shoulder. “Wanna go down to Huebel’s and see what’s up?”

      Blake is up and grabbing his keys before he answers, “Hell yes I do.”

      Kip looks at me. “What’s a Huebel’s?”

      “A bar,” I answer.

      A smile creeps over his face. “Let’s go.”

      I raise one eyebrow. “I don’t know why you’d want to go anywhere with my brothers. They’re assholes, as if you haven’t noticed.”

      A quick kiss he gives my cheek. “I adore them, Peyton. They’re part of the reason you’re the way you are, which is perfect.”

      My eyes narrow as I look at him. “Levi, can we go with you?”

      Both brothers stop their exit and look at each other. Levi’s head tilts to one side. “You sure, Hollyweird? I mean, we party pretty hard down here. You might not be able to keep up.”

      My whole head rolls along with my eyes as I look at Levi. “Literally, you goof, do you remember who his father is? Huebel’s ain’t nothin’ and his nickname ain’t Hollyweird, it is Pop Rock.”

      “Come on,” Levi says with a wave of his hand. “It’ll be interesting to see how your fan club handles you showing up with a guy anyway.”

      Kip gives me an odd look. “Is he talking about your fan club, Peyton?”

      I nod and follow my brother’s out the door. “I’m kinda famous for my kick ass dance moves and Karaoke singing. I’ve won most of the competitions they put on at that bar.”

      “Really?” he asks with a smile. “Maybe you and I can do a duet, what do you say?”

      Levi opens the back door to his four-wheel-drive truck. “You need a boost, Hollyweird?”

      I smack Levi on the shoulder. “Stop calling him that. We can’t let anyone know who he really is or they’ll mob him.” Levi takes me by the waist and lifts me up into the backseat of his tall truck. I scoot over and Kip grabs the handle and gets right in with no trouble at all.

      Levi laughs as he gets into the driver’s seat. “Ain’t no one gonna mob him at Huebel’s. We don’t get star struck around here. Austin is so close we’ve seen all kinds of stars in there. Hell, Harry Connick Jr. still shows up and has a beer with all of us every now and then.”

      Kip takes the seat belt and straps me in, he leans in close and whispers, “Is he serious?”

      I nod. “Every once in a while some actor will come in. They’ve made a few movies around here. When I worked at the convenience store before college, I waited on Lou Diamond Phillips and that was weird.”

      “So, that’s why you didn’t get all crazy when I talked to you at the college, you’re used to celebrities,” he says and smiles. “I knew there had to be some reason.”

      

      “I don’t think that’s the only reason why,” I say as Levi pulls out of the long driveway and heads towards the small town. “I also don’t see the need to get all crazy, like ever.”

      “Ever?” he asks, quietly. “I think I’d like to see how crazy I could make you.”

      I look at him and know he’s talking sexual and my face heats up as I know he’d make me act plenty crazy and that’s why I have to keep my wits about me. He slips his hand around mine as Levi turns up the radio and one of Kip’s songs is playing. My brothers start banging their heads as I look at Kip and he looks back at me.

      

      Kip

      The bar is small and dark with bits of neon light here-there-and-yonder. The parking lot is full as it is a Saturday night in BFE and this seems to be the only watering hole. Peyton’s brothers walk in as she and I follow them. I have my arm around her waist.

      The men walk in and there are a few people who high five them and a couple trade fist bumps. Then I see the first guy whose eyes go wide when he sees Peyton.

      “Damn it! They let you come with them! Shit, baby,” he says and wraps his arms around her, oblivious to me as he takes her from me.

      The music is playing some country song, and the moron tries to drag her out on the dance floor, before I can protest another guy, tall with broad shoulders and long, dark hair, pulls her from the other, much smaller guy. “Uh, uh, she’s dancing with me first.”

      “Guys wait,” she shouts over the music as an old man pushes past both of the young men who both have their hands on her arms, basically pulling her in two directions at the same time.

      The old man, skinny and short, walks straight up to her and takes her in his old, wrinkly, and very skinny arms and dances out to the little dance-floor with her as the two men look at each other. “Bob, wins again, the old fart,” the tall, dark haired guys says. “I’m next, Doug, so don’t even think about it.”

      The smaller guy who must be Doug looks up at the other guy. “Fuck you, Pete. Once the song’s over I’m getting to her first.”

      My eyes go out to the dance-floor to see Peyton cutting the rug up with the old man who is smiling like he won the lottery. Her brothers come up on either side of me and Levi hands me a tall, dark bottle of beer. “You’ll play hell getting to her now, Hollyweird. Her fan club will keep her dancing all night.”

      Some guy behind me says, “Hey, Peyton’s here!”

      I sigh and take a long drink of the cold beer.

      No wonder they let us come with them!

      

      Peyton

      Old Bob tries to hang on to me for another song, but Pete taps him on the shoulder and etiquette dictates he hand me over. I look past Pete to see Kip standing between my brothers, a frown on his handsome face. I give him a smile and wave at him as Pete takes me in his arms and starts twirling me in the direction of Kip without realizing we’re together.

      I make a motion for him to tap on Pete’s shoulder, and he walks up to us and does as I showed him. Pete stops and looks at Kip. “What?” Pete asks.

      “Pete, you have to share,” I say. “You know the tapping rules.”

      He sighs and lets me go. “I’m getting her back, you aren’t even in the normal rotation anyway, newbie.”

      Kip takes me in his arms and moves slowly with me. “Wow, girl!”

      I laugh as he pulls me close to him. “You aren’t the only one that gets mobbed. I try to stay out of here most of the time.”

      He laughs and makes a small circle with me. “And now we’re stuck here since we rode with your brother. You should’ve told me you were such a hot commodity.”

      “Would you have believed me?” I see little Rob coming up and know that he’s about to make the tap so I look at him and wave him away. He stops, stomps his foot and turns around.

      The song ends and I know if I don’t do something fast I’ll be drug away from Kip again. “Let’s go find a song to sing together.”

      He nods and allows me to pull him towards the bar where Gail has the folder with all the songs in it. Pete stops us as we hightail it towards the bar.

      “Come on, baby,” he says as he reaches for me.

      “We’re going to sing a song,” I say as I swerve around him with Kip in tow. “After that, I promise.”

      “He looks unhappy,” Kip says as he looks back at the tall guy I grew up with. “Is he one of the two old boyfriends?”

      “No, neither of them are here. One moved away and the other still lives here, but he doesn’t drink so he doesn’t come out here.” I climb on a barstool and wave at Gail, who brings me a beer and the folder. Kip sits on the one next to me and smiles at me.

      “She knows what you want, I see,” he says, then takes a drink of the beer he already had.

      Gail places the things in front of me and leans in so I can hear her over the noise of the bar. “So, who’s your new friend, Peyton?”

      I gesture to Kip. “This is Kip. Kip, this Gail. She owns this dump.”

      Kip smiles and gives her a wave. “Nice to meet you. You have a nice place here.”

      Gail’s eyebrows go up, and she extends her hand to shake his. “Aussie?”

      He nods and puts his empty beer bottle on the bar. “How ‘bout another?”

      She reaches into the cooler and grabs him another and pops the top off then places it on the bar in front of him. He reaches into his pocket and she holds up her hand. “Levi has it all, don’t worry.”

      He’s pulled out a twenty and holds it in his hand, then after she turns her back, he places the bill in her tip jar. I smile at him and lean over and kiss his cheek. “You are a sweetheart.” I point to a song. “Wanna do, ‘I Got You Babe’, by Sonny and Cher?”

      “Anything you want, love,” he says and gets off the stool and stands in front of me. “I’ll do anything you want to.”

      His blue eyes dance as he looks into mine and what I really want to do is kiss him as he takes all this in stride. Gail walks up behind me and clears her throat. “Did you pick one, honey?”

      

      I nod and turn around. “We’re going to do that one.”

      Off to the stool I go and Kip runs his arm around my shoulders as I lead the way to the little stage. The lights go on as Gail turns them on and we go up the one step to get on the small stage. I take the microphones and hand him one. I laugh as the other music dies down and Gail announces that we are about to sing.

      “No fear, huh, pet?” Kip asks as the music starts up.

      I shake my head. “These people have heard me sing a million times. Get ready to hear some real applause, Pop Rock.”

      The whistles and shouts start up as my fan club sees it’s me who is about to sing and Kip smiles like crazy as he runs his arm around my shoulders. “Damn, girl!”

      We sway back and forth to the music and I start the song, “They say we’re young and we don’t know. We won’t find out until we grow.”

      His eyes light up and he sings his part, “Well, I don’t know if all that’s true. Cause you got me, and baby I got you.”

      He pulls me into his arms and dips me as we sing together, “Babe, I got you babe…” the crowd goes wild and I go weak in the knees for this man.

      

      Kip

      Never have I had more fun singing than tonight. Peyton’s brothers brought us home once the bar closed. I had to fight to keep her with me when we were at the bar. I lost her several times to men who just had to dance with her and some girl who had to do a duet with her to a Pat Benatar song. That girl can sing, the little vixen.

      I hold her close as we stand by my rental car and my head feels light, but it’s not from the three beers I drank, it’s from her and her alone. “You are something else, Peyton.”

      Her giggle sends chills through me as I take a step back, making her back touch the car as I push my body closer to hers. “I hate that you have to drive all the way back to Austin tonight.”

      “You should come with me,” I say as I lean down and kiss her cheek.

      “Should I?” she asks as she runs her hands over my back.

      Slow, hot kisses I run down her neck and I can feel her body grow warm. “You really should.”

      Heat fills me as she runs her fingernails lightly across my back and I decide I can’t wait any longer to do what I’ve wanted to since I saw her this morning. Slowly I kiss her neck then make my way to her jaw. Her chest stops moving as she stops breathing, anticipating what I’ll do next.

      Cupping the back of her neck in my hand, I run the other over her shoulder and down her side as I move my mouth to hers, I find her lips quivering as they touch mine. She parts them and I slip my tongue inside and find hers. Our kiss deepens and I find her mouth succumbing to the pressure of mine as she moans a little.

      It’s better than I imagined, and I lift her up. She wraps her legs around me and I push myself into her softness as I taste her. Lemon is what she tastes like and I can’t get enough of it. I can’t get enough of her. I reach down to open the car door and step back with her as I open it, then lay her back in the back seat and move my body over hers, never letting our lips part.

      Her hands tangle in my hair as she arches up against me and I move my body in a grinding motion over her. I’m growing harder by the second and the strain in my shorts is getting uncomfortable. I reach between us and pop the button open and unzip the zipper before I bust them open.

      Free of the denim material between us, I rub against her shorts and wish they were gone. My hand finds her breast and I rub it and squeeze it, making her moan. Her legs come up on either side of me and she holds me between her legs, moving her body up to mine as I grind her underneath me.

      She pulls her shirt up and takes my hand, placing it on her bra. I run my hand around the back and unlatch it then bring my hand back to touch the supple, yet tight flesh of her breast. It’s perfect and fits perfectly in my hand.

      I want to see how perfectly it fits in my mouth, so I take my mouth away from hers and she groans in protest, but it changes to moans as I kiss and nip at her neck then kiss my way down to her breast. Leaving little kisses all over her breast, I take it in my mouth and find that it fits there perfectly as well.

      She must like it as she runs her hands over my back and pulls at the bottom of my T-shirt. I pull my mouth off her and sit up and take the T-shirt off as she obviously wants.

      Her eyes light up as she looks at my chest and runs her hands over my tight abs.

      “Shit! I knew you’d be beautiful,” she says.

      Her shirt is still on and her bra is halfway on.

      “May I take this off for you?” I ask.

      She gives me a nod and I have them off before she can change her mind. I look at her as she looks at me and find her to be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. The moonlight shining through the tinted windows lends a smoky shadow to her tight breasts.

      “Kip,” she says quietly. “You are one handsome man. I can’t believe you want me like this.”

      “You’re gorgeous and I can’t believe you want me.” I kiss her stomach and make my way up to pull one breast in my mouth as I take the other in my hand. Her hands flow over my bare back and I find myself aching to be inside her.

      

      One hand I run down to unbutton her shorts and she runs hers down too and unzips them for me. My fingers move beneath her lacy panties and I find her folds hot and wet as I move my fingers around, finding her clit swollen and pulsing. She groans loudly as I touch it, then pinch it, gently. “Damn it, Kip!” she moans as she writhes under me.

      It takes me a second to realize she may have never been this far with a man before. I pull my mouth from her breast. “Peyton, have you ever done this with anyone?”

      “The most I’ve done is kiss, never even have I let someone get to second base and you’re at third. And it feels beyond what I imagined it would.” Her hands run over my back as she wiggles under me.

      I continue to pinch and pull at her clit and watch her facial expressions as I do.

      “You like it then?” I ask, but I know she does, I just want to hear her say it.

      

      “I like it, Kip,” she says as she licks her lips.

      Her tongue makes me want to feel it moving with my own and I kiss her again. Moving my tongue along with hers as I run my fingers down until I find the opening I seek and plunge one finger in, gently. Her whole body arches up and her arms go around my neck.

      She’s tight as hell and so wet, but I know there’s no way she’s ready to accommodate what I have. It reminds me of her innocence and how it’s not something to be taken in the back seat of a rental car. Also, I have no protection and I’m sure she doesn’t either. Splashing my juices all over the back seat is not really how I want our first time to be.

      I ease up and decide to allow her to come undone under my touch, but my need must wait until a better time. With my head clear about things I plunge my finger into her over and over as I twist my tongue with hers until I feel her vagina tighten even more around my finger. Turning my hand, I tap my thumb on her very swollen clit until she pulls me to her hard and moans into my mouth as she pulses around me.

      Moving my finger slowly in and out until she stops pulsing and her body relaxes, I kiss her softly then pull my mouth from hers. Our breaths are ragged and I kiss her behind her ear then whisper, “How did you like that, love?”

      “I liked that very much, but I feel bad about you,” she says.

      “Don’t,” I say and pull my hand out of her panties, running it up her stomach and leaving it on her ribcage as I look down at her. “I don’t want to rush you into anything. I want you to decide to let me make love to you. Not in the backseat of a car either.”

      Her light brown eyes with little green flacks dart back and forth as she searches mine.

      “Never would I have believed you could be such a good man, never. You could have easily taken me.”

      “I know that, but that’s not how I want things to start between us.” I run my hand over her blonde curls. “I want this to last, and I’ll not do a damn thing to make you think you mean less to me than what you do.”

      “I mean something to you?” she asks.

      I smile and kiss her lips softly then pull them away from hers. “You mean more and more to me with each passing moment, Peyton.” I look at her and ask, “Do I mean anything to you?”

      

      Her eyes glisten as she says, “I am afraid so, and to be honest it’s scaring me to death. I know who you are what your life is and I know I have no real place in it when you have to go.”

      I wink at her. “So, you’re saying you’ll miss me?”

      “I will miss you, Kip. Don’t think for a second I won’t.” Her hand runs over my cheek.

      I look down at her and wonder if she will accept my invitation if I give her one. I wonder if her family would give her hell if she did. They’re close and her brothers are crazy protective, and I don’t want to cause a rift between them. So I gaze at her and try to decide what the right thing is to do.

      But I’m just not sure!

      

      Part 4 Star Gazers

      

      Peyton

      Wind blows through our hair as we ride in my Jeep with the top off to take in a day of tubing one of the crystal clear rivers our fine state has and spend the night in my family’s tent. I’m letting Kip drive so that he can feel manly, something I really want him to feel like so he can protect me from all the night creatures that go along with tent camping.

      We packed up all the camping gear my parents use once a year. That was after my brothers all left to go back to their homes or they would’ve protested that I should never go alone anywhere with Kip or any other man.

      We have today and tomorrow then he has to go to Dallas, and he’s told me he has a surprise for me tomorrow when we go back to Austin. I suppose he wants to leave me with a ‘remember’ gift, not that I’ll ever forget Kip Dixon.

      I shake my head to throw off the melancholy I already feel with the thought that he and I can’t be like this forever. Free and happy with no cares. His hand touches my knee.

      “Penny for your thoughts, love.”

      I’m not about to bring his mood down with the truth so I offer up a little white lie, which is really closer to the truth than it is a lie. “I’ve never camped without my parents and I get really afraid at night when all the creatures of the woods come out. I’m not sure about this sleeping in a tent thing.”

      He takes my hand and gives it a light squeeze. “No worries, love. I’ll protect ya. I’ve taken on a croc before, I’m sure I can handle a few squirrels for you.”

      “And just how big was this croc you took on, Kip?” I ask as I know there’s no way it was a big one.

      “Size doesn’t matter when you’re talking about taking on a croc.” He gives me this look that says those things are dangerous in all sizes.

      “It was a baby one wasn’t it?” I ask with a giggle. “Did it bite you?”

      He laughs. “It nearly ripped my finger off!”

      “Your finger, huh? Sounds like a real monster. There’s some type of a creature in the area around the river we’re going to. Kinda like a bigfoot, but meaner, so the legend goes.” I look at him to see if he’s buying my story at all.

      “Oh, yeah?” he asks, but he seems not to be believing me.

      “Yeah, I’ll tell you all about the stories my parents used to tell me, but tonight around the campfire. It’s better that way,” I say and see the turn to go to the camp ground. “There it is, turn here.”

      

      “Finally!” he says. “We’ve been on the road for two hours. Is every blasted thing in this state so far away?”

      “Afraid so,” I say as we pull up to the entrance. “Now we get to see if we can figure out how to set the tent up.”

      “I’m sure we can, I’m no idiot, Peyton,” he says as he pulls his sunshades up and looks at me with those deep blue eyes.

      “I know you’re not,” I say and squeeze his hand. “I trust you.”

      He smiles and my heart melts a little. “I guess we go inside and get our site number, huh?” I nod and he jumps out and comes to my side and picks me up off the seat as I giggle like a little girl. “Come on, love, let’s get this camping thing going.”

      I feel like Jane in a Tarzan movie!

      

      Kip

      I amazed Peyton by putting the tent up right the first time. She kept telling me to read the directions and was positive I was doing it wrong, but in the end it stayed up so I proved to her that directions are for idiots.

      Floating down the river on large tubes, I pull a couple of cans of beer out of the small ice chest I brought along and hand her one. She pops the top and takes a sip.

      “There’s nothing like floating in this cold water and drinking a cold beer on a hot summer afternoon,” she says, as she looks up at the sky.

      Her little foot with pink polish on her toenails runs through a rope around my tube, keeping us from floating away from each other. Unable to resist it any longer, I pick it up and pull her closer as I rub her foot. “It is relaxing.”

      She leans her head on the headrest and says, “Mmmhmm. It is.”

      Natural springs run out from the sides of the small cliffs along the river. A doe drinks from the water just ahead of us and I whisper, “Look there, love, a dear. We’re going to go right past it.”

      She lifts her head and looks. “How sweet.”

      We pass the deer and it looks right at me. No fear at all. I find myself taking Peyton’s hand in mine and feel a spark run through me. Everything is so beautiful, and she fits in wonderfully with it all.

      I kiss her hand and she looks at me and smiles. “So, do you like?”

      I nod. “Very much, this was a great idea.”

      Laying her head back, she says, “It was, thanks for coming.”

      My mind goes to later on tonight in the tent and I feel a warm sensation run through me as I will finally be able to hold her all night long and see her first thing in the morning and I can’t wait. I wish I could pin point what it is about her that makes her so damn appealing to me.

      She’s one-hundred percent natural. Pretty, smart, and knows how to have fun. We’ve only today and tomorrow then I have to get back on the road and the tour which will take us away from each other, unless I can get her to come with me. At this point I have no idea of what she’ll tell me.

      The fact is I’m afraid to even ask, because if she tells me no, I know it’ll bring me down and I want every second with her to be great. I suppose I’ll wait until just before I have to leave.

      I pray she says yes!

      

      Her head lifts. “Do you hear that?” she asks.

      “What?” I ask as I’ve been distracted by my thoughts.

      “The water?” she says and sits up somewhat tensely. “It’s the first waterfall. Should we go down it or walk around?” She looks at me.

      “How should I know?” I say and sit up a bit tensely myself now that she seems so damn nervous all of a sudden. “Peyton, you’re the one who’s been down this river a million times. What do you usually do?”

      “I haven’t been down here in the last three years. It might be all different now. But I used to get out and walk around with Mom while Dad and my brothers went down it. They always told me I was being a baby. So what do you think we should do?”

      “Hell, that’s easy. If they could do it so can we. No worries,” I say and run my foot under the rope of her tube. “I won’t let you go, love.”

      She starts untying her rope and mine then ties them together. “I’m not taking the chance of your foot or mine slipping. I’m tying us together.”

      “You were so relaxed a second ago. It’s just water, Peyton, if we fall off we just get back on.”

      She looks as me and laughs. “Have you tubed a river before?”

      “Well, no, but how hard can this be?” I ask. “No one would do it if it was truly horrible.”

      With a small smile, she says, “Okay then, let us see how this goes. Don’t let me drown, please.”

      

      The water starts to move us faster towards the now roaring sound of the water as it falls over some very large boulders. It does look ominous and we can hear other people scream as they disappear once they get to the first, large rock. Her hand has mine in a death grip and I see sweat sprout on her forehead.

      We both have on sunglasses so I can’t see her eyes, but I bet they’re wide and full of fear, poor girl. “It’s going to be fun, love.”

      She gives me a quick glance then she begins to back pedal with her hand. “Crap! It’s sending me down first! Shit! Kip!”

      Then, BOOM, she goes over the first boulder and I’m pulled right along with her as our tubes hit the smoothed rocks and sends us down through a tunnel of the monster sized things. Some soft and some hard bumps we go through as Peyton screams I’m sure her eyes are closed tight as there really is nothing to be afraid of. It’s a fun ride.

      I laugh as she screams and we’ve made it through the fall and are slowing back down. She stops screaming and starts to laugh as she looks at me. “We lived!” she shouts and lets my hand out of her death grip and holds it up for a high five.

      I meet her hand in the air and wrap her hand back up in mine and give it a kiss. “Damn it, you were a wreck,” I tell her as we drift along the back to peaceful river.

      “I guess I don’t do well in tense situations.” She smiles and takes a long drink of her beer.

      I think if she smoked, she’d be lighting up after that little upset. “How many more falls are there?”

      She shrugs. “There were five more, but like I said, it’s been years since I’ve been here, so it’s a mystery really.”

      “There’s one near where we set up the tent, so we have at least one more to go through, think you can take it?” I ask as I give her a smile.

      “Maybe, since you’re with me,” she says. “I’ve never went down one before, but I feel safe with you for some odd reason.”

      She feels safe with me!

      

      Peyton

      We made it all the way back to our campsite and somehow I lived through five waterfalls. Me screaming through each one as Kip laughed his ass off at me. This is the first time I’ve ever been without my parents and brothers on this river and I find myself enjoying it even more than I ever did when I was a kid. Somehow Kip seems to make everything better.

      Someone had put up a little rock wall, making a natural small area of semi-deep water right at the edge of the water where we put our tent up. I lie back on Kip as my legs float out in front of me and he holds me loosely in his strong arms. His lips touch the top of my head and he moves his hand to stroke my stomach. In the nearly freezing water, my stomach heats up with the movement of his hand.

      I twist in his arms and he leans down, placing his lips on mine and I wrap my arms around his neck and pull myself up to sit on his lap. The cold water runs over us as I go all hot inside.

      He doesn’t know it yet, as I want to be sure about it before I let him in on this, but I brought a box of condoms and I think tonight will be the night for me, for us. He has to leave soon and I’ve found myself thinking that I’ll be eternally pissed at myself if I don’t give myself to him.

      Even if we never see each other again after tomorrow, I’ll have that memory to keep. His hand slides down my back and over my hip, squeezing it as he pulls me closer to him. His tongue flows over mine and mine his as I run my tongue over every bit of his mouth memorizing it. I want to keep every kiss, every touch in my memory forever.

      “Look, Mommy, they’re kissing!” a kid shouts as he and his large family pass us by and I pull my mouth from Kip’s as I laugh and blush.

      “This isn’t like me,” I say. “You have me acting so unlike myself.”

      His hand touches my chin and he whispers, “Good.” Then his mouth is back on mine and my heart flutters as he claims me in front of the people who float past us.

      With a gap in the flow of river traffic, I move my legs to straddle him and feel that even in the cold water, he’s managed to get a pretty great erection going, and it surprises me how large and hard it is and my mind goes to if I bought condoms that will fit him.

      The sun is beginning to set and the smell of wood burning as other campers start their camp fires creeps into my senses. And Kip’s too I guess as he pulls his mouth from mine very reluctantly. “I suppose I should start us a fire before it gets dark.”

      “I’ll help you,” I say and get off him, so he can stand up.

      He starts to get up then hesitates. “Hmm. I better wait a few seconds before I go standing up. You’ve left me at attention.”

      I blush and giggle as I walk up the bank to grab a towel from our campsite. After a minute, Kip gets up and comes up to me as I blot the water from my cold skin with the towel. His arms wrap around me and in an instant I’m no longer cold. “Ready to make a fire, love?”

      

      He’s already got one going on inside of me!

      Kip

      Darkness fell quickly once the sun set and small fires glow here and there around us. Everyone is quiet, and the night is ultra-peaceful as Peyton and I lie on a blanket near our campfire and look up at the night sky. “There’s another one,” she says as she points to a falling star.

      “There are supposed to be many more after midnight, I heard on the news this morning,” I say.

      “A meteor shower, yeah I heard that too,” she says and snuggles her head down on my chest.

      “The river water smells good on you,” I tell her as I breathe in the smell of her damp hair. “You smell like that and the slightest hint of sunshine. You remind me of what summer really is.”

      

  




“You can’t smell sunshine,” she says with a giggle. “You, smell like the river water and the smoke from the fire which I love.”

      

      Love! Now there’s a word I want to try out and see if she thinks so too!

      Only two days and I feel like this is real, what she and I have. I kiss the top her head and give her shoulders a quick squeeze. “I love the way you smell too.”

      Okay, that was a step, but not quite far enough.

      

      She giggles and her breath tickles the fine hairs on my chest as she does. I left my shirt off to entice her into wanting me as she has access to my defined abs I’ve worked so hard on. Her finger runs along the lines on my stomach as she says, “I love the way you roast a hot dog too. You are quite the master of making hotdogs and s’mores, I have to admit.”

      “Well, I love the way you set up this little campsite we have here with the small cup of wild flowers you picked while I made the fire.” I stroke her back.

      She eases her leg over mine and I can feel her soft inner thigh on mine and it nearly takes my breath away. “I love how sweet you are and how easy it is to be with you.”

      “I love that about you as well,” I say, then I close my eyes and make myself say it. “I love you, Peyton.”

      My heart stops beating as I wait to see if she’s going to jump up and run. She sighs deeply and now I’m about to start sweating as I’m more nervous than ever that she’s about to go into a long spiel about how we only have a couple of days and love isn’t a thing we can have.

      Her lips kiss my chest and she says, “I love you too, Kip.”

      Did I hear her right?

      I open my eyes just in time to see two stars fall out of the sky, leaving long trails of light behind them. “So, we love each other then.”

      “Seems so,” she says. Another kiss she places on my chest and I turn over, lying her back down on the blanket.

      She looks up at me, her light brown eyes are nearly green as they sparkle with the light of the fire. Her skin is bronze from the sun today and her lips are pink and begging to be kissed.

      “I love you,” I tell her again and she smiles.

      “So I’ve heard.” She winks. “You ever tell any girl that before?”

      I shake my head. “Have you?”

      She shakes her head too then wiggles her finger at me to move in closer. I do as she requests and her hand cups the back of my neck as she pulls my lips to hers. They’re soft and supple and part to let me in. I kiss her softly and savor the moment. I never want to forget this moment when we let each other know how we really feel.

      Her hands run over my bare back and I move over her, my knee spreading her legs apart. She opens them and I push my body onto hers and grind into her. She moans and her chest vibrates under mine.

      She pulls her mouth from mine. “We should take this inside the tent. That little boy may be camping somewhere near us and tattle on us again,” she says.

      I’d like to do this right here, beneath the stars, but she’s right, that kid is a menace. I stand up and pick her up as she giggles. I whisper, “I brought a whole box of condoms, love.”

      

      Her eyebrows lift and I find myself worried she’s about to really let me down. “So did I!”

      Whew! That was close!

      

      “Great minds think alike!”

      I lie her on the tall, queen size, blow up mattress. She bites at her lip as I reach down and untie her bathing suit top. Her bottoms have ties too and I untie them as well. “Never thought in a million years I’d lose my virginity on my parents’ blow up mattress. Think they’ll be mad?”

      “Don’t tell them and they won’t,” I say with a chuckle. “What happens at camp stays at camp.”

      She giggles too until I drop my trunks. Her eyes go wide and her hand covers her mouth.

      “Is that going to fit?” she asks as she points to my generous manhood.

      “Shit! I hope so,” I say as I pull her bathing suit away from her body and gaze at it. “Damn it, you’re gorgeous, Peyton.”

      

      She smiles and wiggles that finger at me again. I comply and press my lips to hers as I ease onto the mattress. Her side rises a bit and her body turns, coming flush up against mine. I run my hand over her curvy hip and pull it towards me.

      My dick is hard and wants to be inside her so damn bad. I have to remember that she’s never done this before. I have to go slow and be sure she’s more than ready for what I have to give her. Slowly I move my mouth from hers and to her neck as she runs her hands over my back.

      “You have so many muscles,” she says as her hands go over my arms. “Your arms alone make me want you.”

      I smile against the soft flesh of her neck, then trail kisses down it and over her chest, stopping only for a moment to nip and suck on one breast. Then I continue my journey down to the promise land. She sucks in her breath as my lips touch the little bud that only mine have ever touched and I smile at that knowledge.

      

      This is uncharted territory and I’m about to put my mark all over it. A sudden animal instinct flows through me and I look up at her to find her eyes closed. “Peyton,” I say and she opens her eyes and looks at me. “You are mine, do you understand that? Never do I want you to allow anyone else to touch you like you’re letting me.”

      She smiles. “Okay, Neanderthal.”

      I bite the inside of her leg hard enough to make her squirm. Then look up again. “I’m serious.”

      Her eyes go dark and she smiles again. “I can see that. I’m yours, no one else will ever have what you do.” Her hand strokes my cheek softly and my heart pounds.

      I cannot believe how intense I feel about her. If I ever lose her, it will devastate me. I keep my eyes on hers as I kiss her clit softly and her eyes close as she lies her head back and makes a soft moan. Running my tongue up and down her wet folds, I find them both hot and inviting. Her hands tangle in my hair as I push her knees up to gain better access to her delectable goodies.

      Slowly I run my tongue into her. She’s tight as hell and I wonder how she’s going to take me. Running my tongue back up to her clit, I push one finger into her, moving it in and out, stretching her some. She groans and I add another finger, making her arch up.

      I know I have to get her wet, entirely wet, so I run my tongue up and down, tapping at her clit with every stroke. Her legs begin to quiver and her hands hold me to her as she begins to make a small squeal. Then she squeezes my fingers inside her and pulses all around them as she arches her body up and writhes under me.

      Pulling away from her, I grab a condom from the box on the floor and put it on quickly.

      Here it goes!

      

      Peyton

      Already I can barely breathe as my body comes apart under his mouth and fingers. What will his dick do to me?

      He’s put on the condom and lies on top of me, his weight somehow comforting. The large tip of his dick I can feel on the edge of my vagina. “This is going to hurt, isn’t it?” I ask him.

      He kisses me then answers, “It might.”

      I look away and bite my bottom lip. “Okay,” I take a deep breath. “Okay, you can do it now.”

      Slowly he pushes into me and it seems not to be going in. He kisses my neck and I relax as his warm mouth bites at my skin. My head goes light as he nips and sucks. His dick goes in some and it’s warm and it burns a little, but not like a bad burn.

      My mind refocuses on what’s going on downstairs and I tense up a little. Then he bites my neck hard and my stomach clenches as I instinctively arch my body up to his and he pushes into me a bit more. The heat is white hot and I scream a little with the pain.

      “Fuck!” I say between my clenched teeth. I rake my nails over his back and he kisses me from one side of my neck to the other and then bites the other side as he slips in further and I cry out with the pain and slap the bed. “Jesus!”

      A tear runs down my cheek as the burning sensation continues. He’s still on top of me, then he kisses me slowly and softly back up my cheek and his mouth lands on mine and takes me away from the pain as his tongue strokes mine gently. A little harder and a little harder until his tongue is hard in my mouth. Then he pushes all the way in and I arch up to him and scream, but his mouth stifles my cries.

      He stays still inside me for a minute, but keeps his kiss hard and demanding. His hands come up and he grabs two handfuls of my hair and pulls them, then pulls nearly all the way out of me and slams back into me. I scream again, only to be stifled by his hard kiss.

      

      Over and over he slams into me as white hot heat burns me inside, then it begins to go away and he slips easily in and out of me and I stop screaming and start moaning as it switches to something else entirely. It changes to wanton desire as I arch up to meet every hard thrust.

      My heart pounds and I can think of nothing, save him and how he makes me feel like I’m on a cloud, floating away with him. My stomach tenses up as I feel all shaky inside then I’m falling apart even more so than when I came undone under his mouth. I pull my mouth from his as I struggle to breathe. “Kip! Fuck! God! Kip!”

      My legs shake and I pound on his back as he stiffens and lets out a loud breath. “God damn it!” he moans as he rocks back and forth. I can feel him pulsing inside me.

      Thank God he had on a rubber or he’d have knocked my ass up for sure!

      

      Kip

      Crickets chirp as Peyton sleeps next to me, my arms wrap around her as she makes the smallest snore I’ve ever heard. Everything about her I find I love. As I hold her to me, I have no idea how I am ever going to be able to stop. I want her with me from now on. I never want to sleep another night without her in my arms.

      Now I’m even more afraid to ask her to join me on the road, because if she won’t I don’t know what I’m going to do. I need her now, like I’ve never needed anyone. It’s almost unfair how much I need her.

      A little while ago, she had to leave me to go across the way to the restroom and the bed felt cold and lonely without her in it. I don’t know what has happened to me. I was the rock star who played the field, never looking to settle down.

      It’s completely crazy how quickly things have changed and thankfully it seems they’ve changed for Peyton as well.

      She loves me!

      

      A nice, normal girl loves me. It’s so unbelievable! I have something more that I want to give her now and I wonder how she’ll take it. I wonder if she wants the same thing I want. I find myself afraid to ask her anything.

      If she turns me down, I feel I might break apart inside. As if the word, ‘no’ could really hurt someone, but somehow if it comes from her sweet lips I feel as if it will devastate me.

      An odd scratching sound comes from the edge of the tent and as I listen to what it might be, Peyton springs to life in my arms, sitting straight up in the bed.

      “What’s that?” she whispers, her eyes wide and full of fear.

      I pull her back to lie down, wrapping my arm around her and pulling her to lie her head on my chest.

      “Don’t worry, it can’t get in whatever it is.”

      “You don’t know that.” She shivers a little. “Everything out here has sharp claws and teeth.”

      

      The sound gets a little louder and moves to another part of the tent. Whatever the little creature is, it definitely wants in.

      “Shoo,” I say.

      It claws at the tent worse. I guess it wants to meet us.

      “Kip, make it go away,” Peyton whines.

      “I did not see you as a girl who gets scared over a little rodent,” I say as I get up and kick at the place in the tent where the thing is scratching at it.

      My foot hits it and it snorts and makes a grunting sound and pushes back at me. “Well, look at that crap!” I pull on my trunks and go to unzip the tent only to find Peyton wrapped around me.

      “No!” she whisper-shouts. “It might get in and it sounds big. I bet it’s a bear.”

      “There are no bears here,” I tell her as I put my hands on her narrow shoulders and place her back on the bed. “I know because I asked the park ranger about all the animals we could expect to encounter here and no bears were mentioned.”

      “Probably because he was afraid we would leave,” she hisses.

      

      The thing pushes at the tent again and I quickly unzip the door and step out to see about fifteen wild hogs gathered around our campsite, munching out on the bag of marshmallows that we had left out. One looks up with a chocolate candy bar in its mouth. Large tusks come up on either side of its mouth and I’m glad Peyton can’t see them or she’d freak.

      “What is it?” she asks from the confines of the tent.

      I stomp and clap and the damn things just look at me. “Go on! Get out of here!” I wave my arms.

      The one closest to me makes a loud snort and takes a step towards me. Peyton peeks out the door and sees the animals. She makes a shrieking sound that curdles my blood and sends the pigs running for their lives. I turn and smile at her as she continues to belt out the loud scream.

      “You can stop now. You scared them away. Great job, sweetheart!”

      

      Her face is pale and I see quite a few flashlights come on at other campsites. She moves back from the door so I can come back inside.

      “That was a pack of wild hogs, Kip. Why did you stay out there with them? They could have ripped you to shreds.”

      I put my arm around her and she’s shaking like a leaf. I laugh. “They were more worried about eating your chocolate bars and the marshmallows than bothering me.”

      “They ate my chocolate?” she asks with a high squeak in her voice. “The bastards!”

      Dropping my trunks I climb back into the bed and laugh. “You crack me up, love.”

      “Well, the next time an animal comes up here, don’t go out there like that. You scared me half to death.” She cuddles up to my side and takes in a deep breath.

      “Okay, let’s go back to sleep then. Surely your shriek scared every living creature out of these woods for the rest of this night anyway.” I kiss her forehead. “Tell me how many times you’ve screamed today.”

      “Way too many,” she says then she leaves a soft kiss on my chest. “Except for the good screams. You can’t have too many of those.”

      “No, you can’t.” I agree and tighten my arm around her shoulders.

      

      Peyton

      Little kisses wake me up as birds chirp in the cool morning air. I stretch and yawn. I’m not a morning person and we’ll see if Kip still loves me after this. I left a bottle of water on the floor on my side of the bed and reach out and take a long drink. He holds his hand up for me to give him a drink and I hand it to him. He finishes it off and puts the empty bottle on the floor.

      I wipe my eyes and lie back and smell coffee coming from another nearby camp sites. “Yuk, coffee,” I say.

      “It smells good,” Kips says and pulls me back to him.

      A hard lump presses against my butt as his hand runs over my stomach and he kisses the back of my neck.

      “I hate waking up to that smell, it reminds me of my parents’ house.”

      “Don’t worry, I go out and get my coffee so it’ll never wake you up at our house,” he says and runs his hand up to grab a handful of boob. A gentle squeeze he gives it.

      The words he said are not lost on me. “Our house?”

      “Umm, hmm…,” he moans as he runs his hand back down to stroke my personal pleasure spot and my stomach tightens immediately.

      

      Heat fills me and I find myself pressing my back against his front as I stretch out and move my leg a little to give him better access to me. The pressure at my rear grows, and he moves back and forth against it.

      He turns me onto my back and smiles down at me. His soft hair flows over his tanned cheeks, stubble covers his handsome face and my heart beats hard at just how perfect he is. “Mornin’ love.”

      “Good morning to you,” I say with a smile. “I’ve never had a good morning. Most suck.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” he whispers and kisses me lightly on the lips.

      My arms go around his neck and pull him closer to me. His body moves over mine and as he lowers himself to me, I spread my legs to allow him in. My body hurts, but it’s the best kind of pain that I’ve ever felt.

      The large tip of his cock touches the tender edges of my vagina and I stiffen at the sensations. He pulls his mouth from mine and looks at me. “This will get better with time, love, I promise.”

      He kisses me again, but hard this time and slides into me as I moan and try not to think about how much it burns. I feel raw and the first few strokes send tears streaming down my cheeks. Slow, hot kisses he trails from my mouth down my cheek and to the juncture between my shoulder and neck. Soft nips he gives me as he slowly slides in and out of me.

      His teeth bite my flesh which is beginning to feel hot under his mouth. My body aches for him and I arch up to meet every stroke as he fills me completely.

      “Oh, baby, you feel so damn good,” he moans against my neck as he makes long strokes that make my stomach flutter.

      His body is hot and sweat makes our bodies slip against each other and our breaths grow ragged and his is so hot on my neck. His chest slides back and forth against mine and the little hairs on his rub my nipples, making them hard. His body pushes mine into the mattress which seems to be losing air with every thrust he makes.

      Harder he pounds into me and the air seems to push from my lungs as he moves faster. I can’t think about anything but him and how damn hot he is as he looks at me, watching me for my reaction to what he’s doing. I grab a handful of his silky hair and pull his face to mine and kiss him.

      His tongue darts into my mouth and moves the same way his large, hard dick is moving in and out of me. Little quakes start deep inside me and I’m falling apart before I know it. Then so is he as he pushes hard and fast and pulls his mouth from mine as he lets it all go and moans, “God, Peyton, I love you.”

      Heat fills me as my body pulses around his. He groans as he falls onto me, his full weight on me and I love it. I love the way it seems to envelop my entire body, making me feel as if we are one and the same.

      

      Sticky wetness is what I feel as he makes small strokes until we both stop pulsing against each other. He kisses me behind the ear. “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you,” I tell him then kiss the top of his shoulder.

      As we lie here in complete satisfaction, a tiny cry creeps into our tent. Some woman shushes the baby and my wheels begin spin. He looks at me and smiles then kisses me again.

      “Isn’t this a nice way to start the day, love?”

      I narrow my eyes at him and say, “I feel a lot different than the three times we did this last night. I feel wet and sticky. Why is that?”

      I know why, but I want him to tell me. His eyes go wide.

      “Shit! I forgot to put one on.”

      He rolls off me and grabs a towel and begins to wipe me off as if that’s going to help a damn thing.

      “Stop!” I shout. “Just stop, it’s too late and that won’t help anyway. Shit, Kip!”

      I grab my bathing suit and tie it back and then pick up my bag full of toiletries and unzip the tent door.

      “Where are you going?” he asks.

      “To take a shower,” I say then walk out, pissed beyond all reason.

      

      Kip

      I’ve fucked up and Peyton is not talking to me as we drive back to Austin. She’s scared shitless about my little slip up, but I can’t really understand why. She won’t talk to me about it and I find it odd.

      Reaching over, I run my hand over her knee. “Where’s that smile my summer girl had all day yesterday?”

      Her head snaps to look at me. “Your summer girl?”

      “I didn’t mean anything bad by that. Why the attitude, love?” I pull my hand from her knee as I fear she may attempt to break it.

      “Why the attitude?” her arms fly up in the air and I see the person in the car next to us on the freeway look over at her. “No reason, Pop Rock, my little summer lover. No damn reason at all!”

      “Summer lover?” I ask and start to think she must think this is just temporary which I don’t want at all. “This is much more than that, Peyton. I thought you understood that.”

      “All I really understand is that you have to leave tomorrow and my life is supposed to begin and now, well now it may be out of my hands.” She looks away from me and as she does I see a tear trail down her pink cheek from under her sunglasses.

      “Don’t cry, love. I’ve been wanting to ask you something and was afraid to, but I will now so you’ll understand.” I wipe the tear away and take her chin to make her look at me. “I want us to be exclusive.”

      “Okay, so that’s great and all, but are we to have a long-distance relationship. One where you get mobbed by women who throw themselves at you constantly and I’m supposed to sit back at home and pretend you won’t ever do a thing with any of them. Even though your band mates set your ass up all the time?” She jerks her head out of my grasp and looks away again.

      “I want you to come with me. That’s what I wanted to show you, I want to buy a bus for just you and me.” I take her hand and kiss it. “I don’t want to spend another night without you, love.”

      Slowly she turns to look at me. “Are you being serious?”

      “Completely,” I answer and smile.

      

      Her face still holds no smile, nor a frown either so that’s good, I think. She pulls her shades down and looks at me. “Kip, did it ever occur to you that I have a career to start my own self?”

      “You can write anywhere, pet,” I say.

      “I have an interview with an agent at the end of June. I have to be around to make it to that. Where is it you’ll be at the end of June, might I ask?” Her lips are pressed tightly together and wrinkles form around her mouth.

      “Washington state, but you can fly back to make that meeting.” I look at her and my heart starts to grow fluttery in my chest as she seems like she’s going to tell me no and that may very well end me.

      “So, you really think my family is going to go along with this. I just met you, and there is no way in hell my family will allow me to run off with you after knowing you three damn days!” She looks away again.

      My heart stops beating. “But, I love you and you told me that you love me. Do you really or was it what you thought I wanted to hear?”

      Her head slowly turns back, and she reaches out and strokes my cheek. “I do love you, that wasn’t a lie. But, Kip, we can’t run off together. My family would completely flip out.”

      I may completely flip out if I have to leave her behind!

      

      “I don’t want to be without you,” I tell her and hope she can wrap her head around it. “Did you not love waking up in my arms? Because I loved it, Peyton. I don’t want to spend one night without you.”

      “Of course I loved it, Kip. Don’t think I didn’t, but the reality is we have very different lives and families. Mine won’t understand or allow it,” she says then places her hands in her lap and starts to lace and unlace her fingers nervously.

      “You are no child, Peyton. You can do what you want to. If you’re worried they’ll cut off any money they give you, don’t be. I have more than enough to take care of you,” I say and wish to retract my words and say it very differently as her face goes red.

      Her voice goes nearly as high as when she screamed about the wild hogs.

      “Take care of me! Now, see here, mister, I am not a person who wishes to be taken care of by a man. I want to make my own living and my own way in this world. My parents and brothers have ran me and now I want the chance to run my own life. Not switch from them to you.”

      “Jesus, Peyton, you don’t have to yell. You can talk to me, tell me what you want in life and I can help you. I’m not trying to take a thing from you, only help you out. Once you start selling books you will have your own money.” I pause and look over at her as she starts to bite at her fingernails.

      “They won’t let me go with you,” she says. “And what about what you did to me?”

      “What I did to you?” I ask as I pull off on the exit to my hotel.

      Her arms fly around again. “Yeah, Romeo, you came inside me. You may have knocked my ass up. So what are we going to do about that?”

      

      I laugh and run my hand along her taut jawline. “Marry me, love. I want no other. No one else can make me feel like you do.”

      Her head turns slowly towards me and I hope she smiles. “I’m not marrying the first guy I’ve ever fucked.”

      My world stops turning and my heart blows apart. “Fucked?” I ask nearly breathlessly.

      “Made love to,” she says callously. “Whatever you want to call it. You’ve had tons of sex with countless women. I have you and that’s all. I have nothing to compare that to. What I felt with you may be what I feel with someone else as well. How do I know it’s you who I’m meant to be with for the rest of my life?”

      “How do you know it’s not?” I ask and feel shell shocked.

      I thought she loved me…

      

      Peyton

      Kip drags me up to his hotel room to talk. He seems to think he can convince me to completely upset my family and go on tour with him. He holds me tight around my waist as we get off the elevator and low and behold his band mate, Bobby, is walking out of his room with a hot redhead under his arm.

      Once she sees Kip, she breaks away from Bobby and smiles at Kip. “Hi, we’ve been waiting to party with you, Kip. Where have you been?”

      I look up at him as I see a grimace move over his face. “You know her?” I ask.

      “No, I don’t.” Kip looks at Bobby. “Keep your piece in check, mate.”

      Bobby grabs the girl by her wrist. “Can’t you see he’s with someone? Are you dense?”

      “See, I told you that’s how things will be, Kip,” I snap.

      Bobby stops and looks at me. “Why are you talking to him like that, girl?”

      “Don’t,” Kip says and pulls me as he walks away from Bobby who looks back at us.

      “Whipped already, bloke?” he shouts.

      Kip shoots the finger at him before he opens his door. I look back to see Bobby shaking his head as he wraps his arm around the cheap tramp and walks away.

      “That’s exactly why this won’t work out,” I say as he leads me inside.

      He shuts the door and pushes me against it. “Come with me. Then we will be together all the time and those groupies that bother me will disappear.”

      

      His breath is hot on my face and he looks nearly desperate.

      “I can’t.”

      His forehead leans against mine. “Peyton, I need you. I’ve never needed anyone, but I need you, baby.”

      “Look, we can try to make this work, but I can’t go with you. I have to get my own life going,” I tell him.

      “And I want that life to be interlocked with mine,” he says as he runs his hand over my cheek. “I love you, I want you with me.”

      “My, God, you’re intense,” I say. “Who does what you’re asking me to do, Kip?”

      “I don’t care what other people do.” He pushes his body against mine and kisses me hard. My arms run around him almost instinctively and I kiss him back. He pulls his mouth away, leaving me gasping for air. “I’ll get you a ring and take you back to your parents’ house and ask you father if I can marry you, if that will help you to decide to stop being a baby and come with me.”

      

      “A baby!” I push at his chest for him to let me go, but he doesn’t. “It’s not being a baby to not run off with you!”

      “Sorry, poor choice of words,” he says and tries to kiss me again.

      “Look, just let me go and I’m going to take off. I need to think and I can’t seem to do that when I’m around you,” I say as I push him away.

      I grab my car keys and open the door. One look back at him and I nearly stop, but I know where that will leave me so I walk out, closing the door behind me.

      

      Part 5 Lone Star

      

      Peyton

      The soda burns as it goes down my dry throat. The pill I swallow is bitter in more ways than one. With a quick stop at the pharmacy nowhere near my tiny town with all its nosey people, I made a decision to play it more than safe after Kip made his little mistake.

      The man is insane!

      

      I had the best time ever, and I do mean ever. Then he went and spoiled the day with reckless abandonment as he forgot his responsibility in the birth control process. I’m brand new to this stuff and he’s the pro, so I’m totally blaming his ass.

      I’m pissed at him for a few reasons. Number one, he can’t be trusted to use a condom every time, and that’s a big deal to me. Number two, he wants me to run off and join him on his tour. Number three, his dick of a band mate, Bobby, seems to think it’s his job to keep trampy whores around for the whole band’s pleasure.

      Only mere seconds after swallowing the pill my cell lights up and Kip’s name shines at me. It’s the third time he’s called in the last forty-five minutes. I pick up the phone and swipe it.

      “What?”

      “Hello, love,” he says, sweetly. “Look, I know why you’re mad and I get it, I do. It’s really not a problem, if we end up pregnant I’ll be over the moon. Don’t you worry.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” I say as I look in the rear-view mirror and see tears running out from underneath my dark sunglasses.

      Damn it! Why in the hell am I crying?

      

      “But I want you to know what I feel and that I’ll be there for you. I want to always be there for you, no matter what, love.” His voice sounds so sweet, and he seems so damn honest.

      I break into sobs and hang up the phone. It lights up and I reject the call and cry as I make my way home alone and shaky as I have no idea of what the right thing to do is anymore.

      The idea of going on tour with Kip on our own private bus is something most women dream a rock star would invite them to do. Not me though. I don’t want to upset my family who still thinks of me as a little girl. One who can’t possibly be in an adult relationship.

      Seems that they were right. I trusted a man to make sure we were protected, and that didn’t work at all. It’s my job to be sure I don’t get pregnant, and I went ahead and made the decision to have sex with Kip way too quickly.

      A naïve idiot, I am. My phone lights up again and I answer it since I’ve quit sobbing and only tears pour from my eyes, making things blurry and I really should pull over anyway until I straighten myself up. I pull into a gas station parking lot and answer the phone.

      

      “What?”

      “Love, why are you crying?” he asks.

      “No reason, Kip,” I shout. “No reason at all. Anyway, you have nothing to worry about. I stopped at a pharmacy and made sure your little slip up won’t affect us for the rest of our lives.”

      Silence is all I get in response. “I see,” he finally says. “Well, it is your body after all, isn’t it?”

      “It’s my body, my life, and my brothers who will try to kill you if I didn’t do that. So, yeah, you’re welcome.” I wipe my eyes and can see again so I pull back onto the road that will lead me home.

      “Peyton, you’re twenty-four years old! Not a damn child!” he says a lot more loudly than he has been talking. “Go home and take a bath and get your hot ass dressed in a nice dress. Pack an overnight bag and I’ll be there in a few hours. I have some things I want you to have then I’m taking you out to somewhere expensive for dinner and back to my hotel room to spend the night with me.”

      “Are you crazy?” I ask as I take the exit to get to my house.

      “Yes I am. You’re making me that way.”

      “What am I supposed to tell my parents?” I ask.

      “Not a damn thing. I’m going to tell them. I want to teach you how easy it is to act as if you’re grown-up and can make your own damn decisions. Which you are badly in need of learning. So I’ll be there around five. Be ready.”

      He’s hung up before I can tell him I don’t want to go anywhere. I want to lie on my bed and weep. He has no idea of how much I need my family’s approval. I always have. No matter how exciting I think it would be to run off with Kip, I can’t.

      

      Kip

      “Yeah, Pop, she’s gotten completely under my skin and I can’t stop thinking ‘bout her. I love her,” I tell my father over the phone as I drive the brand new Tesla Model S I had just bought for Peyton.

      “That’s the first time I’ve ever heard those words come out of your mouth, son,” my father says. “Don’t let her go. It won’t be easy to get it all going, but make it work, Kip.”

      My eyes wander for a split second to the tiny black box which sits in the passenger seat. “Do you think the things I’m going to give her are too much?”

      “Hell, no!” He assures me. “You’re rich, man. Her and her family need to realize that’s what rich people do. We spend extravagant amounts of money on those we love.”

      “Thanks, Pop. I’ll see you after the tour is over in February.”

      “Nope,” he says and I frown. “Your mother and I will be in L.A. for Christmas so we’ll see you then.”

      “Really? Not going to France?” I ask as they’ve done so for the last couple of decades.

      “Nah. We’re ready to change things up a bit. Frankly, since you’ve told me your big news, I’m glad your mother decided this. One day in the near future I hope we have some grandbabies to spend the holidays with,” he says and I laugh as I picture my long haired, rock star father holding a toddler on his lap.

      “Christmas will hold plenty of kids for you to practice on as I’ve invited a family I got to know while I was held over in Houston last week. They have a set of twins that will be around three years old then and a new baby is on the way and he’ll be here by then.”

      “That sounds fantastic. Your mother will love to get her hands on those babies. She’s been complaining about how her friends all have lovely grandchildren and she has none.” He laughs. “You know how she is. She has to have what everyone else does.”

      “Hopefully, Peyton will agree to come home with me for the month of December. We have the whole month free. You’ll love her, Pop, and so will Mum.”

      “I know we will, son. I have to go. I hear your Mum calling my name. Talk to you soon. Make sure you let us know what the girl says. Bye now.”

      “Bye, Pop,” I say and tap the button to end the call.

      

      My eyes roam all around the interior of this completely bad ass machine and I pray that Peyton will be as impressed with it as I am. I pull into her long drive and see her father outside watering a tree it seems he’s just planted.

      He looks at the car intently and then smiles when I get out. “Well, hey there, Kip.”

      “Good evening, Matt. I see you planted yourself a tree there,” I say as I go and shake his hand.

      “Yep, got me a pecan tree from the feed store today when I went to pick up some more cattle feed. I like pecans and someday I hope this one will make a few for me. If not, at least the grandkids will see some,” he says and I find it remarkable how both of our parents are going on about grandkids.

      “Matt,” I say as I fidget a bit nervously, something I don’t do.

      “Yeah, son?” he turns off the hose and drops it.

      “You see that car there?”

      “It’s a beauty. What kind is it?” he asks as we walk over to check it out.

      

      I open the back door and it lifts up like some kind of a space ship and he gives a long whistle in approval.

      “It’s a Tesla Model S. The safest automobile on the road to this date. It can do all kinds of things on its own, like park and change lanes when you turn the signal on. Plus it gets one hundred and two miles to one gallon of gasoline. It’s also electric and can run up to two hundred and seventy miles before you have to power it up again.”

      “Well, I’ll be dang,” he says as he peruses the interior.

      “Have a seat in the driver’s side, sir,” I say and open the door for him. I walk around to the passenger side and get in. “Start her up and take her for a spin.”

      He looks all over then at me. “How?”

      I point to where he needs to push, and he does. It starts up so quiet he doesn’t realize it’s on. “You can put it in gear now.”

      “Is it on?” He looks confused.

      “Yeah, just put it into gear and go,” I say and point to the shifter.

      He does and pulls away. “Boy, this thing is smooth. It’s a rental?”

      “I bought it today. Usually you have to order one of these, but this one just came in and they were going to use it in the showroom, but I added a little to the price and they let me have it.”

      “You added to the price?” He looks at me like I’m crazy. “Boy, you don’t never add to the price. You make them come down!”

      “Not with this car you don’t.” I laugh and watch him as his eyes light up as he looks at everything.

      “Well, I thought you were having to ride on a bus,” he says as he drives down the road. “I guess you’re going to ship it back to Hollywood.”

      “No, I’m giving it to your daughter,” I say and watch him intently for his reaction.

      He laughs and looks over at me. “You must really like her.”

      “I love her, sir,” I wait for his response.

      “So soon?”

      “Yes, sir.” I pull the small black box from my jacket pocket and open it to show him the engagement ring I bought her. “I’d like to ask her to marry me tonight at dinner. But only if you approve, sir.”

      

      A silvery shimmer shines in his light green eyes.

      “A bad ass car and that’s some ring there you got her. She’s our baby. Our last little chicken.” He looks me right in the eyes. “You think you can be good to her? I mean, your life is full of things that are very different from the life she’s known.”

      “I know that.” I smile. “I can be good to her. Making her happy is all I can think about. Keeping her safe was at the top of my mind as I researched what kind of car to get her.”

      “Safety is important,” he says. “Can’t say I even thought of that when her mother and I gave her that Jeep. Seems you have a pretty good head on your shoulders. I saw a picture of you when you’re all rock starred up. You do look different. Now that man I’d not give a yes to, but the man you are now, I have to say I do give my approval.”

      I let out my breath and smile. “You won’t be sorry, Matt. I swear it to you.”

      “Let me see that rock again,” he says with a smile. “Her mother is going to crap her pants over that.”

      I laugh and feel better already.

      

      Peyton

      Out the window, I look for Kip to drive up as he said he’d be here around five and it’s getting close to six. Some gorgeous, black car pulls up and my father gets out of the driver’s side.

      What the hell?

      

      I get up and go outside to see why Dad’s cool all of a sudden as I see Kip get out of the passenger side. I stop and realize he was letting my father drive his new rental. Dad won’t fall for that if he thinks that my parents will give him the okay to keep me at his hotel tonight.

      I packed a bag, but I doubt they’ll agree to let him keep me like that. I’m their baby, their last child, their favorite. I’m sure I am. No, they’ll never agree to anything he asks.

      Kip looks devastating in a black suit with a light blue shirt under it which makes his blue eyes pop. His smile is big and bright as he comes towards me. I can’t seem to take my eyes off him as he picks me up and spins me around.

      “Hello, love.” He drops a quick kiss on my cheek. “Did you miss me?”

      The way my heart’s pounding I can’t lie and say I didn’t. “I guess so.”

      

      He puts me down and laughs. “You guess, huh? Well, I missed you. Let’s go say hello to your mother then we’ll be on our way. I’ve made us reservations at supposedly the best five star restaurant in Austin. Have you heard of it? It’s called, Congress.”

      I nod as I’ve heard about that place and I know it’s expensive. “We don’t have to go there. It must be uber-expensive, Kip.”

      His arm goes around my waist and he gives my cheek another kiss. “Don’t ever let money stop you from doing anything. I have more than enough, so let me spoil you. Besides, this is our last night before I leave for Dallas tomorrow. I want it to be something you remember for the rest of your life.”

      “Okay then.”

      Mom’s eyes flash and she smiles. “Oh my! Don’t you two look amazing!” Kip lets me go and kisses my mother’s cheek and hugs her. “Oh, Kip, you’re such a sweetheart.”

      I roll my eyes at his over the top shenanigans with my parents. They’re still not going to tell him he can keep me overnight. “You got something to ask my parents, Kip?”

      He looks back at me and gives me his million dollar smile. “First, I want to show you what I bought you today. Come with us outside, Donna. You’ll like this too, I’m sure.”

      “How exciting!” Mom says as Kip takes her hand and places it in the crook of his arm then runs his other arm around my waist as he takes us back outside.

      “What a nice car you rented, Kip,” she says as we walk towards it, the gift inside it no doubt. “What kind is it?”

      “It’s only the safest car they make. It’s called a Tesla. It’s both electric and runs on gas.” He turns to me and looks me dead in the eyes. “And it’s no rental. I bought it for Peyton. It’s hers now.”

      “Shut up!” my mother and I say in unison.

      

      “Kip, this is too much,” I argue as my eyes scan the magnificent vehicle. “I can’t accept it.”

      My father’s voice comes from behind me, “Sure you can, sweetheart. It’s the safest thing on the road today.”

      My head jerks back to look at my father. “What? Are you kidding me, Dad? This thing has to be insanely expensive. I can’t accept it.”

      Kip’s hand pinches at my waist and it tickles a little. “Listen to your father, love. Don’t worry about how much it costs. The important thing is that you’re safe when you drive somewhere.”

      He opens the door and it is all dark leather and looks like the inside of a space ship. He opens a back door, and it really looks like a space ship. “Kip, this is too much.” I look around and really want to accept it, but it’s not in me to.

      

      “This is so nice, but…” His finger touches my lips stopping me.

      “Don’t answer me yet about it. Just let it sink in and then you can tell me if you don’t want it,” he says then kisses my cheek, taking my breath away.

      “Okay,” I say once his lips have left my cheek, I put my hand to where his lips have left as an electric current runs through it. “So, are you going to ask or what?”

      With a wink he says, “So Matt, what do you say to Peyton staying in Austin with me tonight? We have reservations at eight and that will take some time, then I’d like to take her to a club on Sixth Street for a little while. It’ll be much safer for her to stay at the hotel with me tonight. Don’t you agree?”

      My father’s smile I catch out of the corner of my eye. “It would. But Peyton I want you to know something, dear.”

      

      My brows raise as I look at Kip with an, I told you so expression, then I look at my father. “Yes, Daddy?”

      “Pumpkin, you do realize that your mother and I know you’re a grown woman now and completely capable of making your own decisions, right?” He wraps his arm around my mother and she smiles too.

      What has just happened?

      

      “No, I didn’t realize that, Daddy,” I say as my mouth feels dry and suddenly I feel like I’m at the edge of the nest and my parents are about to give me a shove.

      “Sure, sweetie,” Mom says. “Now go and have a good time with your boyfriend.”

      Kips gives me a squeeze and I find I’m light headed. “Let me go get the bag I packed.”

      They all stay outside and look at the car as I go inside. As I open my bedroom door I look around and see how much it remains the same as when I was in high school. A kitten poster still hangs on one wall and my light pink curtains and bedspread look like something a little girl would have in her bedroom.

      Is it me who’s been keeping myself in the baby position and not my family?

      

      Then it occurs to me that maybe my parents are ready to let me grow up, but what about my over-protective brothers?

      Surely once they see that Kip’s given me a car and has expectations of taking me away from them and their protection, they’ll make a fuss and demand that I leave him alone. I’ve never been able to make my own decisions. I had to fight to get a degree in Literary Arts. They all thought I needed to be majoring in business for some odd reason.

      I hold the bag in my hand and stand still as I look around. Someone clears their throat and I turn to see my mother standing in the doorway.

      

      “Peyton, what’s the holdup? Aren’t you excited to be going to that fancy restaurant and spending some time with that wonderful man who seems to be crazy about you?”

      “Kinda.”

      “Wow! Only kinda, Peytie!” She wraps her arm around my shoulders and walks with me out my door. “You’ve been sheltered, I know that, but don’t let life pass you by. If given great opportunities, take them. I see it in your eyes, baby girl. Fear. There’s no place for that. Let it go and see what happens with you and Kip. Don’t be afraid of what might happen. And please don’t think that we want to keep you from living and loving, we don’t.”

      “Okay, Mom,” I say, feeling shell shocked.

      Have all my thoughts about what my family would do if I take off with Kip been wrong?

      

      Kip

      “My parents are coming for Christmas, so you’ll get to meet them in December,” I tell Peyton as we go into the restaurant.

      “Who says I’ll be there?” she remarks as we’re led to the table.

      I wait for her to sit down then I take my chair and move it a bit closer to hers. After the host leaves, I lean near her. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

      “I might have something else going on. I have no idea of what my future holds.” She picks up the menu and looks it over. Her eyebrows raise as her finger runs over the price of the first item on the menu. “Lord, these prices are ridiculous!”

      “Don’t even look at those prices. Order anything you want,” I say and run my hand over her smooth thigh. The red dress she has on is a little on the short side, showing off her long, tan legs. I kiss the patch of exposed flesh behind her ear as she has her hair up. “You’re looking delicious tonight, love. I can’t wait to get you back to our room.”

      “It’s not ours, Kip. It’s yours. Is that red-headed bimbo still lurking the halls, looking for you?” Her eyes never leave the menu and her tone is sharp.

      “If you’d like to stay somewhere else, we can,” I say and run my hand up high on her thigh, then dip my hand between her legs. “It’s whatever you want, baby.” My thumb grazes her clit over her lace panties.

      My roving hand has caught her attention, and she smiles despite herself. Her breath draws in slowly. “I don’t know what I want, if you want to hear the truth.”

      “Let me help you decide then.” I look over at the menu first. “You want to try the prime rib, and the other thing you want is me.”

      

      My thumb action has her attitude changing rapidly as she leans close to me. Her lips so close to mine I find myself leaning to touch them. “What makes you so sure?”

      “The fact I can feel your heart pounding in your chest from here. Your pupils are wide, taking me in, and your mouth is quivering and you want to kiss me so badly.” I press my thumb to her clit hard and stop rubbing.

      “Oh, Pop Rock, what are you doing to me?” Her lips touch mine for only a second and I just about fall apart.

      Then she pulls away from me and her hand takes mine away from her sweet spot. But she plants a kiss right in the middle of my palm before she places it on her thigh. “You need me to go a little slower, baby?” I ask.

      Quietly she answers, “I’d rather not have an orgasm before we even have appetizers.”

      “Your loss, sweetheart,” I say with a smile. “Maybe between the appetizers and the entrée we can see what we can get accomplished then.”

      She laughs and pushes at my chest. “You’re silly.”

      

      Her eyes dance with her light laughter and she looks around the elegant room. “Tell me, are the 5 star restaurants in L.A. better compared to this one.”

      “There are some a lot fancier. New York has the really fancy ones,” I say and run my hand up and down her thigh.

      Her eyes run back up to meet mine. “Can I tell you something?”

      “Anything,” I say and take her hand and place a kiss on it.

      “My parents really threw me back there. I feel like I’m in a Twilight Zone episode. Their actions and the car you bought, it’s a lot to take in, and it’s sort of unbelievable to me.”

      “The day comes when every parent lets their children go. It’s normal, natural, and healthy.” I kiss her cheek as I can’t seem to keep my lips off her for any length of time. “I told my father about you.”

      Her cheeks go a shade of crimson and she giggles. “No you did not!”

      I nod. “I did and he can’t wait to meet you. He told me to never let you go.”

      

      “Why do you suppose he’d say such a thing about a plain old girl like me?” she asks with a frown.

      “Please never think of yourself as a plain old girl, you are anything but that. And he said that because I’ve never told him I was in love with anyone before.” The waiter brings us the bottle of wine I chose before they sat us down and I taste it then give him a nod and he fills our glasses.

      “Are you ready to order?” he asks.

      “If you’re having trouble deciding, love, I can order for us both,” I say as I see Peyton get a bit of a panicked look on her sweet face. She gives me a nod and I proceed. “We’ll both have the White Lobster Bisque, then the Prime Ribeye Cap, and for dessert, the Passion Fruit Mousse.”

      He makes a slight bow and rushes off. Peyton watches him then giggles. “You think I’ll like any of that stuff? I mean, where was the chicken fried steak and cream gravy? I thought you said this place was top of the line?”

      Her thigh I give a squeeze. “It is. And you’ll love everything I ordered.”

      Her eyebrows lift. “We’ll see.”

      “So the car, love. Do you like it?” I ask and see her smile.

      “What’s not to like? It’s gorgeous and ultra-cool.” She makes a long pause and looks deep into my eyes. “Tell me why you want to give it to me, though. I mean the real reason.”

      “Don’t be mad,” I say and take her hand. “I know the words sound chauvinistic, but I don’t mean them that way. Not one bit. So please don’t give me any shit about this, promise.”

      She bites at her bottom lip then says, “Okay, I’ll try to get past the words, but try hard not to offend me, please.”

      “Take them like I mean them, Peyton and no other way.” I hold her hand to my chest. “I love you. I have this overwhelming need to protect you, to keep you safe. The car is just one more thing I can give you to help with that. Also, I want you to think of me when you go somewhere in it. I want to be close to your mind and heart even when we’re apart, like I know we’ll have to be sometimes.”

      Her mouth forms a hard line and I fear she’s about to tell me what a horrible control freak I am or something else rash and untrue. “That is very, very sweet. That’s about the sweetest thing I’ve ever heard. If what we have is meant to be then I suppose it will be whether or not I’m kept safe. That said, I will accept the car. I like the thought of thinking of you as I go somewhere. Keeping you close as I do the things I want to with my life sounds wonderful.”

      Whew! That’s a relief!

      

      I let out my breath. “I’m glad you understand. I want to be a part of your life, not take it over. What you want is important to me. I’ll never hold you back.”

      “I’ll try hard not to hold you back either,” she says just as our bisque arrives and I feel a lot better about how his evening will turn out.

      

      Peyton

      The night was incredible. Dinner was over the top and then he took me to a club and we danced, without being hindered by my fan club. Now we’re in his hotel room and thankfully the hallway was free of any groupies.

      My heels I’ve kicked off as Kip takes his jacket off and I see him pull something out of the inside pocket. I plop down on the side of the bed and lean back on my hands.

      He come towards me then stops and drops down. I lean up and look to see just what the hell he’s doing. My head spins as I see he’s on one knee.

      

      It’s only been three days! What is he thinking?

      “Peyton, I know it’s been a short time…”

      I interrupt. “It’s been three days, Kip. We don’t really know each other yet.”

      He smiles. “Sometimes when a man is on one knee and holding a little black box it’s customary to allow him to finish what he’s saying, love.”

      “Okay,” I say and press my lips together to try to keep my words in, but I have a lot of them I want to say, so we’ll see what happens.

      “Peyton, it’s been a short time and most people wouldn’t be as sure as I am at this point. I want you to know I’ve never been more sure about anything in my entire twenty-five years. In your eyes, I see eternity and find myself overjoyed with the sight. I cannot promise you the moon or the stars and I never will. I can promise you my heart and soul, and that you will always be more than special to me. Peyton Gail Reed, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      

      “Who told you my middle name?” I ask.

      He laughs. “Seriously?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I didn’t tell it to you. You know how I know that? Because it’s been three days since we met. So I can remember almost every word we’ve said to each other in that small amount of time.”

      He leans forward and opens the black box where a monster diamond glistens on top of a platinum band, two small diamonds on each side of the large one. I am a woman after all and my eyes catch that fine, fine ring and my breath leaves my lungs and the thoughts in my head cease.

      “Good, I’m glad you remember them all,” he says as he pulls the ring from the box and takes my left hand and pushes it onto my finger. “Because then you will remember how you told me that you love me. You are the first woman I’ve ever told that to and I am the first man you’ve ever said that to. So what do you say, Peyton? Will you marry me and make me the happiest man on the entire planet?”

      The way the diamonds flash in the dim light hypnotizes me. The touch of Kip’s hand on my chin makes me look up at him and I see the question looming in his beautiful blue eyes with little golden flecks in them. All I can think is this feels right, this feels like home.

      

      “Even though my brain tells me we’ve only known each other three days, my heart tells me I’ve known you forever. Yes, I will marry you, Kip.”

      His mouth is on mine in an instant and he pushes me back on the bed. I part my lips and he moves his tongue right in, stroking mine. Our bodies fit together perfectly and my hands run over his back and into his silky, sandy blonde tresses.

      This man wants to marry me! This man will be my husband!

      

      He pulls his mouth from mine and looks down at me with the most gorgeous smile I’ve ever seen on him. “You’ve made me very happy, love.”

      I smile back. “Have I now?”

      He nods and pulls my hand up to look at the shiny ring on it. “It looks fantastic on you, just as I knew it would. Promise me that you’ll never take it off.”

      “I promise,” I say and run my hand to the nape of his neck and urge him to put his lips back on mine.

      He complies and his kiss takes me further away than it has before. His hand runs under the short hem of my dress and he pushes it up. The heat of his hand on my inner thigh makes me squirm under him. He pulls back and stands up, stripping off his clothes.

      I try to stand up and take my clothes off too, but he stops me. “No, you wait. I want to undress you.”

      Once he’s completely naked, my eyes can’t stop roaming over his gorgeous and well cut body, he pulls me up to him. His hands run slowly over the silkiness of the short, red dress I have on. The back is cut out so I have no bra on, just a lacey pair of red panties.

      

      Moving around me to the back, his warm hands run over my bare back and down to my butt. He cups both cheeks in his large hands, giving them a squeeze. He inches up my dress and hooks his fingers on either side of my panties then pushes them until they fall to my ankles. His breath is warm on my neck as he says, “Step out of them.”

      I do as he’s said and find my stomach tight with anticipation and my mind racing with what he’s going to have me do next. Never have I thought of myself as a woman who wants to be told what to do in the bedroom. My body and mind are loving it though so I might as will go with it.

      Still behind me he pulls me back to him in a tight embrace. His cock is hard and huge as he presses it to my back. His hands run over my breasts, one stays and plays with one as the other runs down and under my dress as he finds my happy place and strokes it once before he plunges one finger inside me and moves it in and out a couple of times.

      My heart is beating hard and I can barely breathe as he’s making my legs nearly tremble with his touch. Sliding his finger up until he reaches my clit, he kisses my neck and nips at it as he presses his finger to my hot spot and taps at it as if asking can he come in.

      

      It shoots hot flashes through me with each light tap and my legs start to shake as my stomach begins to grow warm deep inside. The touch of his teeth on my earlobe make me groan and he pulls me tighter to him and pinches my clit between his fingers, igniting little bursts of pleasure that erupt inside me.

      My legs start to give out and I fall down a bit, but his hand moves from my breast and wraps around my waist, holding me up as he continues to run his finger over my hot, wet folds then he pushes two of them into me and I fall apart as he pushes them in and out rapidly.

      The sound coming out of my mouth surprises me as it’s a cross between a scream and a moan and I’ve never made it before. He lifts me up and places me on the bed still facing away from him. With his strong arms, he pulls me back until I’m on my hands and knees. His hands hot on my hips, he pulls me back until I feel the large head of his cock pressing at me from behind.

      My mind clears for an instant and I’m about to tell him to put a condom on, then I hear a ripping sound and he backs away from me for a second. “No worries, love. I put one on this time.”

      

      I smile as the tip of his large dick touches my wet opening and he pushes gently, letting it slowly move into my still not used to doing this vagina. It burns a bit as he slides it into me, but it’s a burn I’ve been craving and it ignites something in me. Something animalistic and my body pushes back to him until he’s all the way in and leans over me, leaving a kiss on my back. “You’re beyond beautiful, baby.”

      I take in a deep breath as he pulls back nearly all the way out and slides slowly back in. The slow strokes are making me crazy to feel him move harder and faster. “Harder,” I whisper.

      He makes a deep groan. “You sure, sweetheart?”

      I nod. “This is just teasing me. Please do it harder and faster.”

      He pulls back and then slams into me, forcing the breath from me and I love it as I suck it back in. He does as I’ve asked, making long, hard strokes that are leaving me breathless and aching for more from him.

      The sounds he makes seem primal and guttural. They send my mind into a state that it’s never been in. All thought seems to go away and all I can think about is how great this feels and how hot I am inside as he moves in and out of me with such force.

      

      My insides begin to quake and I’m making the scream-moan sound again, but louder this time. I lower the front part of my body and scream into the mattress as waves of intense pleasure roll throughout my body. He stiffens behind me and makes a loud moan, then moves slowly in and out as his cock makes little pulses inside me.

      It’s the best thing I’ve ever felt. I don’t know if it’s the fact he wants to marry me or that we’re in a real bed that’s making it so much better than last night and this morning. Those times were pretty fantastic too, but this one has knocked them out of the ballpark.

      A deep moan he makes as he pulls himself out of me and I fall on the bed in complete satisfaction. A tug on the dress he left on me has me opening my eyes.

      “Time to get rid of this,” he tells me as I turn over. He pulls it up over my head and tosses it away. His deep blue eyes gaze at my body as he runs them over it.

      

      One of my breasts he takes in his hand and lies die, pulling me into a spooning position. His soft, plump lips touch my neck just behind my ear. I run my hand down the arm that he holds across my chest and pull his hand from my boob and intertwine our fingers.

      “I love you,”

      

      “Mmmm,” he moans. “I’ll never tire of hearing you say that. I love you too. I cannot wait for you to become Mrs. Kip Dixon.”

      “So, you apparently know my middle name,” I say as my eyes grow heavy. “What’s yours?”

      “Reginald,” he says, sleepily. “He was my grandfather on my father’s side.”

      “Oh, so a family name.” I pull our clasped hands to my mouth and leave a kiss on his then lay them back down.

      “It is and our first son will have that middle name as well. Just so you know.” A gentle kiss he places on the back of my neck.

      I giggle as I think about how alpha male he is and how I thought I’d never even like a man like that, much less love one.

      And now I’m marrying one! What the hell?

      

      Kip

      The sound of my cell phone ringing wakes me up and I have to roll away from Peyton to answer it. I feel cold already as my body leaves hers. She stirs and moans. I see it’s Max and I answer, “Good morning.”

      “Morning, Kip,” Max says. “I have a little girl here who has to talk to you. Are you busy?”

      “Nah,” I say.

      “Here she is,” he says and I hear Zoey’s sweet little giggle.

      “Hi, Hunky Kip!” she squeals. “I miss you!”

      “I miss you to, sweetheart,” I say and chuckle.

      Peyton turns over and rubs her eyes as she looks at me.

      

      “Did you find me a pony yet?” Zoey asks.

      “Now you know I can’t tell you that. It’s a surprise, love.”

      Peyton’s eyes go wide and she frowns. “Who the hell is that?” she whispers.

      I put my hand over the phone and whisper, “Zoey.”

      “But I want to know, please, please,” Zoey begs.

      “Begging are you? That’s a naughty girl.”

      Peyton sits up and says in a loud whisper, “You better hang up on that chic.”

      I laugh as I see fire run through her eyes. I shake my head and tell Zoey, “I have someone I want you to meet when you come see me in Los Angeles for Christmas, sweetie.”

      “Who?” she asks.

      Peyton mouths, “Christmas?”

      I nod. “Your Uncle Kip is getting married.”

      Peyton’s eyes soften and the daggers she’s been shooting from them at me have stopped. “Married?” Zoey asks and I hear Max echo her in the back ground then he tells her to let him talk.

      “Did she say that word right?” Max asks.

      “She did,” I say and lie back and run my arm around Peyton’s shoulders and pull her back to lie on my chest. “You remember the girl I told you about?”

      “Yeah, that was just a few days ago, Kip. Are you sure about this? I mean, she accepted a proposal from you after such a short time?”

      “She did, albeit not exactly how I thought she would, but eventually she said yes,” I chuckle and tighten my arm around her in a hug.

      

      “I guess when you know, you know. You’re a lot luckier than I was. It took forever for Lexi to marry me. So when’s the big day?” he asks.

      “We haven’t set one. She’s got a big family and I’m sure they want to be involved, so we’ll have to see what she wants to do about it all. In all honesty I’d run off to Vegas and do it today, but I have to get on the road to Dallas and there isn’t time.” Peyton begins to squirm.

      “Let me up,” she whispers. “I gotta pee.”

      Reluctantly I let her go and can’t help but to give her ass a little slap as she climbs over me to get out of the bed. She gives me a look and I laugh. “I’ll let you know if we decide to have something with people involved. To be honest though, I’d like it to be just her and I.”

      “Just do it, man,” Max says. “Just take her ass to Vegas the very first chance you get. You need to borrow my jet? All you have to do is let me know and I’ll send it your way. Get that wedding band on her finger before the crazy shit starts to happen. It’s a lot harder to walk away from a marriage than it is an engagement, believe me.”

      

      I find fear creeping in and start to think I should cancel the show and take her to Vegas today. The stories Max and Lexi told me about all that went wrong before they got married has me feeling a shit load of anxiety. “You know what, Max. I may take you up on the Jet offer. Let me talk to her and I’ll get back with you. Bye.”

      “Bye, talk to you later,” he says and ends the call.

      

      Pulling on my slacks from last night, I trod in bare feet to the bathroom door. “I’m going to talk to Silas, the manager, for a minute, love. I’ll be right back.”

      Her muffled voice says, “Okay, I’m going to shower.”

      I grab the key off the top of the television and head out to see if I can make Silas agree to leave me out of the show tonight. Bobby can sing my parts, nearly as good as I can.

      A quick knock I make on his door and am surprised as Bobby opens it. “Hey, there’s the prodigal son.”

      “Yeah, it’s me.” I wave at Silas. “I’m actually glad you’re here, Bobby. I’m getting married.”

      They both look at me in stunned silence, then Silas says, “To who?”

      “The girl who wouldn’t kiss me when I sang her that song the other day,” I say with a smile.

      No one else is smiling though. “No!” Bobby says quietly. “That’s stupid!”

      “It’s not and shut up,” I say and give him a light punch on his shoulder. “So, anyway, I want to go to Vegas today and do it. I think Bobby can sing my part at the concert in Dallas tonight. We’ll catch up to you in Denver tomorrow night.”

      “We’ll?” Silas asks.

      “I’m getting my own bus and driver and we’ll be on that bus from now on. Don’t worry, I’m paying for it all out of my own pocket.” I turn to leave but Silas stops me.

      

      “Buddy, I can’t let you do that.”

      I cock my head to the side and turn back. “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

      A frown Silas wears. “You signed a contract, Kip. The show is your show, not the band’s. You have to go. In three weeks, you’ll have some free time to go get married. What’s the rush?”

      “I want to be married to her, that’s the rush.” I pace back and forth. “I don’t want to wait three weeks.”

      “Sorry, buddy,” Bobby says as he puts his arm around my shoulders. “Come on, let’s go down and get some breakfast and you can tell me exactly when it was that you lost your fuckin’ mind, mate.”

      He walks me out of Silas’ room and I find myself feeling confused.

      When did I lose control of my life?

      

      Peyton

      “I don’t know why you’re getting so pissed about that,” I tell Kip as he paces back and forth in his hotel room. “I don’t think running off and getting married today is a good idea anyway. I want to discuss it with Mom and see if they want to have a wedding. I am only getting married one time, I hope. I want it to be special.”

      He takes me by my arms and looks at me with those penetrating blue eyes. “Come with me. I can get a bus and driver today.”

      I shake my head. “No, Kip. If there is a wedding to plan, I need to be home to do it.”

      The way his eyes roll tells me that he’s not happy with any of this. “Fuck that, we don’t need a big wedding. Let’s go to Vegas in three weeks and do it. If your family wants to be there I’ll fly them up and get them rooms, no problem. Just go with me on the tour, please!”

      “Damn, Kip! You’ll be fine. The time will pass quickly, don’t worry.” I try to hug him but he lets my arms go and begins to pace again.

      

      “So much can happen, and I want you. No! I need you. Don’t you understand? Won’t you hate not sleeping with me? Not waking up in my arms?” he asks.

      

      “Of course, but we have a lifetime to do that.”

      A knock comes at the door and Kip strides across the room and opens it. Purple boy, Bobby, is smiling and looks straight at me. “What have you done to my mate, girl?”

      “No!” Kip says as he tries to close the door, but Bobby steps inside.

      “I have not done a thing to him,” I say.

      “You have, you witch,” he says. The Kip hits him. Bam!

      Looks like the band is going to hate me!

      

      Part 6 Shooting Star

      

      Kip

      A loud honking sound makes me look up. A car full of girls drives close to our tour bus ahead of me and Peyton. She’s driving as I nurse the shiner that Bobby gave me.

      There are four girls in the convertible and three get up and flash their tits. Peyton chuckles. “Classy chicks!”

      “Ignore them, that’s what I do,” I say as I pull the visor down and look at my eye. I run my hand over the bluish bruise. “That’s the first time the wanker has ever hit me in the face.”

      Peyton smiles and pats my leg. “Shouldn’t you guys have a rule about hitting each other in the money-maker?”

      “We should, and I’ll bring it up at our next meeting.” I push the visor back up and take her hand, giving it a kiss. “I want you to let me sing that song to you again, and this time I’m going to change it up a bit.”

      

      A deep sigh she makes. “I really don’t want to get on stage. It’s not my thing.”

      The crazy girls in the car keep honking and driving dangerously close to the tour bus. “Fuck this, love. Go around, we have this bad ass GPS system in this car. We can find our own way to the stadium.”

      She hits her blinker and waits for the Tesla to move into the next lane. “This really is the coolest thing I’ve ever seen, Kip. Thank you again for giving it to me.”

      I smile at her. “I’m glad you like it, baby. So, anyway, about the song. Please, please, please.”

      “Damn! Really, Kip?” She frowns, and it makes me feel a little bad for bugging her about this, but I really want it.

      “Really.” I hold her hand to my chest. “I want everyone to know you’ve accepted my proposal. I want the whole world to know.”

      

      “You can just make a phone call to TMZ and the whole world will know. No need for me to go on stage and embarrass myself. Your female fans are sure to boo me.”

      “Never! They’d never do that, love. You’re adorable, none of them would be that ugly. Just do it this one time and I’ll never ask you to do it again.”

      “I don’t have a thing to wear to do that, so no,” she says, but she smiles so I know I’m wearing her down.

      “That is not a problem.” I get my cell out of my pocket and call Silas who’s on the bus.

      

      “Silas here, start talking, time is money.”

      “Hey, I want a dress and heels for Peyton. I want to do the song again and she refuses to go on stage in anything she’s brought with her.”

      She shoots me an ugly look and Silas says, “Already the diva, huh?”

      I laugh. “Yeah, she’s a real piece of work, this girl. She wears a size three and a five in heels, so get on the phone and have her something very becoming waiting for her. Get someone there to do her hair and make-up as well.”

      “I’ll have it all there. Tell the princess I’ll make sure she’s taken care of, Kip. By the way, do you want to tell me why Bobby decked you?”

      “Because I hit him first, but I kindly punched him in the stomach and he took a cheap shot and hit me in the eye. Tell him I owe him one,” I say as I run my fingers over the bruise.

      “You two need to make amends, Kip. Whatever he said to make you hit him, you know he didn’t mean it,” Silas says and then I hear Bobby in the background shouting. “Shut up, Bobby! For God’s sakes, let it go. Talk to you later, Kip.”

      I put the phone down and frown. Peyton looks over at me. “Thanks for making me sound like a spoiled brat, Kip.”

      “You’re welcome, princess.” I say and run my hand over her shoulder. “You may as well get used to it. I’m going to spoil you silly.”

      

      I watch her as she seems to be thinking very hard about something. Finally she says, “I haven’t told my parents about you asking me to marry you. What are the chances of it getting on the news tonight?”

      Picking up her phone from the console I hand it to her. “Call them and tell them. I don’t want them to hear it from anyone else. But your Dad already knows I was going to ask you, so it won’t be a real shock.”

      “You told my dad about that?”

      “I asked your father if I could have his approval and he gave it to me.” I smile at her as confusion fills her pretty little face.

      “You asked for his approval after only knowing me three days and my father told you yes?”

      

      “He did. I suppose he thinks I’m a catch and there’s no man better for you than I am.” I laugh, but she doesn’t join me.

      “Damn! Are they that ready to be rid of their baby girl? To say I feel like I don’t even know my parents anymore is a vast understatement.” She takes the phone and makes the call.

      “Hi sweetie,” her mother answers.

      “Hi, Mom,” Peyton says and I chime in, making her look at me like I’m crazy.

      “Hello, Kip,” her mother says with a giggle. “Where are you two today?”

      “On our way to Dallas to do a gig at Arlington Stadium,” I answer.

      “She’s talking to me, you goof!” Peyton says as she slaps my leg.

      “I’m talking to you both, Peyton,” her mother corrects her. “Be nice, girl!”

      “Anyway,” Peyton says with a smile. “Kip asked me to marry him last night.”

      Her mother claps and laughs. “I know, your father told me he asked for his approval. Isn’t he the sweetest thing, Peyton?”

      

      A sideways glance I get and she smiles. “I suppose he’s alright. So did Dad tell you what my answer was too?”

      “Of course not, but you said yes, didn’t you?”

      Peyton waits, I suppose a little irritated that she didn’t get to give her mother the news. “Nah, I told him to wank off.”

      My mouth drops. “That’s not even an expression! Tell her the truth.”

      “Against my better judgment, I finally told him yes. Frankly, I can’t believe Dad was all for it. We’ve only known each other a very few days after all.”

      “When you know, you know,” her mother says.

      I give Peyton’s leg a squeeze. “See, love? When you know, you just know.”

      

      Peyton shrugs her narrow shoulders. “Well, okay then. Seems my family has gone over the edge and the world has tilted on its axis and I’m no longer the little girl who needs to be watched over any longer.”

      “You’re twenty-four, Peyton. I had a husband and two sons by the time I was your age,” her mother says with a laugh. “So, when’s the wedding?”

      I have to look at Peyton for that answer as she hasn’t agreed to that yet. She looks at me and smiles. “Oh! Finally something only I know. How refreshing.”

      “Don’t worry Mom. I’ll tell you as soon as I make a decision. Kip wants to go to Vegas in a few weeks. He wants me to go on tour with him in the meantime. He seems to need me for some damn reason.”

      “Vegas sounds great!” her mother says. “If you want us to come up there we would. But we get it if you want to do it all on your own.”

      “I want you guys there. All of you.” Peyton frowns. “All these years ya’ll have been right there for every little thing I’ve done and suddenly I feel pushed away.”

      

      “Aww, sweetie, we don’t mean it like that. We’ve babied you way too much and your father and I have realized that. We just want you to be happy. You know it yourself that you never let a man hang on to you the way you allow Kip to.”

      “Mom! He’s right here!” She gives me a shy smile and looks away. “He doesn’t need to know every little thing about me.”

      “Yes I do,” I say and stroke her cheek. “I want to know I’m the only man you let hold you close. That’s one of the endearing things about you, love.”

      “Anyway, relay the news to my brothers as it may come on the television in the next few days as Kip plans on announcing it at the concert tonight.” Her eyes roll as if exasperated. “He’s making me get on stage so he can sing me that song again and let the whole stadium full of strangers know he’s off the market.”

      “I think that’s super romantic,” her mom says. “I’ll tell the family so no one feels left out. Call me tomorrow, sweetie. I love you both. Bye now.”

      I take the phone from her hand and set it down. “Your mommy loves me.”

      “Lord, I don’t even know them anymore. So, have you told your parents yet, lover boy?”

      “I have and they are over the moon. And just to let you know ahead of time, if we do get married in Vegas they want to be there.” I watch her for her reaction and am not disappointed.

      “Oh my God! Kip, are you serious? Oh, man! They’re uber-famous, Kip!” Her cheeks flush and it makes me smile.

      Finally, she shows her true self. She can get star struck!

      

      Peyton

      The day is not going anywhere near what I thought it would. Silas is standing between Kip and Bobby as me and the rest of Kip’s band stand back and watch the drama unfold.

      “Why can’t you mind your own damn business, Bobby?” Kip shouts. “This doesn’t even affect you!”

      Bobby shouts back, “The hell it doesn’t, bloke! Just look at what’s already happened. You and her driving to the gig on your own. What ever happened to us, the band?”

      Kip’s eyes roll and I nearly laugh as he says, “Are you serious? What the hell is wrong with you? Are we never allowed to find someone and make them the center of our world? The band is a job, that’s it. Are we not allowed to have a family, Bobby?”

      Bobby stops yelling and takes a step back, much to Silas’ relief. “Good! Okay, men, let’s just get one thing straight. As long as we all show up at each gig, that’s all that matters. The contract doesn’t state that any of you have to ride on the bus. Is it conducive to creativity? Yes. Is it mandatory? No.”

      Bobby’s eyes level on me. “Why can’t you let him go with us on his own?”

      My hand goes to my chest as I can’t believe he seems to be blaming me. “Bobby, it’s not me that wants this. It’s Kip.”

      Bobby smirks. “Are you going to lie and say you don’t want to be with him?”

      “I want to, yes. It’s not me that made the decision though. It was Kip.” I look at Kip and find him frowning. So I add. “He wants me around Bobby, so I will be whether you like it or not.”

      Kip smiles, making me feel better. He looks at Bobby and says, “You’re the one that’s making a bigger thing out of this than is necessary. And punching me in the eye was way out of line, mate.”

      Silas nods in agreement. “It was. Can we agree to keep our hands off each other, please?”

      “Whatever,” Bobby says and starts to walk off then stops and turns back, looking directly at me. “You will be the end of this band, Yoko.” He turns and walks away.

      

      Kip comes and wraps his arms around me. “Don’t listen to the wanker, love. I know that’s not true.”

      The rest of his band goes away, and Silas looks at me. “He’s jealous is all, Peyton. Just stay away from him until he calms down. I’ll try to talk to him some more. One more thing you should know, Kip. Bobby won’t be playing when you sing that song to her.”

      My insides quiver and Kip says, “I can do without the base guitar for that song anyway, fuck him.” His arms tighten around me and he kisses the top of my head.

      “Kip, maybe you should just let that go. It’s not something you have to do, after all. Maybe that’ll help him to see me in a different light. You are kind of making me seem like I’m monopolizing your time.” I run my hand over his chest and lean into him. “I don’t want you guys not to get along because of me.”

      “I don’t want you to worry about any of that crap, Peyton.” He lets me go and takes my hand, leading me away as we follow his manager to his dressing room. “You’re my life now.”

      His words make me feel odd. I am his life now, means a lot when we’re talking about how busy this man’s life is. I’m not sure I can or even want to keep up with his fast-paced life.

      “Kip, I have my things to do too. The writing thing, remember?”

      “Sure, love. Hey, did you pack your laptop? You can write on your novel while I’m busy doing other things. It’ll help you to be better-rounded and a better writer, don’t you think?” His smile is contagious and I smile back at him.

      

      “It should, shouldn’t it?” I ask as we walk into the large dressing room. A bottle of champagne and some fancy chocolates are in the room and a pretty, young woman waits inside.

      She makes her way straight to me, which I find shocking. “Miss Reed, hello. My name is Angel and I’ll be your stylist.” Her eyes go to Kip. “Hello, Mr. Dixon. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “The pleasure is mine, Angel.” Kip lets me go and gestures to me. “She’s all yours. Bring her back to me as soon as you can. I miss her already.”

      I laugh and the woman looks at my hand. “May I?”

      I nod and hold my hand up so she can inspect the large diamond engagement ring. “It’s pretty, isn’t it?” I ask.

      “Gorgeous! How do you feel about marrying such a public figure, Miss Reed?” She escorts me through another door and I see several dresses and shoes.

      “I’m not really sure yet.” I answer as I look around at what all she’s brought for me. My mind is spiraling at how odd this all is. “The time we’ve shared has been out of the public eye. In the past I’ve been the last person you would find in the spotlight. I’m not really sure how I’ll take it.”

      “You’ll be fine. I’ll fix you all up and make you gorgeous, don’t worry.”

      She sets me down in front of a sink and throws a cape over me. “Are you going to wash my hair?” I ask.

      “Wash, cut, dye, curl, make magic happen,” she says with a smile.

      I wish I felt more confident, but I just feel kind of dumpy. I mean I didn’t realize I needed a make-over, but this woman seems to think I do.

      “You think I need that much done?” I ask as she leans me back to the sink.

      “Your picture is about to go viral, dear. Don’t you want to look better than you ever have before? The whole world will be judging you, you know.” She goes to work on me and the reality of being Mrs. Kip Dixon starts to settle in.

      Is life with him worth all this?

      

      Kip

      The last black spike is pulled up in my hair and I hear the sound of a woman clearing her throat. I turn around in the make-up chair to see the young lady who was in charge of getting Peyton ready. “Hey, how’d she do?” I ask.

      “She did wonderful,” the woman says and steps away.

      A tall woman stands behind her in the shadows. I squint as I can’t really see if it’s Peyton or not. She steps forward and her smile gleams in the light. The smile I recognize, but not the woman.

      Her blonde hair has chunks of black running through it. Her make-up is so heavy, she looks completely different. Gorgeous, but so different. “Where did my girl next door go?” I ask.

      Peyton’s black-rimmed eyes blink at me. “It’s too much isn’t it?”

      The stylist laughs and takes her by the hand, bringing her closer to me. “Not too much at all. Do you like, Mr. Dixon? This is the woman who will be in the pictures with you as the world sends them all over once you let the news out about your engagement.”

      I glance down at the red T-shirt they have me wearing and notice it matches her tight as hell, red dress. Designer red heels that are at least three and a half inches high has her teetering towards me. The closer she gets, the more make-up I see.

      The country girl with naturally great looks is lost in the pounds of make-up and hair dye. But I smile anyway. “You look fabulous, Peyton.”

      She looks into the mirror I sit in front of and her eyes dart back and forth between her reflection and mine. “We look like the rock star couple, don’t we?”

      My lips are black and hers are red, and I know the sheer amount of color on them both will rub off when we kiss on stage. I look at my stylist, Gilbert. “We have to kiss and this crap on our mouths will get messed up.” He makes a face as he looks for something to help.

      

      I stand up to find she’s as tall as I am with her heels on. She looks uncomfortable in the form fitting dress. “Kip,” she whispers in my ear. “I feel ridiculous.”

      “You look great, love.” I know she’s not one to use all this stuff or dress like this. It makes me feel awful for putting her through this. “It’s only one song.”

      “There will be people taking pictures afterwards too I bet,” she says, and she holds her head awkwardly as I suppose the thick lip gloss feels odd to her. Her hand goes up to move a piece of her hair away from her eyes.

      “No!” the stylist shouts and reaches between us to grab her hand. “That’s how it’s supposed to go, Peyton. Don’t touch a thing. Not your face or hair, remember, please.”

      “This feels so strange,” she moans. “My hair feels yucky and stiff. My face feels like it can’t breathe, my body feels as if it’s constricted. I can’t move freely and my feet already hurt.”

      I sit her down in my make-up chair. “I know. It’s not a thing you’re used to.” I turn to her stylist. “She doesn’t usually wear make-up and when she does, its light. Her hair is left loose and the curls flow around her face on their own. She’s a natural beauty.”

      “That she is, but we want her to look as if she belongs with you, do we not?” she asks.

      “Well, yeah, but…” I say.

      

      She interrupts. “The way she came in here would never work with how you look now, Mr. Dixon. It would be awful to have her looking all natural with you so made up. No one would believe you’d really want to marry her like that.”

      Peyton’s head goes down and I jerk my head back to her stylist. “Leave us!”

      She and Gilbert leave and I take Peyton’s chin in my hand, the country girl hidden beneath the mountain of make-up.

      “My family won’t even recognize me,” she says in a quiet voice. “This isn’t me, Kip.”

      “I know, but maybe it is better this was.” I say with a smile. “Now, when we’re out and about no one will recognize you either. Please tell me she used dye that will wash out.”

      “How should I now?” she asks with a pout on her deep red lips. “She just went to work on me and told me the whole world would be seeing my face. I guess my real face wasn’t good enough for the whole world.”

      “Aww, it is too. Come on, love. Look at it like I said. Now no one will recognize either of us. It’s for the best.” I give her a hug and she sighs.

      

      “It’s not like I could change it if I wanted to,” she says.

      “Well, that’s the spirit! Not!” I touch her cheek, lightly. “You look the part, so now let me show you how to act it.”

      I stand back and jut out my hips all Mick Jagger style and walk for her. It works, and she laughs. “You look like an idiot.”

      “Come, love, let us be idiots together.”

      

      She stands up and steadies herself on the sky-high heels. Slow, sexy steps she makes as she comes to me. “Is my ass moving the right way?”

      My eyes go wide. “Yes, Jessica Rabbit. You are working the heels and tight dress like a pro. Get into character and let’s show the world the fake as hell couple we pretend to be, so the real us can live a bit of a normal life.”

      She loops her arm with mine and puts on a fake, million dollar smile. “Shall we go greet your fans now?”

      “They’re a little rowdier than your fan club, but you’ll get used to them,” I say as I lead her out.

      As we make our way down the long hallway, Silas and Bobby walk out of one of the many doors along the corridor. Both stop and stare. “You like?” I ask.

      “Who the hell is that?” Bobby asks as he narrows his eyes and looks Peyton up and down. “And where did the country mouse go?”

      Silas takes him by the arm. “Watch what you say. Do you remember what we just talked about? Our little beauty is obviously right in front of us, Bobby.”

      

      Peyton looks down and I speak up, “We thought it best for her appearance to be altered just like the rest of us. It’ll be better in the long run. She looks hot, doesn’t she?”

      “Too hot,” Bobby says. “No one will ever believe she wants to marry the likes of you, bloke.”

      Peyton looks at him and smiles. “Is that a compliment, Bobby?”

      With a shrug he says, “I wouldn’t got that far, Yoko.” He smiles and I think he may be coming around. “How are you going to handle his groupies, doll?”

      She looks at me and smiles. “They’ll play hell getting their hands on my man.”

      “Ohhhh! Look who’s suddenly the tough little thing?” Bobby says as we begin to walk again. “Put some make-up on her and she transforms into another woman.”

      I look her over and see only the tiniest resemblance to my girl and find I miss her already. This night can’t get over with fast enough.

      

      Peyton

      Bobby played the song after all and we all had a good laugh after the show was over. I soak in a hot tub of water in the fancy hotel as Kip does an interview over the phone with some DJ in L.A.

      The word is out that we’re getting married and the circus has begun. I never really knew how it was to be in the media. They want every little detail and it seems my fiancé is giving it to them. Save where I’m from or what my real face looks like.

      The black dye washed out, thank the Lord. I feel human again with all that goop off me. I don’t know how Kip and the guys can perform with that much crap on their faces. It’s hot as hell!

      A little knock on the door I hear then Kip’s head pops around the door.

      “Can I come in?”

      “I’m surprised you asked. Yes, you can. Take a shower and get all that shit off you.” I splash water at him. “Then you can climb in here with me.”

      He smiles and comes in, stripping down as he makes his way to the separate shower. “They want you and I to make our way to L.A. as soon as possible to do a morning talk show over there.”

      I close my eyes and go under the water. That’s the last thing I want to do. To marry Kip is one thing. To become this thing with him is quite another. I push my head back up and sigh, but the fact I haven’t answered him he notices.

      

      He hurries to get all the make-up and hair crap off him then comes and gets in the large tub with me. Facing me, he takes my foot in his hand and rubs it. “Do your feet still hurt?”

      I nod and say nothing. He takes the other one and rubs it too. Watching him as he does the little massage thingy, I realize he really does care for me. Not just a little, like a lot.

      

      He was so damn sweet when he sang to me. Running his hands along my neck and my back as he sang the words. I took them so differently this time. I kissed him this time, and the crowd went crazy. They went even crazier when he told them I had agreed to become his wife as he held up my hand and the spotlight caught the glimmer of the diamonds in my engagement ring.

      A fairy tale is what it felt like. So many people cheering and after we walked off stage together, so many strangers congratulating us both. As if I was someone special too.

      I pull my feet from his hands and make my way to him. Up his hard body I slide through the warm water. His deep blue eyes light up as I rub my breasts across his chest. “Will you kiss me, Kip?”

      His lips touch mine and I melt in an instant. My hands slide along his bulging muscles of his upper arms and my legs move between his. His long dick begins to pulse and harden.

      I slide one hand down and take his now hard dick and guide it into me as I straddle him. He and I moan together as I move him into me. His tongue slides over mine. The touch of his hands on my waist make me go warm inside as he slowly moves me up and down.

      

      Our bodies slide easily against each other. My breasts move up and down his chest, making my nipples hard and erect. The feel of him inside me with no condom in between us is something I’ve found I missed since he forgot to put one on the other morning.

      Something about him telling the world he’s in love with me and marrying me has me feeling more for him. More security, more trust, more everything. I pull my mouth away from his and leave little kisses down his cheek and place my lips near his ear. “I love you,” I whisper.

      He groans and arches up to me. “I love you.”

      My stomach starts to go all wiggly as my orgasm begins. I sit up and let him lift me up and down his hot, hard dick. I arch my back and feel him go deeper inside me.

      

      The little waves start to run through me and I place my hands on his broad, muscled chest as I fall apart. A loud moan I let out.

      “Oh, baby,” he moans and then he stops lifting me. “Okay, get off, baby. I have to cum.”

      “Just do it,” I say as I try to move my body up and down him on my own but he holds me tight.

      “Peyton, I don’t want you to take another one of those pills. I don’t like you doing that,” he says as he holds me steady and I can fill his dick starting to pulse inside me.

      “I won’t, just do it, Kip.” I run my finger along his chin and lean over and kiss him hard.

      His arms wrap around me and he kisses me like he never has before. Deep and hungry, his kiss is, and he growls as he moves my body up and down the length of his cock again. Hard and fast until he fills me with the heat of his seed and I find myself climaxing again.

      

      I pull my mouth away and let out a little scream as it feels like Heaven. His moan follows, and he pulls me back and kisses me hard as he keeps moving me up and down to stroke him until both of us have stopped the hard climaxes.

      His kiss softens, and he lets my mouth go. I rest my forehead on his as I catch my breath. I bite at my lip as I know what I’ve just allowed and what could happen.

      “I love you, Peyton. Thank you for letting go and allowing me to love you the way I want to. I’ll try my best to never hurt you. You can trust me to always be here, baby.” His words fill my heart and tears start to fall.

      Somehow he notices them and kisses my cheeks, taking them away. “I don’t know why I’m crying. I’m an idiot, I guess.”

      “You’re crying because you’re letting that wall you had built up to keep others out fall apart. It has to fall so I can come in. Me and whoever else comes along to build our family.” His lips touch mine again.

      My heart pounds with what I think must be hope. Hope for a real love, hope for a real shot at happiness, and hope for a future with this man and a family with him as well.

      Can it really be this easy?

      

      Kip

      A sharp pain on my ass wakes me up. I move away as it seems Peyton’s foot has kicked me. The sun’s light peeks out from behind the chocolate colored drapes in the hotel room. I suppress a laugh as I don’t want to wake her up.

      She and I made love a whopping six times last night. The most times in one night for me, a record. I do believe my announcement of our impending marriage has her finally believing this thing between us is real. She’s much more free, and it seems she’s more than ready and willing to get started on our family, the little minx.

      As long as I’m awake I may as well go and use the bathroom. I scratch my head as I get up and walk away. “Where are you going?” she asks.

      I turn back and give her a smile.

      “To take a piss. I’ll be back, don’t move.”

      

      She giggles and I find it adorable and my dick finds it exciting and begins to harden. I have to hurry if I’m going to be able to empty my bladder before my dick changes things for me.

      The television is on as I come back to bed. I lie down and she cuddles up to me, laying her head on my chest. The local news is on and low and behold there pops up a picture of us from last night.

      “There we are, or a version of us anyway,” she says.

      

      She turns up the sound, and the reporter says, “Kip Dixon stunned audience members as he introduced the woman he will be marrying. That’s right ladies, Kip is going off the market, sorry. Hours after the announcement tabloid reporters went on a search for who this woman really is.” A picture of Peyton, make-up free and naturally pretty pops up. “It seems this is the real Peyton Reed. Make-up free and much more plain than the woman who stood at Kip’s side last night. Seems she’s not the glamorous thing on stage, but a dumpy, dirty blonde from central Texas. It’s something that has many of Kip’s female fans out of sorts. Here’s what a few had to say when they saw a picture of how she really looks.”

      “Fuck! Turn it off,” I say as I try to grab the remote, but Peyton keeps it from me.

      “No, I want to hear this.”

      

      The picture goes to a trampy looking woman with orange spikes on the top of her head. “When I saw that I was like what the bleep, Kip? I mean, I’m more attractive than she is. Why not me?” She begins to grab the bottom of her shirt and pulls it up some. “I mean, look at these tits!” The camera leaves her abruptly and goes to another whorish looking woman.

      “Yeah, why her? She’s as boring as they come. He’s much too good looking for her. Why not me, Kip?”

      Peyton’s face has fallen, and she hands me the remote. “There, take the damn thing!”

      “You know I think you’re gorgeous,” I say and pull at her to come back and lie on my chest again, but she’s not having it.

      She throws the blanket back and gets out of bed. “I’m going to take a shower and then possibly a bath so I can drown myself.”

      “Love, don’t let that crap get to you. It’s not true. They’re all jealous at how you’re naturally pretty and they aren’t. Those tramps weren’t even pretty with make-up on," I say, but she goes in the bathroom and shuts the door behind her.

      Why in the hell do people have to be so fucking mean?

      

      Peyton

      I’m going home today. I don’t care how disappointed or mad Kip gets. I cannot go to any more of his shows. I won’t get dressed up and made up again as it makes no difference anyway.

      This was always there in the back of my mind. I’m not good enough. Definitely not pretty enough. This is no place for me. Behind the scenes is the best place for a plain Jane like myself.

      I dry off and look at my reflection. A smattering of freckles cross the top of my nose and my lips are a little too pale for my tanned skin. My eyes are too small and my eyelashes are thin.

      Why can’t I be beautiful?

      

      Why can’t I have long, lustrous hair? What does Kip see in me?

      The bathroom door opens and my naked fiancé comes in. “I was going to leave you alone to deal with this, but I decided that was the dumbest thing I could ever do.”

      His arms slip around me and he pushes the towel I have wrapped around me to the floor. “Kip, don’t.”

      

      “You’re going to take a shower with me. I need you to wash my hair for me.” He takes my hand and pulls me back to the shower where he turns the water back on and tugs me inside with him.

      Tears start to flow over my cheeks along with the water. I look up at him as he wets his shoulder length, blonde hair. His blue eyes sparkling at me. I pick my hand up and put my fingers on the ring he gave me and twist it.

      His eyes dart to what I’m doing and he grabs my hands in his. “What do you think you’re doing, Peyton?”

      “I want to give this back to you. We both know I can’t marry you.” I try to pull my hands from his, but he’s too strong.

      “First, I told you never to take that ring off. And you will marry me, Peyton. I’m not letting what some dumb asses say about you take you from me.” His hands move up my arms and stroke them gently as he looks into my eyes.

      “What do you see in me that others can’t? Not even myself.” I ask and study him intently.

      “I see a future with love and happiness. You are beautiful, Peyton. Your beauty is so deep I guess some can’t see it like I do. But I swear to you that I do.” He kisses my forehead. “As a matter of fact I didn’t want to tell you so last night as I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. The make-up and hair that lady did on you took away from your natural beauty. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like it at all. You didn’t look a thing like yourself.”

      “Well everyone else thought that stage-me was pretty and the real me is ugly,” I say and find I’m just about to fall apart. “I really need to go back home, Kip. When you’re done with the tour we can see about moving forward, but I can’t right now.”

      He grips my shoulders and looks at me with the sternest expression I’ve ever seen. “You aren’t going anywhere except with me. This shit isn’t breaking us up!”

      “I’m not saying we’ll break up, but I don’t want to go on tour with you. It’s too embarrassing. When you’re done we can try it again. Don’t worry, I won’t see anyone else while you’re doing that. Shit, I doubt I’ll leave the fucking house.” I look away and wish I was gone already.

      

      His mouth crashes down on mine and he presses me against the warm wall. My breath ceases in my lungs, then he pulls away. “How long can you go without that?”

      “I have to…” I say, but he presses his dick into me and pulls my legs up to wrap around his waist. I moan as he slips into me and it feels like heaven.

      He thrusts into me as he looks into my eyes. “I don’t want not to be able to do this with you. We can’t if you go home. I don’t even want you to call that place home anymore. I’m your home, Peyton. Wherever we are together, that’s home, baby.”

      “But, how can I show my face in public? How can I stand next to you without feeling ugly?” I ask as he moves slowly in and out of me.

      

      “Put that shit out of your mind, love. It’s stupid,” he says as he grinds into me.

      His fingers massage my ass as he pushes his hard as hell dick into me and I squirm as he’s making me feel so damn good. “I can’t.” I say then moan a little. “Shit! You make me feel so fucking good.”

      He smiles and kisses me hard, taking me away from the damn news and the crappy chicks who said I was ugly. Hell they were ugly in my opinion.

      His hard cock pounds me as his tongue twirls around mine. My heart is pounding as in an instant my body grows hot and I have to pull my mouth away to let out a scream as I orgasm hard. His body stiffens as he climaxes at the same time.

      The water falls over his back as he leans his head to mine and says, “You are mine, Peyton. You will be my wife and the mother of my children. I never want to see you attempt to pull the ring that shows who you belong to off again. Do you understand me?”

      

      He pulls back and looks at me. His jaw is set and his body tenses as he waits for my answer. The words he said may seem crude and somewhat chauvinistic, but they hit something in me that wants that caveman. He knows what he wants, and it seems to be me, no matter how ugly I am.

      I swallow hard and say, “I understand, Kip.”

      His expression softens, and he smiles. “Good. It’s you and I, love. No one else’s opinion matters.”

      He says it like it’s true, but I’m not so sure.

      

      Kip

      Holding tight to Peyton’s waist, we make our way from the hotel room to get on the road to Denver. We have a long drive and she’s not looking forward to the gig after the crap ass media report.

      We all seem to be leaving at the same time as I see the rest of the band and Silas in the hallway. I hold her back a bit, afraid of what jack ass Bobby might say if he’s heard any of the negative comments the media is making.

      

      “Hey,” Bobby says as he sees us.

      My heart nearly stops as he looks from me to Peyton. She seems to fear his comments too as her arm runs around me and she pulls herself closer to my side. She’s vulnerable and probably won’t be able to take any shit from him without crying.

      Bobby stops and waits for us to catch up, which we try hard not to do. “How’s it going, Bobby?” I ask as we near him.

      He looks at me briefly. “Not great. Some wankers are talkin’ ‘bout me best mate’s girl and that pisses me off.” In a swift motion he takes Peyton away from me and hugs her. “No one gets to talk about my Yoko. Don’t worry, darlin’ no matter what they say, we all know you’re gorgeous.”

      I smile as I watch him and clap him on the back. “Now, there’s my best mate.”

      He pulls back and looks down at her. Tears stream down her pink cheeks. “Thanks, Bobby. You have no idea how much your words mean to me.”

      He gives her a chaste kiss on the cheek, then a wink. “No worries, Yoko. I got your back, darlin’, you’re a real beauty. Never let them make you up any different than you are again. I got your back.”

      “Us too,” the other band members say as they come to us.

      Silas walks up and nods. “I’ll issue a press release condemning this awful attack on you. Don’t worry, Peyton.”

      Tears flow from her eyes as she lets go of Bobby and clings to me. “I don’t know how to thank you guys for this. I needed it like you’ll never know.”

      We part ways as the others go to the bus and Peyton and I go to the car. I fish for the car keys in my pocket. Peyton takes my arm and pulls her keys out. “I’ll drive first, you can take the next shift. I love driving this car.”

      

      Her cell rings and she takes it out of her purse. I look at the screen and the word, ‘Mom’ shines out at me. “Tell her I said hi, love.”

      She answers the phone and I open the car door for her. She slides in behind the wheel. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, baby. I have some news, are you sitting down?” her mother asks.

      As I pull my seatbelt on and listen to her voice a chill runs through me as its clearly shaky. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Donna’s voice breaks, and she starts to cry. “Your brother, Tyler, he was in an accident this morning on his way to work.”

      Peyton’s jaw tenses as she holds tight to the steering wheel. “Is he okay, Mom?”

      “He’s in surgery right now. It’s his back, the lower vertebrae have compression fractures. They have to fuse his bones together and put in some bone tissue from his hip bones, and…..” Donna breaks into sobs.

      Peyton’s eyes begin to shimmer. “I have to go be with my family, Kip.”

      I nod, I know she does. “Get out and let me drive.”

      Confusion fills her face. “You can go on the bus. I’ll catch up when my brother gets better.”

      “I’m not leaving you to deal with this alone. I’ll call Silas in a minute and tell him what’s happened.” I get out of the car and go around to open her door. She’s hung up the phone and as she gets out I pull her into a hug. “I’m so sorry, love.”

      She breaks down and I pick her up and carry her to the passenger side. Gently I place her on the seat and pull the seatbelt down and buckle her in. “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much this means to me. I’m a wreck.” She runs her hand over my cheek, and I take it and give it a kiss.

      “No worries, mate. That’s what couples do for each other.” I close the door and get in the driver’s seat then make the call that’s going to have my band and manager pissed at me.

      As I pull out of the parking lot and head back towards Austin, Silas answers his phone. “Yes, sir?”

      “I’ve bad news, Silas. Peyton’s brother was in an accident and is going into surgery for his back. I’m taking her back to Austin.”

      “No! I mean, no, you can’t. I’ll hire a driver to take her back and you come get on the bus. You have to do the show, Kip.”

      My head spins as he thinks I’m actually going to allow that. Peyton touches my hand. “It’s okay. I can drive on my own. Go to the bus, go with your band. It’s your job, Kip.” Tears cascade down her reddened cheeks and I wipe them away.

      “No, I’m going to take her. Once he’s out of surgery and we’re sure he’s going to be okay, we’ll catch up. Cancel the show or don’t I don’t care.” Reaching into the glove compartment I find a small package of tissues and hand them to her. Then I make my way to the highway.

      

      “You’ll be in breach of your contract if you don’t do as I’ve said, Kip. Her family is who she should be with anyway. She doesn’t have to have you with her. She’s a big girl, she can take care of herself and her parents will be there. Come and get on the bus. She said she understands.” Silas waits in silence for me to do what he’s said.

      “I can’t do it, man. Sorry, I’ll get back with you. If he gets out of surgery and things look alright, maybe I can fly up there in time to do some of the show anyway. The opening band can play longer, give them the heads up about it.” I look at Peyton who’s dabbing at her tears and wiping her nose and being so quiet. “Bye,” I say and hang up.

      Her voice shakes as she says, “You really should go with them. I don’t want you to get into trouble over me and my family’s problems.”

      “You’re my family, Peyton. My place is with you. If it were the other way around, wouldn’t you go with me?” I ask.

      She nods. “I don’t have anywhere else to be though. No one is threating me with a lawsuit if I don’t show up.”

      

      “Silas won’t sue me. He uses that as a threat, but he won’t. They can figure things out for Denver, and Cheyenne is three nights away. I should be able to make Cheyenne. I’m sure your brother will make it out of surgery fine. The man’s strong as a horse.”

      She laughs and smiles. “He is. I’m sure you’re right. Thank you for being here for me. I’ve never needed anybody more than I need you right now.”

      Her hand I give a quick kiss and smile even though I’ve lied. Silas is notorious for suing performers who break his contracts. His threats are anything but idle. The last guy who broke contract lives in a van on the beach in California.

      

      Part 7 Star Bursts

      

      Peyton

      Sterile air circulates around me and my family as we wait in a small waiting room for the surgeon to come and tell us the details of Tyler’s surgery. We’re packed in here like sardines as Levi brought his wife, Tanya and Blake brought his wife, Abby. Of course Tyler’s girlfriend, Samantha, is here and my parents.

      Kip ran out to get me a tea and I assume to call Silas as the man has threatened him with all types of things if he doesn’t make it to Denver tonight for the concert. I’ve told him to go on without me, but he refuses. I have to say I am glad he’s here though. Never did I think I’d actually feel a real need for anyone, other than my family.

      A monster sized clock ticks out the seconds on the wall, and I find it moves agonizingly slow. It’s been three hours since we arrived and still no word about Tyler. My stomach hurts as I think about him maybe being paralyzed.

      

      Kip appears and motions for me to come to him outside of the waiting room. I get up and go to him in the hallway. He hands me the cup and I can tell by his drooping mouth he had words with his manager.

      “I talked to Silas,” he says and fidgets with the lid of his cup of coffee.

      “You should go, Kip,” I say, but hate the fact I don’t really mean it.

      I’m not a person who usually says things that are untrue, but I don’t want to cause Kip trouble in his financial life. Although he has tons of money, the blow to his career if he’s taken to court over this would affect him for years to come.

      “I don’t want to, but I’m afraid he’s booked a private jet, and I have to be on it in four hours.” He takes my hand and holds it to his heart. “After the concert I’ll get back on the jet and come back to you. I’ve set you and your family up in a hotel, and I’ll be back around five in the morning. Then I don’t have to leave again for a couple of days. I’ll take the jet out to Cheyenne then and right back to you, once the concert is over. It’s the best I can do, love.”

      My heart is pounding at the thought of him doing so much flying back and forth for me. “Kip, that’s crazy. Just go on the bus with them. I’ll catch up to you once I know Tyler will be fine.”

      The words I’ve said kind of stick in my throat as I think about the fact Tyler may not ever be fine. The fact is he could die on the operating table or come out of there paralyzed.

      My knees buckle and I fall back against the wall. Kip’s strong arms go around me, holding me up as I begin to cry into his chest. “God damn it!” he says in a whisper. “I don’t want to leave you like this, baby.”

      “Get me away from the waiting room. I don’t want my crying to have a domino effect on the rest of my family,” I say quietly.

      

      Kip runs his arm around my shoulders and takes me down the hall until he sees another small, empty waiting room. “Here, love. Let’s sit down in here.”

      He takes the cup from my hand and puts the cups down and sets me on his lap. I bury my face in his neck and throw my arms around him. “He could die, Kip,” I say as I let it all loose. “Or he may never walk again.”

      He pats my back and hugs me tight as I cry. “Don’t think like that, love. He’s a tough guy. You have to try to think positive right now.”

      “What if I do and it hurts me even more if something horrible happens?” I ask through my sobs.

      His silence lets me know he has no answers and I don’t even know why I’m asking him anyway. Quietly he shushes me as he runs his hands over my back. “It’s going to be okay,” he says and then his lips touch the top of my head and I pull back and look at him.

      This is too much for how early on we are in this relationship. I’m asking too much from him. I choke back my sobs and try hard to stop crying. “I’m sorry, Kip. I’m so damn sorry. You barely know me and I’ve grabbed onto you like a drowning person, pulling you under with me. This isn’t your problem, and it’s making you have issues with your job. I’ll be fine, I have my family. Go do what you have to and don’t worry about me.” I try to get off his lap, but he holds me tight.

      

      “Peyton, stop,” he says and pulls me back into a hug. “I want to be here for you. I don’t care about anything else. I won’t go.”

      The knot in my stomach grows even bigger and I cry a lot harder. This isn’t what I want. Not one bit. I don’t want to be that girl who has to have a man by her through every little thing. I push hard on his chest and I suppose the suddenness of it has him letting me go.

      I stand up and run away. Down the hall, away from my family and Kip. I need to be alone. I’ve become too dependent on others. I should be able to stand on my own two feet and deal with this on my own.

      I can barely see through the tears and I run into something. A large hand grips my shoulder. A deep voice says, “Aren’t you with the Reed party? Isn’t Tyler someone to you?”

      I blink back the tears and try to stop crying as I look up at the blurry man in light green. “He’s my brother.” Just the mere words make me break down again and I feel an arm go around my shoulders.

      

      “You got her, son?” the man asks.

      Kip’s voice I hear. “I do. Do you have news on Tyler?”

      “I do,” the man who now I know is the surgeon who was operating on my brother says. “Come with me, I like to only say things once.”

      I lean against Kip as he follows the doctor. He hands me some tissues and I blow my nose and wipe my tears away. Back into the waiting room with my family we go.

      All eyes go to the doctor. “Hello, I’m Doctor Baker. I was one of the attending surgeons for Tyler. He is in ICU at this moment. He’ll be in there for most likely a week. He had a ruptured spleen which we repaired, a couple of cracked ribs and the compression fractures on the last two vertebrae. We took a bone graft from his left hip and used it to make a spinal fusion.”

      My mother gasps and starts to cry. Dad puts his arm around her and says, “That’s a lot of things, isn’t it Doc?”

      “It is, but I’ve seen worse. We’ll know in a few hours once the anesthesia wears off if he can move his legs. We know the upper part of his body is working, so that’s something.” The doctor pauses as he searches around the room. “And who is Samantha?”

      She raises her hand like a school kid. “That’s me.”

      The doctor pulls something out of his pocket and walks over to her. “Before we knocked him out, he asked me to give this to you. He said he’ll do it right once he can ask you in person, but he’d like you to wear this until then.” He hands her a black box.

      We all watch as she opens it and pulls out a diamond engagement ring. She bursts into tears and my brother Levi takes her in his arms and hugs her tight. “It’s all going to be okay, Samantha. You’re family now, we got you, kiddo.” He pulls back and his wife, Tanya, hands her some tissue.

      

      Tanya helps her put the ring on her finger and smiles. “Welcome to the family, sis.”

      My mother sniffles then asks, “When can we see him? I really need to see him.”

      The doctor turns to her. “You can go in two at a time in about two hours. My advice to you is to go get something to eat and return here with a lot of strength and hope. He needs you guys more than ever. I’ve noticed in other patients the ones with solid family strength do so much better than those with a bunch of weak family members who come in crying. So get it together and be strong for him. Remember that the most important thing is that he’s alive. The rest can be dealt with.”

      I nod in agreement and run my arm around Kip and lean into him even more. The doctor is right, Tyler is alive, and that’s what counts. Then Samantha breaks into sobs and Levi holds her up as she says, “I’m pregnant.”

      Everyone looks at her in stunned silence. Then Kip says, “Well, congratulations!”

      And here I go crying again!

      

      Kip

      I hold Peyton tight as I wait for the cab to come and pick me up to take me to the airport. Never have I ever wanted not to leave someone behind in my entire life.

      “I’ll be okay,” she says as she holds onto me. “You’ve made sure my family and I will be together at the hotel and it’s only a few minutes away. I can’t thank you enough for that.”

      “I’ll be back around five in the morning so make sure to answer your phone when I call so you can let me in.” I kiss the top of her head and hold her like I never want to let her go.

      The cab is pulling up and I cup the back of her head and pull her in to kiss me. Our lips touch and a heat spreads through me like wildfire. Her arms wrap tighter around me and mine her.

      Someone clears their throat. “Excuse me, did you call for a ride to the airport, sir?”

      Reluctantly, I release her lips and her body. “I’ll be back soon, love. Stay strong.”

      She nods and steps back. “Bye, Kip.”

      

      Her eyes are swollen and red-rimmed. I reach out and take her hand. “You know what? I can’t leave you yet. Ride with me to the airport and then the cab can bring you back here. Come, love.” I pull at her and she stands still.

      “I can’t leave, Kip. It’s about to be my turn to go in and see him. I won’t leave.” She pulls her hand out of mine and I feel alone. Completely alone even though she’s standing right in front of me. “Call me when you land safely, will you?”

      I nod and feel a lump forming in my throat. Something about this feels so wrong. “Peyton,” I say as she turns away to walk back inside the hospital. “I love you, baby.”

      She turns back and gives me a weak smile. “I love you too, Kip. Now go do what you have to and I’ll be here. See you in the morning unless you change your mind.”

      “I’m not changing my mind, love. See you then.” I get into the cab and feel like complete shit. The very first time she needs me and I have to go. My life is running me and I’m not happy about it.

      My cell rings and it is Silas. “Yeah,” I answer not stoked at all to be talking to him.

      “Hey, man, you on the way to the airport?”

      “Yes, boss. My girl is crying and at the most critical part of her life so far, but I am on my fuckin’ way. You got what you wanted. Now leave me the fuck alone. I’ll be there in time for the precious show.” I hang up and wish I could throw something.

      After the doctor informed us of how Tyler was, we all went out and ate. The looks Levi and Blake gave me when Peyton told them I got them all rooms near the hospital, but I would have to leave, showed the disappointment they had in me. Levi even came to me afterwards and asked me if there was no way I could make other arrangements so I could stay with Peyton.

      When I told him I had tried everything I could he let out a sigh that told me he saw how this would all end. I’m not a man who is available for her. I can’t always be around. Emergencies can’t stop my schedule. And I am not a person he thinks can be counted on.

      I’m not, it seems. Peyton deserves so much more. She deserves a man who can help her through the tough times in her life, and I can’t be that man. Maybe I should go on and do the tour and leave her alone. Maybe she’s better off without a man who can’t be there when she needs him.

      My father’s face runs through my head and I pick up my cell and give him a call. His voice sounds cheerful as he answers. “Hey there, son. How’s it hanging?”

      

      “Not so great, Pop.” I hesitate as that damn lump moves up in my throat. “Peyton’s brother was in an accident and he’s in the hospital.”

      “That’s awful. Is he going to be okay?” he asks.

      “He’s alive, but they aren’t sure if his legs are going to work. They won’t know for another few hours. The doctor had told us it would be sooner, but he couldn’t move them when they checked.”

      “How’s Peyton doing?” Pop asks.

      “Not well. And I had to leave. She and her family looked at me with such disappointment, Pop. I can’t really take it. I think she might be better off with someone who can be there for her.”

      “And why can’t you be there, Kip?” he asks.

      “The damn tour. Silas is holding me to the contract. He actually told me her family is really none of my concern. If it were you or Mum then he could cut me a break, but since it’s not a member of my family he can’t let me out of the concert tonight, or any of them.”

      “I told you not to sign with that jackass. So, you left her there?”

      “I had to. What else could I do? She has to be there for her family and she wants to be nowhere else and I don’t blame her. It’s sinking in really fast just how out of control my life is and I’m realizing it’s not a life I should involve anyone in.” Even as the words leave my mouth my heart tells me to stop thinking this way, but my brain tells me I have to.

      

      Pop sighs and says, “Maybe this is all happening too fast, you know? Maybe it would best for you to do what you have to and if she’s the right one she’ll be there in the end. Your life is complicated, and she needs to know that and see if it’s something she even wants. The life you’re leading right now isn’t a life everyone wants.”

      “I need to let her have a choice, don’t I?” I ask, but I know the answer.

      “It’s something I think is the right thing to do. If she wants to be there for her family, she can’t go on the road with you. You shouldn’t pull her right now. Let her do what she feels she needs to, and I bet that’s being there for her family,” Pop says.

      “You’re right. I’ll talk to her about things tomorrow. I have a couple of days to spend with her and maybe things will work and maybe they won’t. I can’t take her away from those she loves and love her at such a difficult time in their lives. Thanks for the talk, Pop. Love you, bye.”

      “Love you, son. Bye now.”

      My heart feels like it weighs a million pounds. We reach the airport and I go to the private jet and grab a stiff drink and lie back in the leather seat as we take off. I have to give Peyton rope. I have to let her go so she can do what she needs to, but why does it feel as if she may never find life with me to be anything she can take?

      

      Peyton

      The bed in the hotel room is one of the most comfortable beds I’ve ever been on, yet I still can’t seem to stay asleep. I drift off only to wake up as I realize Kip’s arms aren’t around me. His body is not behind mine, keeping me warm and safe.

      Too quickly I’ve become dependent on him. If nothing else, this has taught me I’m losing myself. I haven’t even begun my own life and here I am wrapped up in Kip so much his absence from my bed makes it hard for me to sleep.

      This is not healthy!

      

      My cell phone rings and I see it’s Kip.

      “Hi.”

      “Hey, I’m here, you want to let me in?”

      I get up and go open the door. He smiles, but he looks like hell. A little kiss he gives me then staggers towards the bathroom. “I need to wash this crap off then I’ll join you in bed, baby.”

      I make my way back to bed and feel happy he’s here, but sad that he had to go through so much to get back to me. How hard the long trip must have been for him. I feel like shit that he felt he couldn’t leave me on my own to handle this.

      He comes out of the bathroom looking beat. A dark stubble covers his face as he climbs in behind me. His arms go around me and he kisses the back of my neck. “I love you, baby,” he says in a hoarse whisper.

      “You losing your voice, babe?” I ask.

      “Shh. Let’s sleep. It’ll all be better after I rest for a while.”

      

      Within seconds I feel his body completely relax and small snores he makes against my neck. It’s killing me to know how much he’ll do for me. Risk his health and travel all over just for me. And now I’m pissed at my body for betraying me and find I’m falling asleep easily now that he’s here with me.

      

      Kip

      A knock at the door wakes me up as I hear a female voice on the other side call out, “Room service.”

      Why didn’t I put out the bloody do not disturb sign?

      

      I turn my head so I don’t shout in Peyton’s ear. “No thank you, come back later.”

      “Sorry,” the lady shouts back and I assume that she leaves.

      My head falls back on the pillow and I realize it must be around ten or so in the morning and I’m sure Peyton wants to be back at the hospital. She’s dead to the world and I’m still tired so I lie my head back down.

      She moans and stretches in my arms. Her round ass backs up until it touches me and presses against my dick. My damn body reacts to hers even though I’m tired. I begin to grow hard and my hand roams over her breast, giving it a squeeze.

      A low groan she makes and leans even further into me. I run my hand down and stroke her softly along the folds and crevices of her southern regions. My dick hardens as I touch the edge of her vagina and find it damp.

      I kiss the back of her neck and whisper, “Wanna wake up for a minute or two, love?”

      

      She groans and runs her hand over mine, moving it up to her clit and pressing my fingers to it. I chuckle and kiss her neck again then give it a little nip. Moving her to lie on her back, I cover her body with mine. Her eyes never open as she runs her arms around me and I slide my dick into her wet depths.

      We both moan as I do and it hurts me how much I love this. I love the way her body and mine mold to one another’s. I hate the fact I couldn’t sleep on the jet as I kept waking up and wondering where she was. We’re too damn close and it’s seeping into my mind that it’s not a good way to live life, so dependent on someone you have to have them there even for something as simple as sleep.

      I thrust my dick deep into her cunt and with every stroke I feel more and more anger that I’ve come to need her entirely too much. I close my eyes and pound into her, fucking her hard.

      My lips ache to kiss her, but I won’t allow them to have the taste of her sweet lips which I crave like an addict. Like all addictions, it’s important to get them under control.

      Her body is no better than any other woman’s. Her kiss is no sweeter. It’s just the same as any other woman’s. It’s just a fuck, it doesn’t have to be anything more than that. If I can get through this without feeling so damn in love then I can break this addiction that I have to her.

      Her legs wrap around my waist and she arches up to meet my thrusts. Her arms go around me, but I take her hands in mine and hold them back over her head. I don’t want her running them all over me and taking me to the place her touch always does.

      I pound into her and look at the headboard. It takes everything in me to fuck her like this and have no thought in my head about how much I love her and need her. I don’t want to need her. I don’t want her to need me.

      Her legs tighten around me and she moans as I feel her body start to contract around my dick and she climaxes. I want to let go with her, but I hold back. I don’t want to need this, I don’t want to orgasm just because her body begs me to.

      

      I pull out and flip her over and pull her back so she has to get on her knees. I ram into her from behind and look up at the ceiling so I can’t see her. The way her blonde curls bob around, make me think about all the times I’ve craved to feel them in my fingers.

      Her cunt squeezes my dick and I can’t take it anymore and let it all go. Instead of falling on her back and snuggling and telling her how much I love her, I slap her ass and get up and walk to the bathroom to take a shower. I decide that’s a little too much to do so I look back over my shoulder. “Thanks, I’m going to shower.”

      As I get in the shower and rub the shampoo into my hair my heart aches. I feel unfinished and more than a little awful. A lot like a person feels when coming off an addictive substance.

      I’ll have to fight this hard if I am to live my life in a healthy way.

      

      Peyton

      The small waiting room seems empty and lonely as I walk in, finding only Samantha sitting in it. “Why are you in here all alone?” I ask her.

      She looks up at me with sad eyes. She dabs at the edges with a tissue. “Where’s Kip?” she asks.

      “He stopped off at the gift shop for some damn reason. I told him nothing is allowed in Tyler’s ICU room, but he seemed to want some distance between us. I assume he has to call his manager and set up a time when he has to go to Cheyenne.” I sit down and offer her a bottle of water.

      

  




She takes it and says, “I saw him this morning and he looks so terrible. His legs still aren’t moving and he’s getting more and more afraid they never will.”

      

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter if they never work again. He has his life, and that’s pretty damn good if you ask me. Plus a baby on the way and a beautiful woman who is going to be his wife. That’s a lot to be happy about.”

      “It is and I have to say about those things he is. But he said something about not being able to play catch with his son or some kind of crap like that. He’s having a pity party which I don’t blame him for, but I was kind of hoping he’d be able to focus more on the fact he’s going to be a father. In a good way though instead of how terrible it’ll be if he’s in a wheelchair.” She takes a drink of the water.

      Kip comes in and hands her a little stuffed bear. “Here ya go, Samantha. It’s for the baby. I don’t know if I’ll be around when the tot is born, so I wanted to give you something from good old Uncle Kip.”

      My eyes follow the bear into her hands and the thought runs through my head of why he’d say such a thing. He sits a few chairs away from me and takes out his phone and starts playing some game.

      Samantha leans in close and whispers, “Did you two have a fight?”

      “No, but he seems distant. Off in a way,” I say and find myself wondering if he wants to be set free. Maybe the concert without me was a lot better, and he wants that back, but doesn’t know how to tell me that.

      

      Mom and Dad come into the waiting room. “Okay, two more of you can go in,” Dad says with a frown.

      I look over at Kip who only politely nodded at my parents when they came in. “Kip, you want to go. He’s not nearly as groggy as yesterday.”

      “Nah, you and Sam can go. I’ll wait,” he says without ever looking up at me.

      I get up and go along with Samantha and look back at him over my shoulder. He doesn’t seem to be the same man at all and my heart hurts as I walk away to go see my brother.

      A young nurse is fusing over Tyler as we go into his room. His eyes go straight to Samantha and she hugs him, gently. “Hi, baby,” she murmurs.

      His hand runs over her still flat stomach and he smiles at her. Their exchange nearly brings me to tears. Not only because I’m happy as hell for my brother and Samantha, but also because Kip isn’t looking at me like that for some damn reason.

      “You look better,” I say as I push that crap out of my head.

      “I feel better.” He smiles and tosses the blanket back, exposing his legs and then we see why as he wiggles his sock covered toes.

      Samantha starts crying and I jump up and down and clap. “Tyler! I can’t believe Mom and Dad kept this a secret,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “I didn’t let them in on this yet. I wanted Samantha to be the first to know.”

      It hits me like a brick in the head. He held off letting his own parents know he isn’t paralyzed to tell her first. He holds her the closest to his heart. She kisses his lips so gently and he takes her head and pulls it so she has to kiss him harder. The nurse and I exchange glances and exit the room to give them time alone.

      

      I make my way back to the waiting room and have no idea if Tyler wants to tell our parents the good news on his own so I stop at the door. “Kip, come here, please.”

      He looks up and gets up, putting the phone in his pocket. “Yeah, what do you want?”

      His body seems as if he’s holding it wrong. As if he’s holding it back away from me. I reach out to touch him and he lets me, but he flinches a bit. “Hey, you wanna get out of here for a while. My brother and Samantha want to be alone and I see no reason to sit around here. He wants her with him, not me.”

      “I would, actually.” He says as he pulls his arm out of my loose grip. “We need to talk.”

      His words make my stomach clench and I look at the ring he gave me and I can’t help but wonder just how much longer I’ll be wearing it. He’s not acting the same, not one bit.

      I follow him out to the car and without saying a word we go back to the hotel room. Once inside he sits at the little table and I sit on the edge of the bed. “Something’s wrong,” I say.

      He looks at me for the first time all day. He stares at me a while without saying a word. His eyes begin to glisten and he looks away. “This is unhealthy.”

      

      The same words had come to me last night and I think he’s feeling some of the same things I have. “I agree.”

      His eyes cut back to mine and he blinks the tears back. “I’m glad you agree. This doesn’t have to be a knock down drag out fight. There is no one who is right and no one who is wrong. This is just unhealthy is all.”

      “I couldn’t sleep until you came back,” I say and find I can’t look at him.

      “Me neither and I was exhausted when I got back on the jet. But I kept jolting awake, confused and wondering where you were. I didn’t like it at all. Then I got here and curled myself around you and fell asleep in an instant.” He gets up and looks out the window.

      “Exactly the same for me. I fell asleep easily once you were next to me,” I say and though it hurts, at least we’re on the same page.

      “It’s as if I love you way too much,” he says without looking back at me.

      I laugh and say, “I know what you mean. I find it hard to breathe when you aren’t with me. Like I take in air, but feel it’s not enough, then you come in and boom, I can get oxygen again. It’s all consuming and has to be bad.”

      

      “You need to be here for you brother and your family and I need to fulfill my prior obligations to my band.” He shifts his weight and I can tell this is hard for him so I help him out.

      “I’ll stay home and you go do what you have to. I have an interview in a couple of weeks with a literary agent and it’d be nice not to have to fly in for that. I’d like to be well rested and on my A-game for that.” I get up and go get a bottle of water. Suddenly my mouth feels dry and tears keep threatening me.

      “I think this is best for us both. If this is meant to be then we will learn to give each other the space we need to do our own things.” He holds his hand out and I walk over and give him the bottle of water. He takes a drink and hands it back. “I’m not saying break up, but I am saying I won’t hold you accountable if you decide this isn’t what you want.”

      My heart stops. “Kip, do you want to be with other women?”

      

      He shudders and takes me by the shoulders. “No! That’s not what this is about. This is about the fact we’re getting our lives all wrapped up in each other's and it’s hurting us when we have to be apart. This is about learning to exist when we have to be apart.”

      My heart beats again. “Okay, for a second there I thought that’s what you wanted and I can tell you now that would really be painful. A hell of a lot more painful than being without you for most of the night was.”

      Kip lets me go and turns away. “The thought of you with another man makes me insane. The thought of another night without you makes me that way too, and that thing I know is bad.”

      “It’s normal not to want your special person not to be with another, but not normal to have to have them with you all the time. I get what you’re saying and I agree. Life will not always lead us in the exact same direction, and we need to be able to live without each other too.” I place the water on the table and go back to sit on the bed.

      “I think it best if I stay the next couple of days with you, then jet over to Cheyenne and finish out the tour. In December, you can come to L.A. if you want to of course.” Kip turns back to stare out the window.

      “That’s only six months away,” I say. “Not such a long time, I suppose.”

      “Only a half a year. Any couple should be able to be away from each other for that small amount of time without dying, right?” he turns and asks.

      “Right,” I agree and find my mouth is saying one thing and my body is saying quite another.

      “Wanna go take a swim or something?” I ask.

      

      His eyes run over me and he looks away. “Nah, not really. I’d actually like to stay here and rest. I’m still beat and have jetlag. Would it be awful of me to hang out here and you go do whatever it is you want or feel you should do?”

      I want to be with him, but I guess that really is an unhealthy choice. “No, I’ll leave you to rest. We can go eat dinner later, how about that?”

      “Yeah, dinner sounds great. See you around then.” He plops onto the bed and kicks off his shoes.

      I nod and wave then walk out of the room. I lean back against the door and hold my hand to my heart. If this is so damn healthy then why does my heart hurt like someone is poking it with a sharp stick?

      

      Kip

      It seems my addiction to Peyton is so much worse than I imagined. I’ve fallen asleep three times and every time I’ve dreamt of her. I wake up with a jolt and in a sweat for the love of God. It’s the most ridiculous thing!

      I get up and pace around the room and go to look out the window. Levi’s truck pulls into the hotel and up to the valet. He and Tanya get out and their two little girls they each get out of the backseat. One is three and one is a mere six months old. Levi carries the baby and Tanya holds the other’s hand.

      The perfect little family they look like as they walk into the hotel lobby. Normal people with normal lives. Why does this thing with Peyton have to be all consuming? Why do I need her so damn much?

      I go and wash my face and look at my reflection in the mirror. I hear the door open and realize she’s back. I have to stop myself from running out to her and grabbing her up, telling her I’m an idiot and can she please come with me and forget all I’ve said.

      

      She’s making a silly sound and I walk out to find her niece in her arms. “Look who I found in the hallway, Kip.”

      The baby looks at me and holds out her little arms. I don’t know why kids love me but they do. I take her and she hugs me. My heart melts as a thought runs through my head. From the corner of my eye, I can see Peyton smile then turn away.

      

      “So what is this little beauty’s name?” I ask the baby as if she’s going to answer me.

      “Her name is Kyla. Their oldest is Kylie. Abby had a brother named Kyle who died in a motorcycle crash five years ago. I dare say if they have any more kids they’ll be named some form of Kyle as well.” She sits on the bed and takes her heels off. She rubs her feet and I have to look away so I don’t run over and do that for her.

      I sit on the opposite side of the bed and play with the baby. “You look like your aunt Peyton, don’t you?” I ask the baby and make a silly face at her.

      She laughs like I’m the funniest person on the planet and Peyton has to look back to see what I’m doing to crack her niece up so bad. “Damn it, she’s never laughed like that with me. Traitor!”

      I lie back on the pillows and hold her up over my head as she giggles and squirms. “Who’s the pretty girl?”

      Peyton lies back too next to me and watches the baby’s funny reactions to me. “She’s in love with you already, you can see it in her eyes. Look how they twinkle and shine,” Peyton says.

      It’s her eyes that remind me of Peyton and I find I can’t look away from them. Just like Peyton, this little wench has sucked me in and now I’m lost. She coos and reaches out, touching my face and squeezing it and Peyton laughs.

      I look over at her and nearly feel like crying at how fucking much I love her. I shake my head and hand the baby to her. “Here, take her. I have to use the bathroom.”

      

      She takes the baby and gives me a strange look. “Isn’t that where you were when I walked in, Kip?”

      I haul ass to the bathroom without answering her. Cold water I splash over my face as I fight to regain some composure. I should leave now. I can’t take this.

      When I go back out ready to pack up and leave I find Peyton is gone. And now I feel alone and sad and find myself falling onto the bed. Never have I felt so torn.

      The door opens and in walks Peyton and she’s looking pissed and maybe this is for the best. A fight will help me to go. This is just what I need. I hope she’s mean and makes this real easy.

      

      Peyton

      Kip is acting so odd and I find myself growing angry. This is more than just finding our need for each other unhealthy, so much more. He can’t even play with my niece with me. It seems almost as if he hates me. If that’s the case then he can just take his ring and car and leave.

      Will my heart be broken? Fuck yes it will, but it’ll mend. The sooner the better if that’s his intentions.

      I stomp over to him as he lies face down on the bed. I open my mouth, prepared to tell him to leave if he hates me. My hands land on my hips and he sits up, seemingly preparing to do battle.

      His eyes narrow and his lips form a thin line. I glare into them and see the hint of a tear and promptly fall apart. My knees hit the floor as my tears flow like rivers down my cheeks. I lay my head on his knees and sob like a child.

      

      “What’s happening to us?” I ask in ragged breaths.

      “The truth?” he asks.

      I pull my head up and look at him to find tears running down his cheeks. “No, lie to me.”

      He smiles a crooked smile. “I’m afraid of this. What we have.”

      I laugh. “Me too.”

      I climb up on the bed and sit next to him, taking his hand in mine. He kisses my hand. “It’s overwhelming, Peyton. It’s much too soon to feel this much I think. I looked at that baby and the first thing I thought was I wonder if ours will be as cute as she is.”

      I rest my head on his shoulder. “Ours will be even more adorable. She’ll have your eyes and my hair. And before you say a word, I know this is too fast. This whole thing has moved too fast and our hold on one another is too tight.”

      “So you’ll understand that I have to go,” he says and my heart breaks into a million pieces.

      I pull the ring off and hand it to him. I get up and take the keys from my purse and place them in his hands. “Here you go then. Thanks for the fun times, Kip. I had a blast, and you taught me more than I could’ve ever imagined. Now go on out there and be the rock star you are. Forget about me, forget about this whole thing.”

      I walk towards the door and his voice stops me. “Peyton, I’m sorry.”

      Without looking back, I flash him the peace sign and walk out of the hotel room and keep walking without looking back.

      

      Kip

      It’s Thanksgiving and I’m doing the second to last show before our December break. Sometime in the first week of January I have to decide if I want to sign back up with Silas. He’s kept us busy and I have to admit he helped me through the break up with Peyton.

      The first week I couldn’t sleep and cried a lot. So he brought in a doctor and got me some sleeping pills and anti-anxiety pills. After a mere three months I was able to stop taking them.

      Does the woman still cross my mind? Only every day and two or three times every night, but I handle it a lot better than I did at first. I sold the car I bought her. It held too many memories and I have thirteen cars at home anyway.

      

      I’m getting geared up to spend the Christmas holiday with Max and his family. I’m getting the twins little ponies. Zoey should lose her little mind. I’ve been shopping online as we’ve traveled and have had presents sent to my place in L.A. for all of them.

      I hate to admit it, but I even bought some for Peyton. I don’t know why. I suppose I’m a huge idiot. She’d never take me back.

      The gig is in Seattle and it is raining. The rain always brings me down. It’s the type of weather when one thinks about staying in bed all day and I can’t do that anymore. I can barely stay in a bed at all. I sleep on the sofa a lot. It’s small and there’s no empty space where another body should be.

      With the hood up on my black jacket I walk along the sidewalk. No one recognizes me, not that anyone can even see me as I walk along. It’s dark, but lights shine from the different stores.

      I slow down and look inside the window of a book store. There are several books sitting upright on a table inside. One of the covers has a man looking up into a night sky, full of stars. The title is, ‘Star Struck’ and the name of the author is K. Reed.

      A little sign on the table says there’s a book signing by the authors of all the books on that table tomorrow. It says they’re all new authors and everyone should come and welcome them to the literary world.

      

      I walk on and think about how Peyton said she wanted to write romance novels and wonder how that’s going for her. She was going to find an agent, I wonder how that went.

      Her brother, Tyler, I did check on and he made a full recovery and has a little boy now. Silas has his ways of finding out tidbits of information for me. It’s hard because I want to forget about them all so bad, but can’t.

      Why is it that some people come and go out of your life without you thinking about them all the time and sometimes never again?

      Peyton lingers, her family lingers and there are times when I think I can smell her. I know I’m crazy and that’s exactly why it had to end. It was all too crazy. No one should have that much hold over another person, ever.

      My cell rings and I look to find Max calling. “Hey there, bloke,” I say as I answer.

      

      “Hi, Hunky Kip,” Zoey’s sweet little voice greets me.

      My voice goes all high as I hear it’s her. “Hey, baby girl. How’s my best girl?”

      She giggles and melts my heart. “I’m good and being good too.”

      Her brother’s voice I can hear in the background, shouting, “Nu uh, she ain’t being good! She hit me in the face.”

      “You better be quiet, Zane or I’ll do it again!” she shouts straight into the phone.

      “Zoey,” I say. “That’s not nice to hit your brother.”

      “Well, he ‘served it. He told me you ain’t gettin’ me no pony,” she says sulkily.

      I’m not sure if I can hold onto my secret if she keeps up this torture. “Santa has to bring it, but he only will if you’re good. Hitting your brother is not good.”

      “Oh! I’m sorry! I’ll never do it no more and I’ll give ‘em my ‘sert for the rest of my life,” she says and I believe she will.

      “Maybe that’ll help. We’ll have to wait and see if that works, won’t we?”

      “Dad wants to talk to you. Bye, I love you,” she says.

      “Thanks man, she decked Zane good, the little monster,” Max says.

      “Girls,” I say. “Can’t live with ‘em.”

      Max adds, “Can’t live without ‘em.”

      I laugh but it kind of hits at that empty spot in my soul Peyton used to fill. “So, still on for Christmas then?” I ask.

      

      “Sure, buddy. That girl would kill me in my sleep if she doesn’t get to see her hunky Kip.” He laughs and I hear Lexi ask him something.

      “Tell, Lexi hi for me,” I say as I find I miss her and how she talks so freely. Peyton was free like her. Peyton was a lot like her.

      “Oh, this may be a touchy subject,” Max says. “So tell me if you don’t want to hear it, it’s about Peyton.”

      I stop walking and think on it a second. “Yeah, I want to hear it.”

      “Lexi went to the mall a few weeks ago and Peyton was there,” he says.

      “In Houston?” I ask.

      “Yeah, she was at a book signing with a group of young authors. They’re on a tour around the states. She had no idea of who Lexi was, but you sent us those pictures of you two and Lexi recognized her. Lex bought her book and noticed the name and how she signed her copy was K. Reed. I guess she’s using a pen name.”

      I move forward slowly. “The name of the book?”

      “Star Struck, Lexi and I read it. It sounds a hell of a lot like your story.”

      “Oh, yeah. Did my character come off  as a jerk?” I ask with a laugh, but my stomach hurts like I was just punched.

      “Nope, a real confused young rock star who didn’t realize he wanted to be anything but one. Chip and Hayden got married and lived happily ever after with three kids and a dog named Petey.” Max’s words come out jokingly, but they make me want to cry.

      “Well, what do you know about that? I told the girl that hanging out with me would help her be a better writer. Turns out I was right. Good for her,” I say and feel like I may fall apart. “Hey, I’ll look that book up. And talk to you soon, Max. Bye.”

      I hang up and find myself in a daze. Seems she was able to get closure with the writing of that book. I bet she’s done with any feelings she had for me. Odd, she’ll be right here in this very town tomorrow.

      I turn back around and go back to the bookstore and purchase the book. I’d like to see just how our pretend lives turned out. I hope she made my character good looking.

      

      Peyton

      My back is aching as the tour bus pulls into the motel parking lot in Seattle, Washington. The new author book tour doesn’t have us staying in the type of accommodations big wigs stay in. The little motels offer subpar mattresses, and my back is not happy. Thank the Lord this is the second to the last stop. The next one is in Los Angeles.

      After that, back home we all go from LAX. My first plane ride and I’m already nervous. I’m nervous about L.A. period.

      That’s where Kip lives. Not sure if he’ll be home, but it is his town and though extremely unlikely, we may run into each other and if he sees me I don’t know how that will go.

      Do I miss him? Like the desert misses the rain. But he and I have a crazy dependency on each other. Not only is it unhealthy, but it’s not a thing he wants.

      

      It is a little hard for me to take that he hasn’t called or texted even once. But he must have his reasons. Whatever the hell they are. I have mine for not trying to get in touch with him as well.

      The first month was the hardest. I didn’t sleep much. Then one night I did. After that it got easier and easier to be alone. Not that I’m ever really alone.

      I found it therapeutic to write a fictitious story about Kip and I and what we had. It was brilliant and brief, much like a shooting star. But the effects will last a lifetime.

      I wonder if he ever even thinks about me.

      

      As I go into my small motel room, I flip on the television. The local evening news is on and I sit on the edge of the bed and watch it. I’m curious as to what type of weather we’ll have for tomorrow’s book signing.

      This is Seattle after all, so I suppose rain is in the forecast. Like always. A commercial comes on and I turn to unpack my bag and pull the dress I’ll be wearing tomorrow out and hang it up.

      Music fills the air as the commercial comes on and I look over my shoulder to see the words, ‘Kip Dixon’ on the screen. The music is from one of his songs and it seems he’s playing a concert right here tonight.

      Why did my stomach just flip?

      

      It’s not like I could go if I wanted to. He hasn’t attempted to contact me in the last six months. It’s obvious he’s put me out of his mind and behind him. Just as I feared would happen.

      For some damn reason I feel more alone than ever and tears just start flowing. I sit down and start bawling like a little girl who just found out her puppy got ran over. I feel so stupid, it was just his damn name!

      I must be hormonal or something!

      

      Even though the commercial is over, I turn the television off. I can’t risk seeing the commercial again. I go to the bathroom and start filling up the bathtub. I’ll take a nice bath and soak my memories of him away.

      

      Kip

      The concert was lackluster in my opinion. I tried to pump up the energy, but it seemed to be sapped out of me. It just wasn’t there and I don’t know if I can find it.

      I wonder if she’s in town yet.

      

      I wish I hadn’t deleted her phone number. That was rash and completely uncalled for. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.

      Why am I so afraid to love someone so much it makes me weak?

      

      I’ve showered all the crap off me and see the book she wrote lying on the nightstand by the bed. My eyes fall on it and I can’t move.

      A knock comes at the door. “Who is it?” I shout.

      “Bobby, come on let’s drink, mate. I have a bottle of tequila out here.”

      I glance at the door and then back at the book. “Rain check, mate. Good night.”

      He grumbles some unkind words and I flop down on the bed and open the book. The first thing I notice is the dedication page.

      

      ‘This is for my falling star. What we had burned bright and ended way too soon. Just so you know, I’d do it all again anyway. No matter how painful it turned out, what you gave me was priceless. I will cherish what we had, and all you taught and gave me forever. Keep burning bright and may a love you can bear find you one day.’

      Damn girl! Is she trying to make me cry?

      I wipe the unshed tears from my eyes and start on chapter one. And would you looky here, there’s guitars on either side of the chapter. Little nuances of me are probably all through this.

      I wonder if by writing this it made her completely get over me.

      

      An idea comes to me and I flip to the end of the book to see if she has a web page or something. There’s a fan website. I grab my laptop and look it up.

      Her sweet face pops up on the screen. There she is and now I really want to cry. I touch the screen and wish that I could feel her soft skin under my fingertips. She’s glowing and even more beautiful than I remember.

      I join her fan club and write a comment.

      

      Enjoyed your book. I think I know the couple you were writing about. They remind me of a relationship I had once, but fear fucked it all up. Anyway, I am your new number one fan. And always will be. I hope you find love too, P. Reed. I thought it clever to use a K as your first initial, I get it.

      I know she doesn’t read this stuff, but it makes me feel slightly better to write it anyway. Somehow it feels like we are still in communication. I wonder if she’d like that.

      As I go through her website I see that the book tour she’s on ends in Los Angeles the day after tomorrow. It’s at Skylight Book Store near Hollywood.

      I laugh out loud as I recall how her brothers called me Hollyweird. She called me Pop Rock, and I secretly loved it. She stopped calling me that though towards the end. It was as if she was gaining respect for my music.

      

      It makes me feel like writing a song about her since she wrote a book about me. It’s only fair after all. If she can mimic Taylor Swift then so can I.

      Grabbing the small pad of paper and a pen from the nightstand, I write down the things that stick out in my mind about her. First I write, ‘Summer Girl’. That’s what I think about when I allow myself to relive our short time together. Her hair is blonde and reminds me of the summer sun.

      Our camping trip and the river also remind me of summer. Her naturally tanned skin and long, toned legs. Well, they just remind me how good they felt when they wrapped around me.

      I shake my head to clear it. This is a bad idea. It will only lead me to dream about her, and that always ends with me waking up and grabbing at the bed to find her. And she’s never there and never will be again.

      Part 8 Hidden Star

      

      Kip

      A clattering sound echoes in the hotel hallway. I assume it’s the breakfast I ordered from room service and open my door to see it isn’t. A maid seems to have dropped her vacuum cleaner and a short man comes down the hall with the food I ordered.

      

      “Good morning, Mr. Dixon,” the man calls out as he approaches me. “Fine morning, don’t you agree?”

      I have a bit of a hangover from a little too much partying after last night’s show. I haven’t done a lot of it, but with Peyton in the same town as me, I kind of freaked out and drank too much.

      “It’s okay,” I mumble as I hold the door open so he can come in and set the stuff on the table.

      He hands me the newspaper as he walks by. “See you had yourself a good bit of fun last night.”

      “It was okay, nothing great,” I say and open the paper to see my fake face on the front page. There’s Gina, an old kind-of girlfriend of mine who surprised us by coming on stage and singing a number with me. After the song ended, she kissed me, yet another unwelcome surprise.

      “You should read what the reporter wrote,” the little man says as he places the crepes and coffee on the table.

      

      I scan the article to find the writer is a douche bag. He says that I’ve seemed to have moved on from the plain Jane I announced I’d be marrying six months ago. He says how she’s disappeared off the face of the Earth and added an unnecessary, good riddance. Then he goes on to make claims that me and Gina are on again and hotter than ever.

      “Bastard!” I shriek. “This could not come at a worse time.”

      “The media is not always so kind, are they?” the man asks as he leaves the room.

      

      I toss the paper on the bed and make myself a cup of the coffee he brought in. I can’t believe Peyton is in town and most likely will see this. My cell rings and I see that it is Gina.

      Mistake number seven thousand, giving her my number. I answer though as she must be furious about the newspaper as well. “Hi, Gina.”

      “Hey there, lover!” she says with a giggle. “When do I get a ring and proposed to on stage?”

      An unsettling laugh I make. “So, you’ve seen the paper.”

      “I have and man, that kiss looks hot. Don’t you agree? I should make my way to your hotel room and try that out again.” Her words end in laughter, but I’m not sure she’s joking.

      “About that, Gina, I’m sorry. I hope that doesn’t get you in trouble with the latest boy-toy.”

      “I’m free at the moment,” she says. “Unless you want to make that story real that is. I’ve missed you, Kip. That was a lot of fun what we did last night.”

      “Is that why you showed up unannounced?” I ask. “Because you miss me?” My body is tense and my mind races with all the reasons why I should take Gina up on her offer, but my heart still belongs to Peyton.

      

      “We were good together and since we’re both in the same industry, we could help each other out. You know, make some beautiful music together, both in and out of the studio.”

      “So, you want to make some music together and possibly go on next year’s tour with us?” I ask.

      Her voice goes shrill as she squeals, “Kippy! Would that be something you’d like? I’d love it!”

      I bet she would! She hasn’t had a hit in three years!

      “I guess you should know I’m not sure if I’m signing back on with my manager. I’m not sure I want to keep doing this kind of music. I’d really like to make my own stuff, give that a shot.” I pause and wait for her groan.

      She does not disappoint as she groans loudly then says, “Kip, that’s such a bad idea. I mean, you rock man. Why not keep that going?”

      Because it leaves me empty!

      

      “My life has been run by other people since I can remember. I’d like to try running it myself and see where that takes me. So, I won’t be taking you up on either of your offers, Gina. Thanks for thinking of me though. It’s flattering.”

      “You still have it for Plain Jane don’t you?” she asks with a monochromatic tone.

      “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t refer to her like that. Peyton is a sweet and wonderful woman who took my heart. I let her down, right when she needed me the most. That’s the reason I want to get in control of my life. It’s likely she’ll never trust me to be in hers again. But someday I’ll find another, I hope, and for her I want to be settled, not living a life that runs me.”

      “You don’t see me in that role?”

      

      Gina is tall and blonde, gorgeous in every aspect, save one. She’s a user and always has been. All she really wants is to use me to get her somewhere in this business she’s been unable to get to on her own.

      “I could lie to you and tell you maybe, but the truth is no. You and I don’t mesh well if you’ll recall.”

      “Only because you refused to take me on the road with you. Even as a person who sells your damn T-shirts.”

      “Yeah, so why do you think that was, Gina?”

      “Because you are an ass.”

      And on to the name-calling!

      

      “Okay, it was all me and not you one bit. I’ll take the blame. Anyway, nice talking to you, sorry about the photo in the paper, though I doubt you are. It seems to me you may have had someone ready to take the damn picture. Manipulating always was your game, Gina. Sorry it’s not going to work out for you this time. Bye.” I end the call and toss the phone on the bed.

      Just another reason why I want out of the spotlight. If it’s not your manager lining up your days and nights, then it’s another performer wanting to ride on your shirt-tails.

      Thank God there’s only the show in L.A. left then I’m free!

      

      Now to decide for sure if I stay free or sign back up for another year of this before I try it on my own. It may seem like the answer is clear, but I’ve never tried anything on my own and failure seems terribly daunting.

      

      Peyton

      The line to get my, and the other eight new authors’, books signed goes out the door of the bookstore and around the corner. Seattle is such a wet city, they sell more books here than just about anywhere else. It seems with this tour I may become a real author. Make a real living out of this thing.

      I shudder with a chill as I think about the future. How nice it would be if I can really make this work. How much easier it would make my life if I could work from home. Especially now.

      

      One of the men standing in line pulls a newspaper from under his arm and opens it up to read while he waits. A teenage girl drops her copy of my book in front of me. “So, is the guy real?”

      “In my head, he is,” I answer with a laugh. “What’s your name?”

      “Abigail Sweeney,” she answers. “I kept picturing him as I read. You described him so well, it was like he was a real person. Is that your story?”

      I look at her and smile. “I’m not married and don’t have kids, so it’s not my story. It’s just a figment of my imagination is all it is. I have a very active one, hot guys run rampant through it. I hope you’ll be reading my next book.”

      “I will,” she says and grins. “Wanna give me a hint of what it’s about?”

      “Now, if I told you, I’d have to tell everyone. Thanks for coming, it was really nice to meet you. Abigail Sweeney.”

      She turns with a bit of disappointment in her dark eyes. I watch her leave and see the front page of the newspaper the guy in line is holding up and my heart stops.

      It’s Kip and some woman, kissing!

      

      My stomach clenches and I have to get up and run to the bathroom. People ask if I’m okay, but there’s no time to answer. I’m about to lose my dinner.

      Into the ladies' restroom I run and find an empty stall just in time as it all comes up. It’s been a while since I’ve thrown up. It was really bad at first, I threw up every day. Then it got all better, but seeing him like that got to me.

      He sure moved on fast!

      

      Cool water I run over a paper towel and hold to my forehead. A lump forms in my throat as I look at my refection. That girl was so much prettier than I am. Her body was fit and thin. She was perfect. I suppose he deserves someone like that.

      Another one of the new authors comes in. She’s a woman in her forties and motherly. “Are you okay, Peyton?”

      “Now I am. Just had to puke for some reason,” I say as I toss the towel in the trash.

      A motherly pat she gives my back and walks me back out into the bookstore. “Are you nervous?”

      “Not anymore,” I say as I take my seat again. “Thanks for your concern, Mrs. Simpson.”

      The hours pass quickly as the line of people thins out, and the end is near. Our tour bus pulls up front and we put the chairs away and go out to get on it and go to Los Angeles.

      My stomach clenches again as I think about running into Kip and that woman on the streets of L.A. God, I’ll die if that happens.

      

      I pull my jacket on and head out to the bus. All are on board and the driver pulls away. A sudden hard tap on the bus door makes him stop. He opens the door and the lady from the bookstore tells him something.

      He looks back at me. “Peyton, she wants you for a second.”

      With confusion I get up and go see what she could possibly want from me. As I step off the bus I catch a glimpse of someone standing at the side of the bus in a black hooded jacket.

      I look at the woman. “What did you need?”

      “This person asked to see you and begged me to stop the bus.”

      I turn and ask, “Did you want me to sign your book?”

      The person pulls my book out of the inside of their jacket and hands it to me. I look back at the lady. “I don’t have my pen with me.”

      “I’ll get one, I’ll be right back,” she says as she dashes back into the book store.

      “You just about missed me,” I say with a smile. The fact is though I’m beginning to get creeped out as the man or woman hasn’t seen fit to pull the hood back or speak. I can’t see the person at all. “What’s your name? You know so I can write it in the book.”

      No answer and the lady comes back out and hands me a pen. “Here you go, Peyton.”

      

      I look at the person again. “Okay, you don’t have to tell me your name. I’ll just sign it. I guess you’re shy, I get it. Thanks for coming all the way down here to see me. I hope you enjoy the book and become a fan. You can’t ever have too many of those.” I sign the inside cover and hand it back.

      I focus on the person’s hand. It looks like a man’s hand. I look back at the lady as she says, “There you go, sir. I hope you have a wonderful day.”

      “Thank you, sir,” I add and try my hardest to see him under the dark hood. “Have a great evening.”

      

      I turn to go back onto the bus and feel a chill run through me. I glance back to see him still standing there. I bite my lip and want to grab the hood and pull it back, but that’s too crazy and the bus driver coughs, making me turn my attention back to him.

      I climb on board and take a seat by the window so I can see him. Perhaps he’ll drop his hood as we leave. He steps up on the curb and turns his back to the bus and walks slowly down the wet sidewalk. His head shakes slowly.

      Kip

      My head is spinning as I walk away from her. I cannot believe it. I wanted to talk to her so badly and when I saw her I completely froze.

      How could she not have told me?

      

      I wonder if she deleted my number like I did hers. Maybe that’s why she’s left me out of this. Left me in the dark about everything.

      Thank God I know she’ll be in Los Angeles tonight and tomorrow. I know where to find her there. Now I just have to decide what I’m going to do about this.

      Can I get her to forgive me and take me back? Can I get over my fear of needing her too damn much and make it work with her? Should I leave her alone?

      She’s done fine on her own so far. Seeing her again reminded me of the all-encompassing need I have for her. The thought that’s its unhealthy seems to be fading to the back of my mind rather than the front where it usually resides.

      She may not need me now, but she will. I should be with her, not pretending she doesn’t exist. She doesn’t deserve this.

      I take my cell out and call Silas. “Hi Kip, what can I do for you today?”

      

      “Peyton is on a book tour. I’m going to send you a link to the website. They’re going to L.A. and I want you to do your best to find out where they’ll be staying tonight. I have tonight and tomorrow before it ends and I’ll lose track of her then. I can’t let that happen.”

      “Kip, man. You hurt her bad. You have to know that. She most likely doesn’t want to talk to you. Showing up at her hotel room could end badly. God knows you don’t want to show up at the book store either,” Silas says and he’s right.

      “Find out anyway. Whether she wants to talk to me or not is beside the point. She has to now.” I hang up and keep walking.

      My head pounds and my heart aches.

      How could she do this to me?

      

      Peyton

      I can’t shake the feeling of unease the thing with the hooded man gave me. We’re coming into Los Angeles now and the night lights are bright, the highway is still pretty busy.

      I’m sure our motel will be equally as crappy as the rest have been, so getting off the somewhat comfortable bus is not a thing I’m excited about doing. My mind wanders as I look at each exit sign. Which one leads to Kip’s home?

      My stomach growls as it’s been hours since I’ve eaten and what I did eat at dinner, I lost. I hope there’s someplace that delivers, and not anymore damn pizza. Lord, I’m tired of pizza. That seems to be all any restaurant will deliver.

      I want steak and a potato and a large salad. A monster glass of iced sweet tea and some pecan pie.

      I can’t wait to get back home to Texas!

      

      The tour has been long, and it’s just been a little over a month. I don’t know how Kip and his band can do a year-long one. Granted they stay in much better accommodations than we have, but still.

      My agent said I only had to do this one tour and she’ll never make me do it again. My situation will make that too difficult anyway. I won’t be able to leave home for extended periods of time.

      The driver takes an exit and before I know it, we pull into another dump and he lets us out. As we file out of the bus I get another chill.

      I hope I’m not getting a cold!

      

      The night clerk greets us as we go inside the little office. “Hello, how’s everyone this evening?”

      We all mumble that we’re fine, though all of us are tired and just want to sleep. Well not me, I want to eat and then sleep. One at a time she hands us the key to our room. I step up to get the key and she smiles at me. “Miss Reed.”

      I nod. “That’s me.” I hold my hand out for the key.

      She places it in my hand and has a shit-eating grin on her face. “You are in room thirteen. Someone has sent you some things, and I placed them in there for you.”

      “Must be my parents. I know they’re happy this is the last stop on this tour. Home tomorrow. Yeah!” I throw my hands up in the air and do a little dance as I walk away.

      It’s chilly as I walk back outside and I pull my jacket tight around me. I open the dingy door and turn the light on. My mouth drops open and my heart stops as I see what was sent to me and delivered to my motel room.

      What the hell does this mean?

      

      Kip

      I ditched the band and the bus and rented a car so I could get to Los Angeles sooner than the bus could get me here. Silas found out where Peyton would be staying and I sent a few things to let her know that I’m not only thinking about her, but will soon be there to see her.

      I wonder if she’s excited!

      

      My heart has been on full speed since I saw her. I was admittedly in shock at first, but that seems to have worn off and pure joy is all I feel now. I hope she doesn’t squash that for me.

      I called Max and told him the news and he gave me some pointers on how to come at her. The engagement ring is in my pocket. I want to make everything right.

      I had to put the fear of rejection behind me. The fear of us being too dependent on each other is ludicrous now. Her need for me should override whatever she feels about me and what I did to her.

      As I pull into the tiny motel parking lot, I’m appalled that she’s staying in this rat trap. If she’ll come with me, I’ll take her to my place tonight. This is not a place I want her to be.

      I pull up in the parking spot in front of room number thirteen and find I’m shaking. My stomach is in knots and my hands are even sweeting.

      Shit! I have to regain my composure and present myself as a stable person, not a nervous idiot!

      With a quick slap to my cheek, I try to bring my head back into what it is I have to do and how I have to take charge to get it done. Peyton has been known to be on the stubborn side and I can’t let her get into that place about me.

      A hard knock I make as there are no lights on and she may well be asleep. I can’t wait until tomorrow though. I can’t take the chance I’ll have to go all the way back to Texas to find her stubborn ass.

      

      A light comes on inside and my heart pounds so hard I can’t hear anything. The door opens and there she stands in an over-sized pink T-shirt. She rubs her sleepy eyes. “Kip…”

      I pick her up and walk inside with her, kicking the door shut behind me. The small room is filled with the red roses I sent. “I’ve missed you, Peyton.”

      My lips touch hers and she pushes against my chest. “Stop! Let me down!”

      I do as she says as I don’t want her to get upset with me so quickly. “Sorry, baby. I really am, it’s just that I can’t help it.”

      She sits on the bed and frowns. “You aren’t going to state the obvious? You aren’t going to yell at me?”

      

      “I saw you earlier today. It was me at the book store. So I already know and have taken that in. For whatever reason, you chose not to get in touch with me and tell me, I don’t care. I’m just happy, Peyton. I’m so damn happy, you have no idea.” I sit next to her and take her hand though I ache to do more.

      She gives me a smirk. “It was you in the black hoodie.”

      I nod. “I wanted to say something to you. It was my plan to, but when I saw you walk out of the book store, I nearly fainted I was so surprised. Then I asked the lady to stop the bus and get you. Again, I meant to talk to you, but my words stuck in my throat. I’m sorry, love.”

      “You’re going to be mad when I tell you that I have your number in my phone, I just never wanted to call you and tell you. I was hoping you would miss me and call me, but you never did,” she says and gets up and grabs a bottle of water.

      “I deleted your number so I wouldn’t get tempted. I felt you were much better off without me.” I get up and try to wrap my arms around her, but she walks away from me.

      

      “So if I was better off without you then, how is it any different now?” she asks as she sits back down on the bed and I look at the blanket and realize this place is nasty and dirty.

      “Pack your things, you’re coming to my place. I can’t allow you to stay here,” I say as I look around for her bag.

      “I’m not going with you. I’ve been staying in these kinds of motels for the last month, it’s not hurt me so far. One more night won’t kill me.” She takes a long drink of her water.

      “I need you to, Peyton. You and I need to put our idiotic thinking behind us now. There are no if, ands, or buts about it. I still love you,” I say then stop to see if those words affect her at all.

      She looks at me only briefly then says, “Great. Glad to hear you still love me. But it was never enough to look back and decide you made a mistake by ending what we had. I still love you by the way. Not that it matters. You’re not a safe bet for me, Kip. You’ve proven that.”

      

      “I am a safe bet.” I pull the ring from my pocket and get on one knee in front of her.

      “Get up,” she says. “I’m not about to fall for that again.”

      She may as well have plunged a knife in my heart. “Peyton, I was scared. Fear made me think we had something that would hurt us both. I was a fool. Please…”

      “Save it, Romeo. Funny how once you found this out you came running to me. Why not before?”

      “This was a fluke, finding you. We both ended up in Seattle at the same time. I walked past the book store with your book in it. I had no idea it was your book until I called Max. His wife had seen you in Houston. I went right back and got the book. I love it by the way.”

      Her eyes soften for a moment. “You do?”

      I nod and try to hold her eyes. “Peyton, I can’t tell you why it’s only now that I realized how important you are to me. I can’t tell you why I found you so intriguing the first time I laid eyes on you. I can only tell you that I know without a shadow of a doubt that I want to spend the rest of my life with you. I was going to tell you that anyway, even before I saw you.”

      

      “How can I believe you, Kip?” she asks and looks away.

      I take her chin in my hand and make her look at me. “Because I’ve never lied to you. Not once. I mean it. My plan was to beg you to come back to me. This is just an unexpected and happy surprise.”

      Her eyes gloss over and she may be about to cry. “Kip, I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know that I can ever believe you want me back for me or what’s inside me.”

      “It’s you, baby. I wanted you back before I ever saw you again. You need to believe me and let that doubt go. There’s no room for it. We have plans to make and this is just getting in the way. Now please, marry me.” I search her eyes for some sign of hope.

      Her head shakes. “No, I won’t.”

      “You really know how to screw up a proposal, Peyton.” I get up and run my hands through my hair.

      “You really know how to break a heart, Kip.”

      I turn away from her. “So damn stubborn!”

      “Me?” she shouts. “I’m stubborn? What about you?”

      “I was afraid, not stubborn,” I argue. “How much time do we have, three months, four?”

      “Three. I have three months,” she says. “You have a lifetime as I don’t think you’re stable enough to be what you need to be. It’s important to be around. And if you thought what you felt for me was unhealthy and you had to run from it, then you’ll really feel your connection with this will be bad.”

      “I don’t like you calling our child, ‘this’ it’s not very nice. Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I haven’t had a sonogram yet. To be honest, I haven’t felt up to it. Mom said she’ll go with me, but I don’t really want to find out with her. I think it’ll be better to be surprised. Kind of how surprised I was when its daddy told me that what we had was too much for him to deal with.”

      “Peyton, if I could go back in time and change it all, I would, baby.” I go back and sit next to her. “I’m here now. I’m never going anywhere again. After tomorrow, I’m free from Silas and the contract.”

      

      Her eyes dart up to mine. “Who was the girl?”

      “You saw the paper?”

      She nods. “A man had it in the book store. I saw your face, well, sort of. That beautiful woman had hers all up in yours, but I saw you. So who is she?”

      “Her name is Gina, and she’s a small time singer. I’m pretty sure she thought I’d help her get into the business a bit better, but I assured her I wasn’t going to be that person for her. I told her my heart belonged to you. I told her I was going to change the way I’ve been doing things.”

      “You told her?” she asks. “You talked to her that damned much?”

      Her cheeks grow red with anger and it makes me smile as I know she still has it for me or she’d not be this jealous. “It wasn’t as long as I’m making it sound. Minutes really. Over the phone this morning. Her coming on stage or being there at all was a surprise to me. I found out later Silas had allowed her to come on after she talked to him.”

      

      “I kind of hate that man,” Peyton says with a frown. “To be honest, I blame him for your actions just about as much as I blame you.”

      “He was definitely a gnat in my ear.” I run one arm around her shoulders and with my other hand I touch her round stomach. “You look more beautiful than I remembered you being.”

      Her hand goes over mine and for a moment I hold my breath as I’m afraid she’s going to move it. “You lie, but thanks. I feel pretty ugly most of the time. Fat, alone, and ugly.”

      My heart aches and I run the arm I have around her shoulders up and cup the back of her head to make her look up at me. “You couldn’t be ugly if you tried and you aren’t fat at all. The only thing I see is that little belly where you’re carrying our child, Peyton. I swear to you that you’re gorgeous, you glow, sweetheart.”

      Her eyes twinkle a little. “If I was to take you back, you have to know my brothers would give you a hard time. Maybe even a punch or two.”

      “I deserve it, so I’ll take whatever they feel I deserve. I fucked up. I should’ve never been so weak. I really do feel awful I did that to you at the worst time in your life, Peyton. I really do.” Her mouth is mere centimeters from mine, but I have to wait before I kiss her.

      

      “How can I trust you to stay with us? How can I ever feel safe about it? If I build our lives around you and you decide it’s too much for you, then what? Not only do I have my heart to protect now, but my child’s too.” Her eyes search mine and I feel terrible.

      “That’s my child too, you seem to forget. I’m not about to freak out over feeling completely in love with my own flesh and blood. I might be a bit of a fool, but I’m not a complete one. So go ahead and ask me what you know you want to, Peyton.” My hand on the back of her head pushes her face a tad bit closer to mine.

      “I’m really afraid, Kip. I’m not kidding about that.” Her lips tremble and I know she’s afraid I’ll end it again.

      “You’ll have to trust me, baby. I swear I won’t freak out this time. So ask me already and end this torture,” I say and lick my lips.

      “What if I don’t?”

      “Well, then I’ll have to continue to argue my case until you see fit to give this idiot another shot.” The hand I have on her stomach I move, running it up over her stomach and then to her breasts.

      Her breath hitches and she smiles. “This is probably the biggest mistake I’ll ever make. Kip, will you kiss me?”

      

      “I will, but you have to promise to marry me first, Peyton Gail Reed.” I pull the ring back out of my pocket and wait for her answer as I hold her so close I can smell the sweet cinnamon on her breath.

      Her hazel eyes are more green than brown right now and they dart back and forth as she thinks. Finally she blinks a couple of times. “Yes, Kip. I will marry you.”

      My lips touch hers gently and I feel like I’m home for the first time since she and I parted ways, I feel whole again. The emptiness inside me fills as I pull her into my arms and run my hands through her blonde curls which have grown a good four inches since I saw her last.

      As we kiss, I run my hand with the ring on the pinky down her left arm, and place the ring back on her finger, where it should’ve never left in the first place. My hand leaves hers and slips under the hem of her night shirt.

      Her skin is soft as silk and her kiss is every bit as sweet as I remembered. How I let this go is something I can’t wrap my head around. I pull the shirt up and pull my mouth from hers only long enough to take it off her.

      She kisses me back hungrily as my hands go right for her breasts which have grown larger. My tongue flows over hers and I push her back gently until she’s on the bed. Then I sit up and look down at her.

      A red pair of lacy panties is all she has on. I peel them off her and take her all in. The small bump of our baby I run my hands over. Up her body I run them until I get to her breasts. I cup each one and smile as I say, “Now, these are very nice.”

      

      She giggles, and it makes my heart twitch with happiness to hear her happy again. “You like them? I think they’re going to get bigger.”

      “Bonus!” I grin, and have to feel one of them in my mouth.

      I lean over her and gently massage one as I pop the other in my mouth. We both moan and her hands tangle up in my hair. Soft murmurs she makes as I go to another place with her voluptuous mounds.

      Leaving her breast alone, my hand flows over her body, down until I find her wet folds and run my fingers all over them. I hear her hiss out a yes and move a finger into her to wet it, then stroke her clit while I feast on her tender and juicy breast.

      She arches up and moans. “God, Kip, oh, I’ve missed you. And this. You make me feel like no one else can.”

      A smile interrupts my taking of her breast and I pull my mouth only as far away from it as I have to. “I am all you have to compare to.”

      Her body stiffens and I find that a little odd. “Kip, I should probably tell you this.”

      Please, don’t let it be that she fucked another guy!

      

      Peyton

      Kip’s body tenses, and he looks up at me. He’s really enjoying my new, bigger boobs so I hope this doesn’t stop that, but he should know.

      “First, let me start by asking you a question, because we both know that you were trying to forget about me. Also, there’s a baby inside me, so you need to be honest for its health. Did you have sex with anyone while we were apart? Tell the truth, I’ll try really hard not to be mad.”

      The way his eyes go down pretty much answers me and my heart starts pounding as heat rushes through me. I try hard to hold on to my temper as we had been broken up, and it’s not as if he owed it to me to be faithful.

      He nods. “I’m safe though. I used condoms.”

      He can’t look at me as I ask. “Do I even want to know how many times and how many women?”

      

      He shakes his head and my stomach lurches. “I’ll be right back,” I say as I jump and run to the bathroom.

      Everything comes out and Kip opens the door. “Baby,” he says but I hold up a hand to stop him.

      With a brief pause in the puking process, I manage to say, “Please get out, I’m naked and this is embarrassing as fuck.”

      “I understand,” he says and closes the door.

      Once my stomach is void of all food. I wash my face and give myself a mental pep talk.

      I have news which will not make him happy either, so stop being such a pansy ass about this!

      

      I wrap a towel around myself as the vulnerability of being naked and what I need to tell him don’t go well together. What we had going on out there may well end.

      I go out and find him undressed and in bed. He pats the bed and I go sit. “I’m sorry,” he says. “Let’s never talk about it again. I’m safe and healthy and it will never happen with anyone but you ever again.”

      “That’s good to hear and I can get past it. I had no expectations that Mr. Pop Rock would go without sex anyway. It just hit me hard to actually hear it, and when I get upsetting news I puke, thanks to junior here.” I rub my belly and he smiles.

      “So come on back here and let me get back to the place we were.” He pulls at me.

      I place my hand on his chest to stop him from pulling me to him. “My turn to make a confession.”

      His eyes go wide and he shakes his head. “No, don’t. I can’t take it.”

      “Kip, that would be lying.”

      His hands go over his ears and he closes his eyes like a little kid and I get déjà vu of what our kids might look and act like. Suddenly he stops and puts his hands down. “Is there anyway the baby isn’t mine?”

      I smile as there is no way of that. “It’s yours. It didn’t get that far. Just to the point of oral and that felt awkward and not as good as when you and I did it, so I stopped it before actual penetration….”

      “Okay! Shut the story down right there.” He looks a little relieved. “Did you know you were pregnant?”

      “Not then, no. But I threw up afterwards and two weeks later I took a pregnancy test,” I say and he smiles.

      “You threw up afterwards?”

      “Part of why it didn’t go any further actually. He was going at it and nothing was working for me and then my stomach clenched and I had to jerk myself out of the bed and run to the bathroom where I lost my cookies and told him that wasn’t working anyway.”

      

      Kip’s smile goes clean across his handsome face. He pats my tummy. “Way to go, junior. Thanks for keeping your mum intact for your old pop.”

      I smack him in his muscular bicep. “I wish you would’ve had someone stop your horny ass!”

      He gives a sheepish grin. “Yeah, I bet you do. So who was it? I bet I know.”

      “You don’t know him. He was a random guy I met at a club me and some college friends went to so I could forget all about you. He didn’t come close to making me forget though,” I say and lay down next to him. “So did any of those trollops make you feel better than I do? And be honest!” I say, but am not real sure I can take it if he says any of them did.

      He leans on his hand as he pushes himself up on his arm and looks down at me. Pulling the towel away as he says, “I am not a liar and when I tell you that no one came close to making me feel what I feel with you, you can believe me. I love you and what we make is real love. Any other thing I’ve ever done has been meaningless sex. You and I have something special, love.”

      

      I want so damn bad to believe him, but my stomach is knotting and my head is going in too many directions. “Kip, can we not do this tonight. A lot has happened and I really need to make decisions with my head, not my body.”

      He strokes my arm then holds my hand up and kisses the ring he’s put back on my finger, even though it only fits halfway as my fingers must’ve gotten fatter. “What do you mean, make decisions? I thought you had?”

      “Well, there’s a lot to consider. This is a lot to take in. The fact we found it necessary to sleep with other people says a lot about the reality of what we have. It doesn’t seem so permanent, so undeniable. You know?” I ask.

      His blue eyes sparkle. “All you need to take in is me, love and this crap will all be behind us and we can start right back at where we were.”

      “I don’t want to go back to that exact place. There’s so much to decide. So much to think about.” My head spins as there seems to be too much to take in.

      “Shh.” His finger touches my lips. “We have nothing but time, you and me.”

      

      In slow motion, his mouth comes down on mine and I let it all go. The jealousy, the insecurity, everything. It vanishes with his kiss, his touch starts a fire in me that has lain dormant for six, long months.

      I pull at him to cover my body with his. It’s missed the weight and comfort it brought me. He moves over me and the way our bodies match even with my stomach bulge is amazing.

      A heat runs through me as his large dick presses against me. I arch up and bend my knees to allow him complete access. He grinds his growing erection against me and my body is already quivering for him to fill me.

      His mouth moves to my neck, and he kisses my warm flesh. “I love you, Peyton.”

      My heart fills with emotion and a tear wells up then falls over my cheek. He’s back, and he’s mine again. Other women he’s had, but it’s me that he has chosen. He came back to me.

      

      “Please, take me now. Make me yours again,” I whisper.

      He pulls his head up and looks at me as he slides his hard, large and wide dick into me. I hold his gaze and though it burns as he spreads me apart to accommodate him, I don’t show any pain. “You are mine, forever.”

      “I am,” I say and wrap my legs around him.

      Slow strokes he makes as he looks into my eyes. The burning eases and I arch up to him. He lowers his face and finally his lips touch mine. His mouth is hot, and he tastes like coffee with a hint of mint and I missed that taste.

      

      The muscles of his back I run my hands over. I missed them more than I even knew. His huge biceps I run them over next and nearly fall apart at how hard and big they are.

      Harder he thrusts into me, making me grow hotter and the first little quiver begins. “God! Kip!”

      “Cum, baby,” he says through gritted teeth. “Do it!”

      I yell as I orgasm hard. “Shit!”

      My body pulses all around his hard, magnificent cock and somehow he holds on. With a quick flip, I’m on my knees and he’s behind me. “I’m going to make you scream my name, baby.”

      He slams into me and the orgasm I had going intensifies. “Kip! Fuck!”

      My face I push into the pillow and make noises I didn’t know I could make. He yanks my hair back. “I want to hear you.”

      

      Tears flow for reasons I can’t comprehend. I scream with every thrust as I cum harder and it never seems to end. My legs are shaking and my body is a tight bundle of intense pleasure.

      He leans over me and I feel his teeth sink into my shoulder. I scream and cannot believe my orgasm goes to a new level. “Fuck!”

      “You like it, baby?” Kip says and his lips move on my back with his words.

      “Yes! Yes! Don’t stop!” I cry out as he rams into me harder.

      His hand grabs a chunk of my hair and he pulls it hard as he slams into me. Incredibly the orgasm goes into overtime and I scream like I’m being murdered and hope Mrs. Simpson from next door doesn’t call the cops.

      

      Kip makes a horrible groan and slumps over my back as heat shoots into me. Our bodies pulse around each other’s and all I know is we’re back and better than ever.

      Once all the quaking slows down, he lets me lay down. I go to my side and roll to my back. He lays out next to me, stroking my stomach. His lips touch my cheek. “I hope he doesn’t suffer any brain damage from all that shaking.”

      “Can that happen?” I ask, suddenly really concerned.

      “I don’t think so,” he says with a deep chuckle.

      “But you don’t know.”

      “Baby, chill. People have been doing this from the beginning of time. I’ve yet to hear of a baby coming out brain damaged because the parents liked to fuck hard.”

      

      “Fuck?” I’m seeing red in an instant. “Is that all I am to you?”

      I sit up and try to get out of the bed. He grabs my wrist and pulls me back down. “Sorry, poor choice of words, love. Damn, those hormones are really out of whack.”

      “Fuck you, Kip!” I shout and yank my wrist from his grip.

      “Baby, stop!” He pulls me back down and runs his arm around my shoulders and holds me so tight I cannot move which pisses me off even further.

      

      “Let me go. I have to pee.”

      “Really? Or are you just saying that so you can get up and storm away?” he asks as he continues to hold me tight.

      I contemplate my answer as it’s a bit of both. “I really do have to pee after you banging me so hard and long.”

      He lets me go and grins. “You sound as if you’re bitching about that, when seconds ago you were begging me not to stop. I do believe pregnancy is bringing out an animal in you, love.”

      I make my way to the bathroom. “Probably because I carry your demon spawn and the animal in it is filling my veins with your tainted blood.”

      He laughs. “Is that the writer in you coming out, pet? Is your next novel to be a horror story?”

      I mumble to myself as I walk away, “It just may be if you don’t play your cards right, buddy.”

      

      Kip

      Peyton sleeps like a dead woman. She has her book signing thing to do today and I need to get to my place and have things prepared. I haven’t been home in nearly a year.

      I dress quietly so I don’t disturb her. A quick note I jot down and then I grab her phone and text mine so I’ll have her number again. I’ll be picking her up after the signing and she will come home with me.

      Has she agreed to that? No. Will she? I’ll simply give her no choice.

      

      The woman is hormonal as hell. The fact is she shouldn’t even be making decisions for herself. I do believe she would actually cut her own nose off to spite her pretty, little face.

      The engagement ring I gave back to her isn’t fitting all the way on her finger as they must’ve swollen with the pregnancy. She’s wearing it just to her knuckle and I fear she’ll lose it. I don’t particularly want her to. I could buy her another, but this one is special. I’m taking it to get it made to her size now so she can wear it comfortably. When we pick it up we can pick out our wedding rings. It’ll be fun.

      Out the door I tiptoe and blow her a kiss as I leave.

      

      Part 9 Star Light

      

      Peyton

      Was it all just a dream? I sit up in bed and look around the dingy motel room. Except for the flowers there’s nothing left to show that Kip was really here.

      I bet he got scared and ran!

      

      I was too much for him and now with the extra he couldn’t take it and fled from us both. I hold my hand up and find my engagement ring gone as well.

      That son of a bitch!

      

      I can’t believe he’d give it back to me just to take it and sneak away. What a rat bastard. Why’d he even bother coming here and getting my hopes up that he could be a normal human being?

      I may as well get up and get ready for this day. It’s going to be hard not to break into tears of disappointment all day, but I have to try. After the book signing I can get on a plane and go back to my parents’ house and cry for a month like I did last time.

      It’s my bad, really. I knew he can’t be what we need. I knew he’d flake and freak and take off. What an idiot I feel like. I just let him jump right back into bed with me like I could trust his ass.

      Idiot!

      

      Oh, look the jack ass left me a note. What a prince. I should just crumble it up and toss it in the trash. There’s no way he could’ve found the perfect words to let me know why he’s left me again.

      With a quick squeeze, I ball the paper up and throw it away. I really don’t need to know why or what he thinks is why. I know why. Because he’s a spoiled little rock star who has never had to do a damn thing, and this scares the crap out of him.

      Well, it scares the shit out of me too!

      

      I have no choice though. It’s me who has to have this baby and raise it, I guess on my own now.

      How could he? What a complete crap-head!

      

      I wish he would’ve never found me. This is so damn much harder than it was yesterday before he came back into my life. All sweet and adorable looking. All, I promise I’ll never freak out again.

      The liar!

      

      I’ll take a warm shower and cry for a little while then I’ll get dressed and go find something to eat. Then I’ll throw it all up and start the process over.

      

      Uh! I hate Kip Dixon!!!

      Kip

      Life is great again. Peyton and I are back on track and things couldn’t be better. I called my parents and told them the happy news about us having a baby and they were over the moon about it.

      I called the Tesla dealership in Austin and they still had the car I bought her there, so I bought it again and it’s going to be delivered out here in a few days. That should make her happy.

      Tonight is the last gig on this tour and after that I’ll be free. I started writing on my own this morning and hopefully by the end of the coming year I’ll have a few songs done. For the first time in a long time I’m looking at the future with such a different mind-set.

      I’m going to be a father!

      

      A glance at the clock on the wall of my bedroom lets me know it’s ten o’clock. Peyton should be up by now. I’ll just give her a quick text and see if she’s up. Maybe she’ll feel like breakfast.

      -Are you up?-

      

      Poor thing, she was dead to the world when I got up this morning. I suppose our activities of the night wore her out. She’s been without for six months. I’m sure her body was exhausted.

      My bedroom has a little room attached to it. I have a bunch of guitars in it right now, but we can change it into a nursery for the baby.  My phone makes a little ding and I see Peyton’s texted me back.

      Now, how’d she even find an emoticon that shoots the finger like that? And why did she send it to me? Does she think it’s funny or something?

      -What’s that about???- I text back.

      Her sense of humor is a little crazy. I’ll go ahead and leave to get back to that rat hole of a motel and pick her up.

      

      Peyton

      Wow! What a prick!

      I can’t believe he asked me if I was up. What the hell does he care?

      The cab is stuck in traffic and I have to pee again. The baby loves to lie on my bladder, the little meanie.

      After crying for the entire shower, I called my agent and told her I was sick and would it be okay for me to go ahead and go home and miss the last book signing. She let me go, so now I’m on the way to the airport.

      I can’t get out of this town quick enough. My phone makes a noise and I see he’s sent me another text. What a dumb ass. He wants to know what my emoticon of a smiley face flipping the bird is about.

      I text back – Fuck you-

      There, that should spell it all out for him. Why can’t he just leave me alone? Why would he bolt on me and then want to keep in contact?

      Oh, I bet he thinks he can still be a part of the baby’s life and that we need to get along for the kid. Well good luck with that. We’ll see how often he comes to Texas to see the baby.

      How am I supposed to see Kip and not cry my eyes out? I can’t do it. It’s impossible.

      No, we’re both better off if he leaves us completely alone. My phone dings again and I look at it to find a bunch of question marks. So I text back

      –Just leave me and the baby the hell alone!!!-

      I turn my phone off. I can’t take any more of this. I’m about to burst into tears again and the cab driver will most likely think I’m insane.

      I feel a bit insane anyway.

      Why do I have to love his ass so damn much?

      

      This would be so much easier to take if I didn’t crave the man. His touch set me right back on fire and my body still goes into hot mode when I think about the things we did last night.

      But that will never happen again and now the tears are flowing and I know the sobs will follow.

      Oh, Lord, I’m a mess!

      

      Kip

      I have no idea of what the hell is going on with Peyton. She texted me to leave her and the baby alone and I have no idea why she’d tell me that. She must’ve turned her phone off because it goes straight to voicemail.

      Like a maniac I’m driving to the motel to catch her before they leave again. At least if nothing else I can find her at the book store that she’ll be at to sign her books at two this afternoon.

      What could have sent her into such a state of mind?

      

      I left her the note that told her to call me when she woke up. I even ended it with an, I love you. So why the sudden change in attitude?

      Is she done with me for some reason? And why?

      The daft girl, we’re having a baby. She can’t just write me off.

      Why would she do that?

      The tour bus I see pulling out of the motel parking lot up ahead. I’m too damn late. I’ll have to follow it and see where they’re going. Back onto the freeway we go.

      Maybe I’ll luck out and there’ll be a traffic jam on the 405 like there usually is. I’ll just stay right in back of the bus and if we all get stopped I’ll jump out of my car and run up to it.

      Please let there be traffic!

      

      Peyton

      I don’t know if it’s because I’m all hormonal from being pregnant or what, but I can’t quit crying. I’m hiding in a bathroom stall at the airport and cannot seem to stop the tears from falling out of my damn eyes.

      My heart keeps telling me to call Kip and beg him not to leave me again. But my pride says I can’t do that. My head is all mixed up about what the right thing to do is and it tells me to just go back to Texas and forget about him.

      How am I going to do that?

      

      In three months, I’m going to have a constant reminder of the man. My little baby will probably look just like him and I’ll cry every single day. Poor kid’s going to think its mother is a crazy person.

      To top it all off, my flight couldn’t be moved up because of stupid holiday bookings. All flights are completely full and I have to wait for my original flight out at eight tonight.

      Stupid Thanksgiving!

      

      So here I am, stuck at the airport for the next eight hours. I need to talk to someone. Mom, maybe. I’m a little afraid to turn my phone back on as Kip must have blown it up. Or maybe he didn’t.

      I turn it on and call mom straight away without checking anything else. I don’t even want to see if he has tried to talk to me anyway.

      “Hey, baby girl!” Mom answers.

      “Mom, I….” I start bawling.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks.

      The words won’t come out. Only big sobs and sniffles.

      “Peyton Gail Reed! You suck that up and tell me what’s wrong. You’re freaking me out!”

      “Kip, he, I saw, oh, Mom!” I wail again.

      “Kip did what? Did you talk to him?” she asks.

      I did more than that and he still left me again!

      

      “Uh huh,” I manage to get out. “And he left.”

      “Stop crying!” she shouts through the phone. “Damn it, Peyton!”

      I try to suck it up and I grab some toilet paper and blow my nose. I flush the paper and try to speak again. “Mom, it’s really over. He knows about the baby and he spent the night with me and gave my ring back to me. But he was gone this morning and so was my ring. He bugged out on me again.”

      “Oh, baby! I’m so sorry, sweetie.”

      “I just want to come home and I can’t yet cause of stupid Thanksgiving travelers.”

      “So, where are you?” she asks.

      “In the bathroom at LAX.”

      “Is it nice there?” she asks.

      “In the bathroom?” I ask, confused. “I guess it’s pretty nice as far as bathrooms go.”

      “No, in L.A. Is it nice in L.A. silly?” she laughs.

      

      “I haven’t really noticed. We came in after dark and I couldn’t see much on the cab ride to the airport on account of I was crying the majority of the time.” I sniffle and grab some toilet paper and wipe my eyes.

      Somehow just having Mom on the phone is making me feel a little bit better. At least the tears have stopped and I’m getting the sobbing under control.

      “Okay, now tell me why Kip would come and find you just to dump you again.”

      “I don’t know!” And the tears are back.

      Crap!

      

      “Okay, stop crying. It’s all going to be okay, Peyton. Sweetie, you’ll be home soon and I’ll hug you and make you some hot chocolate and everything will be fine, you’ll see,” her sweet voice tells me, but I’m having a hard time believing her.

      “Fine? I don’t think I’ll ever be fine again, Mom. Why does this have to hurt so much?”

      My phone makes a little sound and I know I have a text but I can’t look at it or I’ll go into a new round of tears and I don’t know how many I could possibly have left.

      “Peyton, look, wipe your eyes and blow your nose then wash your face and go out and find you something to eat and drink. I bet you haven’t eaten at all if you’re this upset and that’s not good for you or the baby.”

      “I tried to eat, but I can’t. All I want to do is curl up on the sofa next to you. I need my mommy!” And here I go again.

      “Stop that crying, girl! Come on, it’s just a man for Heaven’s sakes. You can get through this.”

      “What if Dad left you? Wouldn’t you cry?” I ask through bouts of sobs.

      

      “Don’t even talk like that, Peyton! Now, listen here, young lady. You dry those tears up and do what I told you too. You’re a mother yourself now and we moms have to keep our shit together. Crying is not a thing that we mothers do. Now you have to pull it together and get yourself and that baby something to eat. Do you hear me?”

      I sniffle and blow my nose some more. She’s right. I have to pull myself together. This is a minor setback. I already had my plan for this baby and it was only changed for a matter of hours. It’s just back to the original plan now. That’s all.

      So what if I love Kip with every fiber of my being. So what if life looks bleak without him in it. So what if I feel more empty than I ever have in my entire life? Whoa, okay, going back off the deep in, let me reign it back in.

      I take in a deep breath and let it all out. “I’m going to be okay, Mom. Whew! Thanks for setting me straight. I about lost it for a minute, or a few hours, whatever.”

      

      “Now, you should give me that man’s number so I can give it to your brothers and they can give him a lot of shit for you. Doesn’t that sound nice, baby?” My mother’s angelic voice asks me.

      “It does. But in all honesty, I just want no more to do with him. I can’t take thinking about him. It’s too hard. I need to put him way out of my mind, forever. I’m doing better now, Mom. Thanks.”

      “Good, sweetie. Now do what I said and get yourself something to eat and we’ll see you later on tonight. I love you, baby girl.”

      “I love you too, Mom. I’m turning my phone back off again so don’t freak if you call and I don’t answer. Just while I’ve been on the phone with you I can hear Kip has texted three times and tried to call twice. I don’t know what his angle is, but I don’t wish to discuss a thing with the man right now.”

      “Maybe you should though. You are in the same town as he is right now. Maybe you two should decide if he’s going to take part in this child’s life or not.”

      “I can’t right now. I just can’t handle it. I’ll get myself straight then try to talk to him about it, but right now I can’t do it,” I say as I leave my bathroom stall to find a bathroom full of women who openly stare at me as I look in the mirror at the black streaks that are running down my cheeks. “Oh, Lord, I’m a mess Mom, gotta go. See you tonight.”

      The girl washing her hands at the sink next to me asks, “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “Not one tiny bit. But I guess I’ll get okay.”

      She turns around and crosses her arms over her chest and smiles. “Does it have anything to do with that baby bump you’re sporting?”

      

      “In a way it does, but not entirely. Its daddy doesn’t want us anymore. A typical story, but it’s a first for me,” I say as I take a make-up wipe out of my purse. “The damn man gave me hope then ran out on me again. I’ll survive.”

      “What a dick!” she says. “Where are you headed?”

      “Back to Texas. And you?” I ask as I run the wipe over my tear soaked cheeks that burn.

      “Texas too. Austin to be exact.”

      My eyebrows raise and I smile. “That’s where I’m headed too. Are you on the next flight out?”

      She nods. “Yep, off to visit my grandparents for the rest of this week.”

      

      “Are you traveling alone, or with a group?” I ask, trying to decide how I’m going to ask her to trade flights with me.

      “Alone. Everyone else is already there.” She pulls a lipstick from her purse and puts it on.

      “My flight doesn’t leave until eight tonight. That’s like seven hours or so from now.” I look over at her to see if she has any sympathy for me.

      Her eyes twitch a little. “That’s a long time to be sitting here.”

      “It is. I thought I’d be able to trade my flight easily, but the damn holiday is messing up my plan to get the hell out of L.A. quickly.”

      She turns and looks at me. “Mine is leaving in an hour. How about I trade you?”

      “Really?” I ask and nearly pull her into a hug. “That would be so nice of you. And you’ll be happy to trade with me, my ticket is a first class one.”

      “Looks like I got my reward for helping out a fellow Texan right off the bat. Come on, let’s go get this ticket thing straightened out and get you on the way back home and away from the idiot of a man who knocked you up,” she says as she takes me by the arm and leads me out.

      Finally, a little help!

      Kip

      Just my luck, we hit no traffic, and it seems Peyton had turned her phone back on for a few minutes then it went right back off again. I can’t believe she isn’t even reading any of my texts.

      The bus has its blinker on and it seems the little group of new authors is about to go eat Chinese food. Finally, I’ll have my chance to get a hold of the stubborn woman. That’s all I need is to be able to touch her and she’ll come back around.

      I have no idea what’s sent her off like this, but I’ll get to the bottom of it. Pulling in right behind the tour bus, I wait for her to get out. She may just keep her ass on the bus if she realizes I’m here.

      One at a time I see the people leave the bus and then the driver and that’s it. No Peyton.

      I jump out of the car. “Hey, can any of you tell me where Peyton is?”

      A woman turns back and looks at me. “And you are?”

      I jog up to her. “I’m her fiancé.”

      

      Her eyebrows go up. “Didn’t realize she had one of those. She actually told me she was single. So who are you now?”

      I grin. Another person trying to protect her. Does the girl have no end to her guardians? “We got back together last night. But something’s happened to her. I left this morning to go get some things set up and let her sleep. Things have gone awry since then. So if you know where she is, I really need to talk to her and see what has her being so crazy.”

      The woman narrows her eyes at me as if trying to figure out if she should tell me anything about Peyton or not. “She was feeling sick and has gone home.”

      “Sick? Home?” I ask feeling quite confused.

      “Home, yes and sick. Okay, so there you go,” she says then turns to leave and calls back over her shoulder. “So if you do know her then you know where home is for her.”

      I thought it was with me, but I guess I was wrong. With a quick turn I go back to my car and off to the airport. She must be flying home.

      I hope I haven’t missed her!

      

      Peyton

      “Wow! So that’s Kip Dixon’s kid you have there?” the young woman who traded tickets with me asks. Her name’s Rachelle Stone, and I found out she’s originally from Round Rock, just outside of Austin and not too far from where I live.

      “Yep,” I answer as we sit in the waiting area. Only thirty more minutes then I’ll be out of here.

      “You know you’ll be rich when he has to start paying child support.” She takes a bite of her sandwich. She brought some with her and gave me one. She’s going to college at UCLA to be a chef and rarely eats anyone else’s cooking so she takes her own food everywhere.

      “Nah, I don’t want his money. I want him. If he doesn’t want us then I’ll just let him go,” I say and feel my heart filling up with heavy sorrow and hope I don’t go to crying again.

      

      “Don’t short change the kid because of some misplaced pride, Peyton. I was a kid who grew up with no father. My mother was young when she had me and it was her parents who really raised me. Times were tough, and I even had to be placed in a children’s home once.” She stops and looks away, I suppose remembering the bad times.

      “I’m, sorry, Rachelle. Don’t go back in your mind to a hard time for my sake. And don’t worry about this kid. It’ll never be sent away. If something was to happen to me, I have a slew of brothers who would make sure the kid was taken care of.”

      She nods. “That’s good. My mother was an only child and so am I. My grandparents are all I have left. Mom has her own life. I don’t even know where she is right now.”

      Her head drops and her dark, straight hair falls down around her face. Deep blue eyes, fringed with long dark lashes look sad. It makes me feel bad that my situation has stirred up bad memories.

      

      “You know we should exchange numbers. We can visit each other when you go to your grandparents to visit. And if I have to bring the baby to visit its father then maybe I could hang out with you while he does that. I’m sure he won’t want me around anyway, not that I could stand that.” I pat her shoulder and she smiles.

      “I’d like that, Peyton.”

      I take my phone out and turn it back on so we can get each other’s numbers. A quick glance shows me that he’s stopped trying to get in touch with me. I should’ve known he’d stop. But I assume my heart had no idea as it feels like it’s been stabbed a few dozen times.

      “Maybe after I have the baby, we could go out clubbing or something like that,” I say as I open my contacts.

      “Not for another year. I’m only twenty,” she says and shows me her number. I type it in and send her a text.

      “Do you like to ride horses? I have a few,” I say and put my phone back in my purse. I left it on as it seems Kip’s over trying to contact me.

      “I haven’t in years, but I do like to. That sounds fun.”

      “Now boarding seats one through fifteen,” the stewardess calls out.

      

      “That’s you,” Rachelle says. “I guess I’ll see you around, Peyton. Maybe we can get together this weekend before I come back here on Monday.”

      “Yeah, I’ll give you a call or you can call me. Thanks again for the earlier flight and the sandwich. You saved me.”

      I get up and she does too and surprises me with a hug. “It’s all going to be okay, Peyton. And just think about keeping the father in this kid’s life, whether you and he have anything or not. Every kid needs both their parents if at all possible.”

      “I’ll think about it. Not right now, because I don’t want to go on board and bawl like I have been, but later I will. I promise.” I walk away and get on the plane with a heavy heart.

      The thought that maybe I should turn back around and see Kip or at least talk to him on the phone keeps going through my head. He may not be able to accept the feelings he and I have for each other, but he needs to come to terms with what he’s going to feel for this child, if anything.

      

      I take my seat on the plane and turn my phone to airplane mode and lay my head back. I’m not going to call him, I’m not going to do that to myself again. Maybe once I get home, but not now.

      

      Kip

      The traffic got worse the minute I got back on the highway to get to the airport. Finally I made it, but now I can’t seem to find her or anyone who knows a damn thing about the flights to Austin. So I’m kind of running around like a chicken with my head cut off trying to find the gate to any flight to Texas.

      I see a small amount of people getting in line to get on a plane and as I come up I can see it’s going to Austin. But I don’t see Peyton. I walk up to the stewardess who’s taking the tickets.

      “Excuse me, did a young woman with blonde curls and hazel eyes, a bit more green than brown and cute little rosebud lips, get on already?”

      “Sorry, I can’t tell you anything about the passengers, sir,” she states without even glancing at me.

      

      “But, she’s not just any passenger. She’s my fiancé and her friends told me she was sick and she won’t answer my calls and I’m worried to death about her and she’s having my baby….”

      The lady holds her hand up, stopping my ramble. “Sounds like a personal issue. Sorry, sir. I cannot help you.”

      I turn around and look down, defeated. She’s gone and I won’t be able to get to her until I get on a plane and get my own ass to Texas. Slow steps I take as I walk away.

      “Hey,” a young woman says as I walk past her. “You looking for someone?”

      I stop and look at her. “I am, my fiancé, Peyton Reed.”

      She shakes her head. “You look really different without all that make-up and hair crap, Kip.”

      My surprise must show all over my face as the girl laughs at me. “How do you know who I am?”

      “She told me all about you and how you’re too afraid of how you two feel about each other and you ran off this morning and left her again. Taking the ring you just gave her back was such a dick thing to do, man.” She shakes her head and gives me a look that says she’s really disappointed in me.

      “I didn’t leave her. If she would’ve answered my calls, she’d know that. The woman is so crazy, and it makes me nuts. Wait, is she on that plane?”

      She nods and I take her by the shoulders. “I need to get her off of it.”

      “Yes you do and I think I know how I can get to her and convince her to get off. You see, it’s my ticket she has. So if you’ll wait here, I’m going to go and take it back.” She walks away and I nearly jump up and down with joy.

      Somehow she has more clout with the stewardess than I did and she’s allowed to go to the plane. I pace as I wait and pray Peyton doesn’t put up too much of a fight.

      A few minutes later another stewardess escorts a rather hassled looking Peyton out and she’s so busy complaining she doesn’t even notice me. “I can’t believe she did that. I need to get my luggage off the plane.”

      The lady gestures to the waiting area. “We’re getting that taken care of right now, Miss Reed. If I can get you to wait right here, someone will be bringing it to you shortly.”

      

      “Can you believe what a bitch that girl turned out to be?” Peyton asks the lady.

      The lady breaks into a smile. “Sorry about that. It was her ticket though, and she did say she had a good reason.”

      “Yeah but…” Peyton says but the stewardess interrupts her as she points at me.

      “Seems someone is very interested in you, miss.”

      Peyton follows the lady’s finger and finally she lays her eyes on me. They open wide. “What the hell do you want?” she asks as she walks past me.

      The stewardess calls out to her. “I need you to stay right here if you want your bags back, mam.”

      Peyton turns back quickly and glares at me. “I have to stay, so you have to go.”

      “What is it you’re thinking, love?” I ask as I walk slowly towards her as she seems about to take off running if I approach her too quickly.

      “Do not, ‘love’ me, you jack ass!”

      “Darling, really. What are you thinking? I thought we got back together last night. Isn’t that what happened? Or was I dreaming that?” I ask.

      She holds up her left hand and wiggles her fingers at me. “You took my ring, and you left me alone. What do you mean asking me what I’m thinking? Obviously I’m thinking you got all freaked out again and decided I, no we, are too much for you.”

      I laugh and quickly stop myself as her face goes red and I’m afraid she’s about to find something and hit me with it. “Look, you got everything wrong, baby. I took the ring to get it fitted. We’re going to pick it up in a few days and get our wedding rings. I wish you would’ve read some of my texts or took one of my phone calls.”

      Her eyes go soft. “Really? You didn’t get freaked and leave me? You swear it?”

      Slowly I move towards her and she stands still so I may be able to get a hold of her. I run my hands up her arms and pull her to me. “I swear it, love.”

      

      She lets out a deep breath and lays her head against my chest. “Thank God! I thought it was over and I just wanted to die.”

      I rock her back and forth as I hug her tight. “Never will it be over, Peyton. You and I are a family now. What we have will never be over. Not ever, love.”

      

      Little sobs I hear as her body starts shaking and pull her back to find her crying. “I hated you so much. Like just a minute ago and now somehow I love you again. What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing, you just got a little bit stubborn and refused to listen to me and caused yourself a lot of heart ache for no reason, but that’s over now,” I say and pull her back into my chest and run my hand over her hair.

      Thankfully a man shows up with her bags. I take one and place the strap over my shoulder and take the handle of the other and roll it as I take Peyton out of the airport and back to my car. Her face buried in my chest the whole way.

      I’m not sure if it’s embarrassment or relief she’s crying with, but whatever it is, at least this little mishap is over.

      

      Peyton

      My head rests on the soft leather of Kip’s car. My eyes burn and my body aches from all the crying I’ve done. All for no damn reason too. What an idiot I feel like!

      “Did I say I was sorry, Kip?”

      He takes my hand and kisses it. “You did, and I accepted your apology. Now let’s just put that behind us and move forward. I can see why you thought what you did, and it was partially my fault for leaving without waking you anyway.”

      I sigh and wonder what I did to deserve a man as wonderful as Kip. “I need to call my mother and tell her I’m not coming home. Or, do you want to go back and spend Thanksgiving with my family?”

      His eyebrows furrow as he thinks then he looks at me and smiles. “Since this is our first holiday together, let’s do it with just the two of us. We’ll do the whole thing together. Go shopping and cook the food. I’ll give the staff the day off and the place will be all ours.”

      “I’ve never cooked a turkey, but I have cooked a chicken so how much different could that be?” I smile. “I like that. Just the two of us.”

      “Good, that’s settled and first thing next week, we’ll find you a doctor here and get a sonogram done and see what type of kid we need to decorate the nursery for.” I squeeze her hand and hold it on top of my thigh.

      “I wonder how my parents are going to take me not living at least near them,” I say and a little homesickness trickles through me.

      I thought I was going to sleep in my own bed tonight. Now it seems I’m about to see where I’ll be living. “Didn’t you tell me you had three mansions?” I ask as I look out the window and see one gorgeous mansion after another as we drive through Beverly Hills.

      

      “I have one here, one is Brisbane and one in London.” He makes a turn and pulls up to a tall, black, ornate iron gate.

      “So the palace is beyond these gates?” I ask with a giggle. “My Prince Charming is taking me to his palace.”

      “Stop it, Peyton. Don’t make a big deal about it. It’s just a place to live. Is it big? Yes. Is it beautiful? Yes. But it’s just a home. Our home, now.”

      

      He pulls up a long drive and I catch my first glimpse of the slightly pink colored walls. Gorgeous flowers surround a monster marble staircase. “Wow, marble on the outside. What could possibly be on the inside of such a grand structure?”

      “More marble and some granite and even a little gold,” he says with a laugh. “It’s just a….”

      I interrupt. “A home. Yeah I’ve heard. Would you rather I act like I’ve seen things much more grand than this and act blasé?”

      He pulls into a massive garage filled with cars and one truck. “I just want you to make it feel like home to you.”

      I smile and say, “If you’d like to know the truth, where ever you are is where I feel like home is.”

      “There’s that romantic writer in you coming out again.” He takes my hand and kisses it. “Wait right there and let me get the door for you.”

      

      He jumps out before I can tell him I can let myself out of the car. My door opens, and he holds his hand out.

      I fight the urge to trail my hand over a bright red Corvette that he parked his Lexus next to. “I like your truck. You should take me for a ride later. It’s even taller than Levi’s.”

      “You got it, babe.” His arm goes around me and it feels so good I lean into him and relish the moment. “Your car will be here within three days. They’re sending it out on the next truck.”

      “My car?” I ask. “My Jeep?”

      We walk into a huge area off the garage after he presses a bunch of numbers on a keypad at the door. “No, your Tesla. I sold it back to the dealer in Austin, and I called this morning. They hadn’t sold it, so I bought it back for you.”

      My heart skips a beat. “I loved that car!”

      “Good, then you’ll be happy to have it back.” We enter a huge and completely gorgeous kitchen.

      “Wow! Is this where we’ll be making our first Thanksgiving dinner?” I ask as I look around in amazement. Three refrigerators, a gas stove that’s larger than any I’ve ever seen and an island that goes on for miles. “This is amazing!”

      “It is, and after the holiday you can hire a cook. I had only a skeleton staff working while I was on tour. The groundskeeper and housekeeper were the only two I kept on.” On he leads me through a dining room with a table for twenty people.

      

      I’m trying so hard to look at this place like my home, but it’s impossible. It’s like a museum or a fancy hotel or something. “Kip, is this the nicest one of your mansions?”

      “It’s much more contemporary. And a whole lot newer. The one in London is the oldest and some say it’s haunted,” he says and gooses me.

      “Ah!” I bat at his chest. “I’ll have to take my mother there. She loves a good haunted house. She thinks she’s psychic so we can let her test her powers.”

      “That’s funny, mine does too. They should hit it off well. Come Christmas we can find out if you’d like to invite your family up. I can send the jet for them.”

      “Oh can you, well how lovely,” I say with a snooty tone and he laughs.

      

      Up a marble staircase we go, and he smiles as he looks at me. “You are the first woman I’ve ever brought here, Peyton. You are the first woman I’ve ever brought to my bed.”

      I blush and look away. “Kip, stop.”

      He opens the first door on the left and a giant four post highly polished red wood bed stands in the middle of the room. A black comforter covers it. He opens a door right off the bedroom and an empty room he gestures to. “I give you the nursery.”

      We walk in and the first thing I notice is the beautiful windows and how they let in sunlight and can almost see our baby lying in a crib, bathed in the light. “This is very nice, Kip.”

      “So this will do then?” he asks and scoops me up suddenly.

      My arms go around his neck, and his chiseled chest and abs are hard against my ribs. Over to the bed he seems to be taking me. My heart starts to pound as I know what he’s about to do.

      Gently, he lies me on top of the soft mattress. His fingers take the buttons of my shirt and undo them. He pushes the shirt back and runs his hands over my pink, lacey bra. “I get to feel these all the time now.”

      I smile. “Until this little monster you created comes out, then they belong to him or her.”

      “Well, for now they’re mine.” He runs his hands behind my back and unhooks the bra and pulls me up to take the shirt and bra all the way off.

      I take the buttons of his shirt and undo them so I can see his perfect chest. My hands roam over his tight muscles and I let out a groan without realizing it. His hand moves over mine and it draws my attention to his handsome face.

      

      “This is so right, Peyton. Never have I felt like something was so meant to be, but you and I, well, I have no doubts.” His eyes glisten and the deep blue seems even darker.

      “That’s so damn good to hear. After the day I’ve had, it doesn’t hurt to be reminded that you have faith in us,” I say and pop the button of his jeans. “You want to drop those and let me play with what they’re hiding.”

      His grin has a devilish quality to it. “I want you to do a hell of a lot more than just play with it.” He drops the jeans and my eyes grow large with how ready he is.

      “Damn it, man.” I take him all in and smile then wiggle my finger. “Come to Mamma.”

      The bed is exactly the right height for me to sit up and him stand right in front of me. Imagine that!

      I run my hands around him and take his tight ass cheeks in each hand and pull him to me. My mouth slides over his erection and his hands tangle up in my hair as he makes a magnificent sound.

      Long, deep strokes I make with my hands. My tongue runs along the underside, pressing against the hard ridge as it goes. The silky smooth skin over the hard as a rock dick makes an interesting combination.

      Lightly, I press his ass harder and take more of him in. A slight gag I make then he slips past and down my throat. I’m elated at how it makes him groan and his hands stop twisting in my hair. He pushes my head to get as much of him in my mouth as possible.

      “Fuck, baby, that’s awesome!” he growls.

      

      I’m wet and growing hot as he seems more than pleased by what I’m doing to him. Faster I stroke him then his body stiffens and he pulls back. He pushes me back and yanks my skirt and panties off at the same time.

      I wiggle up the bed a bit and he takes my ankles as he climbs on the bed, pushing them up as he makes his way up. My knees are bent and he runs his tongue along my inner thigh and over my hot pussy then devours my clit.

      With a loud moan, I arch up and nearly fall apart with his hot touch. His hands run up and each one grabs a breast. Hard pinches he gives to the nipples. I cry out and squirm with how fantastic it makes me feel.

      His tongue is doing incredible things to my clit and all of a sudden I’m bursting with little electric quakes throughout my body. “Kip! God! Kip!”

      

      With a swift movement, he runs his tongue down my throbbing pussy and shoves his tongue into me, lapping up all the juices that are flowing with the orgasm. My heart’s pounding and I can barely breathe, then he’s on top of me and slamming his hard cock into my throbbing pussy.

      The air is forced out of my lungs with his hard thrusts. His mouth goes to my neck, and he bites it then moans in my ear. “Fuck, baby, you feel so fucking good!”

      

      The heat from his mouth makes me quiver and I arch up to meet each thrust he makes. Our bodies start to sweat and we slide against each other. His hard pecs move against my breasts, teasing the nipples and sending shooting jolts of complete ecstasy through me.

      My nails dig into his muscled back as my body bursts into a spectacular orgasm. He nails me harder and faster until I’m a quivering mass of pleasure beneath him. Heat explodes inside me as he orgasms and his body goes all tight and rigid. Then it loses all tension and relaxes, leaving his weight on me. A feeling that I’ve come to need.

      Softly I run my hands over his slick with sweat back. He murmurs near my ear. “I love you.”

      I whisper it back to him and run one hand up to his silky hair. After a few moments of reveling in the complete satisfaction, Kip pulls the blanket back and pulls us under it. “Time for a little nap after such a rough day, don’t you think, love?”

      

      I nod and let him move me around so he can spoon me from behind. His hand cups one breast as he snuggles into my back. “I sure do love these. It’s a damn shame I’m going to have to share them soon.”

      And just like that, we fall asleep.

      

      Kip

      Though it is now late November, it’s still not too cold to take Peyton for a stroll down the sandy beach. I took her out for dinner and now we walk hand in hand as the sun begins to melt into the ocean.

      “So, how’d your mother take the news? You never did finish telling me?” I ask her.

      “Well, she’d like us to buy a place there, but I told her there was no way. Your work is out here. She’s a little disappointed. That’s okay though. It’s like I told you, home is where ever you are and you need to be here.”

      I pull her close and put my arm around her shoulder. A little kiss I place on top of her cute little head. “We can get a place there too. After the first of the year we can get started on that. I do think it’s best to stay here until the baby’s born though. No reason to make a move until then. I know your mother will want to be around the baby too.”

      “You know you’re beyond wonderful right?” she asks with a giggle.

      “It never hurts to be reminded,” I chuckle.

      

      A tall young guy with shoulder length dark blonde curls walks towards the water a little ways ahead of us. A jar in his hand. He opens the lid and a light dust falls out of it, then he reaches in a takes a handful and throws it out over the water. He seems to be saying something as he does it.

      “What do you suppose he’s doing?” Peyton asks.

      “Don’t know.”

      We get nearer to him and hear him say, “I love you, Mom. Here you go, the Pacific, just like you wanted.”

      I duck my head as it’s obvious he’s spreading his mother’s ashes and I’m sure he wants no one to bother him.

      “Oh my! When did she pass?” Peyton asks and makes us stop.

      “Peyton!” I look at her sternly. “I’m sure he wants to be left alone.”

      

      He turns to us with a smile of all things on his amazingly symmetrical face. His eyes are hazel, a brown and blue hazel and even though he’s doing something most people would find a sad thing to do, his eyes say anything but that.

      “No, that’s okay. I was just sending my mother’s ashes out to sea like she asked me to. I’m Blake Chandler from Lubbock, Texas.” He sticks his hand out for me to shake, but it’s a little dusty with his dead mom on it so I have to really struggle with myself to shake it, but decency overrides my disgust so I go ahead and shake.

      “Kip and this is Peyton, she’s a fellow Texan,” I say and discreetly wipe my hand on my jeans after our handshake.

      “Yeah? Where is it you hail from, Peyton?” he asks.

      “A miniscule town called Smithville. It’s outside of Austin.”

      He smiles. “Been there! They have an outstanding little bar-b-que place there. Me and my parents would eat there every time we went to Austin. Which was once a year. We had our little rituals and finding the best bar-b-que places was one of them. That one beats a lot of them.”

      

      “So you live here now?” Peyton asks.

      He shakes his head. “Nope, just had to come to the Pacific Ocean to drop Mom off. I traveled to New York first and dropped Dad off in the Atlantic then trekked it across the whole country for Mom.”

      “Sorry to hear that,” I say.

      He laughs. “The long trip or about them dying? Cause don’t be sorry about that. They went together, just like they always talked about wanting. It was peaceful too. A gas leak in their home took them out, nice and quiet as they slept. I can’t think of a more peaceful way to go, can you?”

      

      Surprise fills me at his attitude. While kind of healthy it’s extremely odd.

      Peyton smiles. “Good for you. What a nice way to look at it. So back to Lubbock you go then?”

      “Yep. I’m staying tonight and trek it on back to Lubbock in the morning.” He looks out as the sun is disappearing into the water. He makes a little wave with his hand. “See ya on the other side, Mom.”

      “We’ll let you have your moment,” I say. “It was nice meeting you.”

      “Hey, just one quick question if you don’t mind,” he says. “The lottery in California, so what’s it up to?”

      I shake my head. “I have no idea, I don’t play.”

      

      He smiles and shakes his head. “Neither did I, but my parents did the craziest thing in their will. They left me three thousand dollars, but I have to use every penny of it on the lotteries in every state I pass through in my journey to drop their ashes off on both coasts. I have a hundred left for California.”

      Peyton laughs. “They sound like cool parents.”

      “They were older when they had me. I was their only kid. To say I was spoiled rotten is really an understatement. I think I turned out okay though. No real damage done. Well, I like to play video games more than some, but other than that I turned out pretty normal. Even though they were taken out a little earlier than say old age would’ve taken them, they did live a nice long life. Dad was seventy-one when he died, he was fifty when I was born and Mom was forty-eight when I was born so she was sixty-nine when she kicked it.”

      “Wow, so you’re what, twenty-one then?” I ask.

      He nods. “Yep, just turned legal last month.”

      

      It’s getting dark pretty quick now so I wrap my arm around Peyton and start to head up to the car. “Got to get her inside before she catches a chill. Nice to meet you, Blake.”

      “Nice to meet you guys too. Take care of each other. And congrats on that baby,” he says as he walks with us back up to the parking area. “It is both you all’s right? Shit! If it ain’t, I apologize.”

      Peyton giggles. “It’s ours. We’re getting married as soon as possible. This is the second proposal this man has given me and I plan to get it done before either of us messes it up.”

      “You two look cute as a bug in a rug, if you don’t mind me saying,” Blake says with a chuckle. “I bet the kid’s gonna be a real cutie.”

      Peyton looks at him. “You have a girl, Blake?”

      He shakes his head. “Not yet. No one girl has tickled my fancy yet.”

      “I assume that’s how we were built, to need another person. It is different,” I say and shudder with a chilly wind.

      Peyton gives my ribs a little jab. “I hope that shudder was for the breeze and not cold feet.”

      I kiss the side of her head. “It was the breeze, baby.”

      We get to the car and wave goodbye to Blake as I open the car door for Peyton and help her in.

      I slip into the driver’s seat. “His story was sweet in a way about how his parents died together. In bed. I wonder if his father got some before he passed on.”

      A sharp blow from Peyton’s small hand hits my shoulder. “Kip! How inappropriate!”

      

      I shrug. “What? It would be the perfect way to go. A little loving, go to sleep, wake up in Heaven together. What’s so inappropriate about that?”

      She shakes her head as I pull away. “It does make me think about when you die before me. How will I handle that?”

      “Whoa! How come I’m dying first? It could be you. You’re much higher strung than I am. I can see a stroke taking you out. Then what will I do?” I ask as I pull out of the parking lot.

      She shrugs. “You’re older than I am. You’ll definitely go first.”

      “Well, I could make sure we go together. A little gas leak and vavoom! I would definitely get a piece of your action before we kicked it then,” I say and then laugh. Her eyes go wide and she looks at me like I’m actually serious.

      How damn gullible can she be?

      

      “Kip! That’s a terrible thing to say. What about our kids?”

      I pull onto the freeway to head back to Beverly Hills. “They’ll be grown before I kill us.” I don’t even break a smile.

      “Oh my God!” she says with a huff and crosses her arms. “You are crazy! So when we get old and if you come to bed all randy, I’m always going to be wondering if that’s the time you opened the gas valve and soon will be dead.”

      “That’s right, baby,” I say and see her frown. “You know I’m just kidding right, love?”

      Her eyes soften and she looks at me with relief in her hazel eyes. “Of course I know that.”

      The way the tension leaves her body tells me otherwise though.

      She is beyond precious!

      

      Peyton

      “The salt is behind you, not anywhere near the fridge. What are you doing way over there?” I ask as Kip is supposed to be handing me the salt but instead he’s pulling a beer from the fridge.

      He pops it open and takes a long drink.

      “Okay! Better! Now, continue bossing me, please.”

      I stop stuffing the turkey and take my hand from its butt. “Salt please.”

      

      He hands me the salt, finally and kisses the tip of my nose. “So, are they going to meet us in Vegas next week?”

      “Yes, and now that you have kissed my nose, it’s tickling or itching or something. I have turkey ass all over my hands so will you please do me a favor and fix that for me?” I ask as I blow little puffs of air at my nose.

      He takes a napkin and rubs it. “So my kisses itch or tickle, huh? You must be allergic to me then.”

      With a smile, I say, “I’m sure I am. It’s not love that has me going nuts, it’s an allergic reaction.”

      His arms wrap around me from behind and his mouth is hot on my neck and I wiggle to get away. “It’s love, baby. Pure, unadulterated, love.”

      I give him a little jab in the ribs and he pulls away from me fast and shouts, “Ow, fuck!”

      He’s holding his lower right side and his face is turning red. I’m positive I used my left elbow so what the hell is he faking hurt with the wrong side.

      

      “I used my left elbow, funny man.”

      “No, something’s wrong, Peyton.” He bends over. “Bad wrong.”

      “Are you fucking with me?” I go and wash my hands and see him go sit down.

      He moans loudly and beads of sweat break out on his forehead. “I’m not fucking with you, baby. Something's wrong. Call my Mom.”

      I dry my hands on a dish towel and walk over to him. I touch his forehead and it’s not hot at all. A bit cool really. He groans and his hand hasn’t moved from the place he put it. “Kip, I’ve never even spoken to your mother yet. And you want me to call her and tell her what?”

      “Ask her what to do. There’s something wrong,” he moans.

      

      His cell is on the counter so I go get it and find his mom’s number and call it as he groans. “Hi, baby,” she answers.

      “Um, this isn’t your baby, this is Peyton, Mrs. Dixon. Kip asked me to call you. He’s clutching his side and moaning in pain.”

      “Hi, Peyton, it’s nice to hear your voice after all this time. Now which side is he clutching?”

      “His right side, kind of low.”

      “Take him to the hospital or call an ambulance please. Then call me back when you know which one he’s going to and his father and I will get there as soon as we can. We’re in Aspen but we can fly there.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      I look at Kip who looks horrible and say, “Looks like we’re spending Thanksgiving at the ER, baby.”

      I put my arm around him and help him up as he says, “I’ve ruined out first holiday.”

      

      Part 10 Dim Star

      

      Kip

      Pain radiates through my right side and I can’t stand up straight. Forgoing an ambulance ride, Peyton drives me to the nearest hospital emergency room. Her hand pats my leg as we go, trying to reassure me all will be well.

      “Don’t worry, babe. You’ll be better in no time,” she says as her lips form a tight line.

      “Promise?”

      She nods and gives me a quick glance. “Promise. Now don’t talk. Your face becomes paler every time you do that. It must hurt very badly when you talk.”

      

      I nod and lay my head on the dashboard as I can’t stand to sit upright. The thought runs through my head that in just a few months it will be Peyton who I’ll be taking to the hospital in much the same pain I’m in.

      “How long have you been hurting, Kip? It must’ve been at least a few hours or so.”

      “Three days.” I grit my teeth with the pain the words cause me.

      “Three days? You jackass! Why wouldn’t you say something? Why’d you wait until it hurt so damn bad you have to go to the emergency room? Why couldn’t you just admit you were in pain?”

      My jaw tight, I answer, “I thought I was hurting over you.”

      I turn my head so I can see her face and just like I thought I’d find, she’s frowning, like a whole face frown, no ordinary one. “Damn it, why do we have to both be so stubborn and afraid of our emotions? I have to admit that my stomach has ached as well. I can see why yours would too. We have to promise each other that we’ll both try our hardest to stop being immature assholes.”

      

      I give her a nod and pull her hand off my leg and leave a kiss on it. “I promise.”

      The lights of the emergency room fill the car as she pulls into the parking lot. “I’m going to get a wheelchair, you stay put.”

      “No worries, mate,” I say then groan.

      She gets out of the car and in less time than I expected she’s got my door open and her hand is on my shoulder. “Lean your weight on me, let me help you.”

      I try hard not to put too much of my weight on her, but as I move the pain sends white heat through my entire body and not in a good way. “Shit!”

      She gets me into the chair and slams the car door, pushing the lock button to make it beep then wheels me in. Straight up to the desk she takes me as I huddle over.

      “I need him to be seen like right now!” Peyton tells the nurse behind the desk.

      “I need you to fill this form out,” the woman in blue scrubs tells her as she pushes a clipboard towards me. “Then we can get him back into the ER.”

      Peyton slams her hand on the desk next to the clipboard. “I’ll fill this out while you take him back to be examined. I need him seen now, not after this shit is filled out. Now!”

      

      “Miss, what’s your name?” the nurse rises and asks.

      “My name is Peyton Reed, and this is my fiancé, Kip Dixon.”

      A sideways glance lets me see the nurse’s expression change from firm to apologetic.

      “Oh! I had no idea. Take him to the side door and I’ll buzz you both back.” The nurse takes the clipboard. “You can fill this out while the attending physician checks Mr. Dixon out.”

      Peyton smirks and pushes me to the door. “Your name certainly makes miracles happen, Kip.”

      I wish it could save me from this pain as well. Now that’s the kind of miracle I need right now.

      

      A small room we follow the nurse to and they take my blood pressure and ask me a lot of questions about all kinds of things that don’t make a difference in my opinion. She asks about my pain and I let her know it’s a ten.

      Finally, the nurse wheels me to an examination room and a man in a white coat comes in. “I need you to get into the bed, Mr. Dixon.”

      “Then I need help, because I can’t stand up, much less climb into that bed.”

      

  




Peyton gets in front of me to help me up and I shake my head. “It’s hurting much more now, and I’m afraid I’ll knock you down.”

      She looks back at the doctor who looks like he weighs maybe a buck fifty. “Get someone!” she barks the order, and he moves like the wind to do her bidding.

      “Damn, baby!”

      “They’re taking too long to get you taken care of and it’s pissing me off,” she says as she runs her hand over my head.

      The doctor returns followed by a giant man and in no time I’m in excruciating pain as he moves me to the bed and presses me to lay out flat, which nearly kills me. Stars fill my head and I nearly black out. “Christ!”

      

      “Be easy with him!” Peyton shouts.

      “Miss, I’ll have to ask you to leave if you don’t let us do our job,” the doctor says with an air of authority.

      “She stays, no matter what,” I say through gritted teeth.

      Deep breaths I take as the pain only grows worse. The doctor moves my hand from my side and pulls up my shirt. His hand is freezing as it touches my skin and I scream as it feels as if he pressing into a horrible bruise.

      “So that hurts then?” he asks.

      “Fuck yeah!” I shout as my body throbs with the man’s touch.

      “Help him!” Peyton shouts. “Just hurry. I can’t stand to see him in pain like this!”

      

      The doctor turns to her. “I need to order an ultra-sound. I think he has appendicitis. But I need to confirm that. I’ll be right back, and Miss, I am doing all I can as fast as I can, so please help me to keep him calm.”

      Peyton shudders and wraps her arms around herself. “Sorry, please just hurry.”

      She takes her cell phone out and starts pressing the screen like a mad woman. “What are you doing?” I groan and hold my side.

      “Googling appendicitis. Man, I hope it hasn’t burst. That’s going to complicate things if your appendix has burst,” she says with a frown. “I’d show you the pictures I’m looking at but that wouldn’t do a thing to make you feel better, I’m afraid.”

      “What if it has?” I ask, not really wanting to know.

      She shakes her head. “Let’s not speculate about that until we know for sure.”

      She puts the phone in her pocket and comes to my side. Gently she runs her hand over my sweat soaked head. “Peyton, please call my mum and pop and tell them to come. I need them and you right now, more than I ever needed any people in my life.”

      She takes my cell from her other pocket and makes the call. “Hey, we’re in the ER, it’s probably appendicitis. The doctor is about to run an ultra-sound and Kip wants you two to come. Can you do that?” She nods at me. “Okay, just call when you get here and I’ll come find you and take you to him.” She puts the phone back in her pocket.

      “Thank you.”

      “Shh. You be quiet and rest. I’ll be here and soon so will your parents. Everything is going to be fine.” Her hand rests on my chest and she smiles.

      

      A young man pushes a cart in and asks her to step back. She moves to the other side of me and takes my hand. He pours some cold goop on me then presses something on top of it and I shriek. “Holy shit!”

      “Sorry, sir,” the man says as he moves it around, causing me to nearly pass out with the pain. “A necessary evil, I’m afraid.”

      After a torturous few moments, he stops his torture and throws a tissue over the goop on my searing flesh. He looks at Peyton. “It might be better if you help him clean this off. He may punch me.”

      She nods. “So, is it appendicitis?”

      “The doctor will be in to tell you that soon.” He pulls his cart out of the room, leaving me just as informed about my condition as I have been, which is not at all.

      Peyton moves to the other side of me and gently wipes away the goo and even though it hurts like hell, it hurts less than when the other two men touched me. I pull her hand up and press it to my cheek.

      “Peyton, I feel like something is bad wrong. If something happens to me…”

      

      With her other hand she presses her fingers to my lips, stopping me. “Kip, don’t even let the thought go through your head. Nothing is going to happen to you. You may have to go into surgery, but they’ll fix you up and you’ll come back out of this. In no time we’ll be back home together.”

      “Do me a favor and call Mum again and let me talk to her. I need to talk to her and Pop.” She makes the call and hands me the phone. “Thank you and can you find me some water, I’m dying of thirst.” She nods and leaves.

      Mum answers the phone. “Is everything okay, Peyton?” she answers.

      “Mum, it’s me.” I groan into the phone.

      “Oh, baby boy! You sound terrible!”

      “Mum, listen please. If I don’t make it through this, I want Peyton to have everything. In my will, everything I have currently goes to you and Pop. Make sure you give every last thing to her if I don’t make it. Promise me, Mum.”

      “Of course, son. But please don’t think like that. You’re going to be fine. Please don’t talk like that,” she begs me and I can hear the tears in her voice.

      “Mum, I just want to be sure, that’s all. I’ll do my best not to leave you all, but just in case I had to tell you that. I never want her to be without. I want her to have it all,” I groan out the last word as a sharp pain radiates throughout my body. “Mum, I need to go. It hurts to talk.”

      “We’ll be there soon, baby. Rest and do what the doctor tells you too. We’re in the air already and two hours away. Bye, we love you.”

      

      I hang the phone up as Peyton walks in with a bottle of water and the doctor walks in behind her. She holds the bottle out to me and the doc shakes his head. “He’s going into surgery. No water for him, I’m afraid.”

      Peyton stops and spins back to look at him. “Surgery? So, what is it?”

      The doctor looks grim. “His appendix has burst.”

      Peyton gasps and puts her hand over her mouth. “No!”

      He nods. “I’m afraid so. The surgical team is setting up now and the prep team is on the way down to get you, Mr. Dixon.”

      My heart pounds harder than it has been and Peyton’s gorgeous face pales. Her hand runs over my face as tears fill her hazel eyes. “You come back to us, Kip Dixon. You stay with us, don’t you dare do anything but fight this. Do you understand me?”

      I nod and pull her to me. She clings to me and I can feel her body quivering as she tries hard to hold her cries in. “I love you, Peyton. No matter what, you remember that. You take care of our baby. I sure wish I knew if it’s a boy or a girl, but whatever it is, you take good care of it for me if something does happen.”

      Peyton puts her fingers to my lips. “Kip, don’t.”

      I pull them back. “I called Mum and told her if anything happens to me they’re to make sure you get everything I own. All of it.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to you, Kip,” she says with a long sigh. “Stop talking like that.”

      Three people come into the room, all wearing light blue scrubs. Two men and one woman. The woman has a bunch of papers on a clip board. “Evening, Mr. Dixon. This Thanksgiving wasn’t the best for you was it?”

      

      I shake my head and she smiles at me. Peyton stands back and lets the prep team do their thing. The man with dark hair looks at Peyton. “We need to get him prepped, Miss. Can I get you to step just outside and we’ll let you see him before we sedate him completely.”

      She nods and comes to my side once more. A kiss she places on my forehead. “I love you. See you in a bit.”

      Her shoulders slump as she turns to walk away. “I love you, Peyton.”

      The female nurse comes back to my side and starts reading the first paper to me. “This is a living will, Mr. Dixon. It states whether you wish to be resuscitated should you stop breathing or your heart stop.”

      I nod and she checks something on the paper. My heart aches with the question and the thought I might leave this world never seeing my child’s face nearly makes me cry.

      The nurse continues. “Mr. Dixon, if resuscitation is performed and homeostasis is returned, do you accept to be placed on life support, if necessary?”

      I nod and try my best not to jerk my hand as one of the male nurses stab it with a huge needle. “Sorry, Mr. Dixon. In just a few minutes, this will be the thing you love the most. It’ll give you the medicine you need to get out of pain.”

      “Good,” I say with a moan.

      The female nurse touches my cheek to draw my attention back to her. “Mr. Dixon only a few more questions then we’ll get you up to the O.R. There are time limits on life support. You need to choose how long you wish to be kept on it.”

      How long do I wish for machines to keep me alive?

      

      How does one choose that? “Can I leave that up to someone else?”

      “Sure. Who would that be?”

      “Peyton Reed.”

      The nurse jots her name down and smiles. “Okay then, let’s get your clothes off and the gown on and we’ll be on our way. The morphine will help you tolerate the movement we need you to make to get this all accomplished.”

      “Morphine?” I ask as the dark haired male nurse pushes a syringe into my IV and instantly I feel no more pain. “Wow, that was fast,” I slur. “Maybe I can just stay on this and avoid surgery all together. Yeah, I can see spending some time like this. Oh, yeah.”

      The three giggle and the next thing I know, I’m moved around and naked in front of them and then some awful green checkered gown is pulled around my shoulders. They lie me back down, cover me with a thin blanket and move my bed out of the room.

      Peyton is leaning against the wall. She wipes her eyes quickly and comes to me. “Baby, you look drunk,” she says with a laugh.

      “Do I?” I slur and grope her as she stands next to the bed. They stopped so I could say my goodbyes to her. Perhaps my final goodbye. Her large, milk filled breast I touch and surprisingly she holds my hand to it. “I’m gonna miss those.”

      “Don’t worry, they’ll be here when you get out of surgery.” She kisses my lips and my other hand runs over her hair.

      “So, soft and silky curls, you have. I like ‘em.”

      She giggles and I do too. “See you soon, Pop Rock.”

      

      Peyton pulls out of my hands and I watch her as they move me away. I look up at the female nurse who walks the closest to me. “I love her so much it hurts.”

      A smile lights up her face. “It’s pretty obvious, Mr. Dixon.”

      “It is?”

      She nods and I smile and then I feel like drifting off. My eyes roam over to find the dark haired male nurse pumping another syringe into my IV. I murmur, “Thanks, dude.” Then I close my eyes and float away.

      

      Peyton

      My heart beats along with the large clock in the private waiting room they took me to. I called my parents, and they said they’d be on the first flight out. Kip’s parents are almost here and I don’t know if I’m more nervous to meet the famous people or about how Kip’s doing in surgery.

      Sebastien and Chloe Dixon are beyond famous. Kip’s mother is a glamourous super model from the eighties and his father a rock legend. And here I am about to meet them for the first time.

      

      Kip’s cell rings, making me jump. It’s Bobby. “Hi, Bobby,” I answer.

      “I got your message. Is he okay?”

      “He’s in surgery as we speak.”

      “Damn it. I’m coming down. Be there soon.”

      He ends the call and I hold the phone to my chest and try not to freak out about how I’m sure to be in a room full of celebrities before this is all over with.

      The door opens and in walks a nurse followed by Kip’s parents. I stand and find my knees weak and have to hold onto the arm of the chair. “Hi,” I manage.

      

      “Oh, hunny!” Kip’s mom says as she gathers me up in her slim arms. “How are you holding up?”

      “As best I can,” I mumble against her chest, as she’s about four inches taller than I am.

      A hand grasps my shoulder and I’m pulled away and wrapped in Kips’ father’s arms. “Sweetheart, you’re gorgeous. I’m sorry we’re meeting under these circumstances. It’s not how I thought this would happen.”

      He lets me out of his hug and holds me back and looks at my baby bump. His hand touches it and he looks into my eyes. He’s handsome and has this air about him that makes me want to freak out like the girls I hate.

      “Our grandbaby,” he turns to his wife. “You have to touch her tummy. It’s our grandbaby in here.”

      Kip’s mother looks at me timidly. “Is that okay with you, Peyton?”

      I nod as words seem to have left my brain as I’m as star struck as I’ve ever been. She touches my tummy and looks at her husband. “Finally, our very own grandchild.”

      

      His father looks at me. “She’s been wantin’ one of these. You’ve made us very pleased, Peyton.”

      I nod and smile like an idiot. The door opens again, and a doctor walks in with his facemask still on. We all turn to look at him, our collective breaths held.

      He pulls the mask down and we all see the corners of his thin lips pulled down in a deep frown. “Okay, he’s out of surgery. His appendix had burst and I’m afraid there is already gangrene in some of his organs. We removed as much of the affected tissue we possible could.”

      “Dear Lord,” his mother says and sits down, pulling me along with her as she takes my hand in hers.

      Kip’s father sits on the other side of me, his arm runs around my shoulders. “Is that all, doc?”

      

      The doctor shakes his head. “He’s going to need a kidney transplant as we had to completely remove one and the other is damaged so badly that it cannot do the job on its own. I’m aware he has no siblings, perhaps a cousin or someone like that might be an eligible donor?”

      Kip’s mother nods. “He has three on his father’s side near his age. But they’re back in England. How long does he have to find one?”

      The doctor inhales and his frown deepens. “Maybe a week. There’s more though.”

      Kip’s father’s grip on my shoulders tightens. “God damn!”

      The doctor nods. “I’m really sorry to have to tell you all this. I really am. I wish I could offer more hope, but I cannot lie. He quit breathing on us twice and once his heart stopped for ten minutes. The fact is that even given the transplant, he may not be able to live off of the life support we’ve been forced to put him on.”

      

      My heart stops. “He’s on life support?”

      He nods. “He’ll be kept in a drug induced coma until we’re able to find a compatible kidney. Machines will keep him breathing and his heart will be kept beating. As far as that goes. The risk of his liver becoming affected is quite high as it wasn’t in the best condition in the first place.”

      Sniffles come from his mother and her hand covers her mouth. “I’ll get on the phone and get the relatives coming in.”

      “You do that, Mrs. Dixon. I wish I had better news for you all. He’s being taken to the ICU and sometime tomorrow we’ll start allowing one visitor at a time to go in and see him for ten minute visits once an hour during the day.” As the doctor turns around a very pale Bobby fills the doorway.

      “What’s happened? Why do you all look like that?” Bobby asks.

      The doctor nods. “I have to get back to make sure Mr. Dixon is hooked up properly. They’ll fill you in, sir.” He leaves and we all stare after him.

      I open my mouth to tell Bobby the news but all that comes out is a wailing noise and my eyes fill with tears. Someone pulls me into a hug, and I fall apart.

      

      Kip

      Beeps and other weird noises I hear in the distance. Everything is black and I can’t seem to move. A voice I hear from so far away its almost inaudible. “Kip, I’m here.”

      It might be Mum or Peyton, not sure which. A soft hand touches mine and a shot runs through me. The beeping sound speeds up and I hear her speak again. I know its Peyton now, my body always has reacted to hers. “Kip, you stay with me.”

      I try really hard to nod, but I’m not sure if that’s working. Something must’ve happened to me on the operating table. I feel nothing, literally not a damn thing. Though my mind seems to be working, nothing else is.

      

      Warm lips touch my cheek and inwardly I sigh. I wish I could open my eyes and see her. A dim figure moves into my mind. A tall, shadow with what looks like wide shoulders. It passes through my mind, but makes no sound.

      It’s odd how I can see that in the complete darkness. It’s darker than the surrounding darkness. I shout out in my mind, “Hey, who are you?”

      The shadow stops and it seems to turn back to me. It moves forward, getting closer and closer.

      My hand is squeezed and lips touch my ear. “They found you a donor. You’re probably going to be pissed at your father, but a long lost son appeared out of a small town in Connecticut. He’s two years younger than you are, and damn if that guy doesn’t look almost just like you, Kip. Your mother was a little upset at first, then she decided it was supposed to happen as he might be able to save your life. I hope like hell he does.”

      The figure in my mind stops as Peyton talks. It drifts back and eventually completely away. It was all that I could see and I’m already missing its company. “Come back! I’m lonely in here!” I shout with my mind. But it stays gone.

      Warm lips kiss my forehead then she speaks again, “You’ve been like this for three days and hopefully tomorrow you’ll get the transplant if it all goes right. Maybe by the next day, I’ll be looking into those gorgeous deep blue eyes of yours. Then we’re going to get a sonogram done right in your hospital room so you can see what kind of kid we’re having. Most are betting on a boy, but I think it’s a girl.”

      The dark figure reappears in my mind and it seems to be shaking its head. It moves a bit closer and I swear I can smell gingerbread. “I wish you’d tell me who you are,” I shout out in my head.

      

      The figure drifts about and I get the feeling that it is here for me. Lips touch mine and a jolt runs through me. “I have to go, my ten minutes is up. I’ll be back in three hours. Your father will come in next, then your mother. I love them by the way. They’re wonderful. My family is here too and all my brothers forgive you for dumping me and said to tell you all the ass beatings you had coming are forgiven. Lucky you. So, come back to me soon, Pop Rock. I miss you. I love you.” Her lips touch mine again, sending another jolt through me and I can’t believe I can’t wake up as I feel more alive than ever.

      I hear her footsteps as she leaves the room and the figure in my head moves away as well. A clear hand I see it raise as if it’s waving goodbye to me then it’s completely gone. The absence is a physical feeling in me.

      Who was that?

      

      Peyton

      Putting on the brave act when I go in to see Kip is the hardest thing I’ve ever done. I want to lie on his body and cry and beg him to get better and come back, but I can’t do that. I have to be strong.

      I allow myself a period of one hour each day to cry and feel sorry for myself, then I pull it all in and stow it away. We’re all trying our best to keep it together for one another.

      The news of Kip’s illness traveled the globe and one day after his surgery a man showed up at the hospital. A man who looked nearly exactly like Kip. He claimed to be his half-brother. He claimed to be Kip’s father, Sebastien’s son.

      One DNA test later revealed that he is indeed Sebastien’s son. One more test revealed that he is a compatible kidney donor and now the man is in surgery. Kip is being prepped to take the kidney that a brother he’s never known is giving him willingly.

      

      It’s all over the news and I had to attend my first press conference with his parents this morning. I have to admire how stoic Chloe is being with such a hard thing to swallow. Her husband cheated on her and she has to have it publicly announce just to give her son a chance.

      I don’t know if I could be as understanding as she’s being. My parents and brothers are all here and Kip’s parents are too. We all wait in a large waiting area for news about both men.

      A tall, slim blonde woman appears at the doorway and everyone looks up as she enters. “I’m not here to do anything but wish you all the best outcome for Kip.”

      Sebastien takes Chloe’s hand he’s been holding and kisses it, then stands up, taking her with him. His arm goes around her shoulders as he approaches the other woman.

      “This is my wife, Chloe,” he says. “Chloe, this is Sandra Mathews, Kip’s half-brother, Dalton’s, mother.”

      

      My mother is sitting next to me and grabs my hand as we all wait to see how Chloe will take this. Chloe holds her arms open wide. “Thank you, Sandra. Thank you so much for coming out with this. I cannot thank you and your son enough.” She takes the other woman into a warm embrace and everyone lets out sighs at the sight.

      Sebastien wipes tears off his cheeks and sniffles. “I’m so sorry to you both. You have no idea of how sorry I am.”

      Chloe lets Sandra out of her embrace and takes a step back. She gestures to Sandra as she looks at her husband. “Sebastien, I’ve told you a thousand times since this all came out to stop apologizing. This was meant to be. Now give this woman a hug and let her know how thankful we are she came to us.”

      My mother squeezes my hand and leans in to whisper, “It’s like watching a movie.”

      I nod and can’t take my eyes away as Kip’s father pulls the woman who resembles Chloe so much, it’s scary, into his arms and hugs her. I can hear him murmuring to her, but can’t make out what he’s saying.

      Chloe smiles and says, “Perhaps we should go to a private area and talk.”

      Sebastien lets the woman out of his hug and takes his wife’s hand. “Let’s do that. I want to set things straight with you, Sandra. If I would’ve known, I would’ve provided for you and our son. I will make this up to you both.”

      They leave the room and we all let out our breaths. Levi gets up and runs his hands through his hair. “What the hell? I can’t imagine! Dad, you don’t have any long lost kids do you?”

      

      Dad shakes his head. “Your mother would kick my ass.”

      “You bet I would.” Mom pops Dad in the arm. “That Chloe has more class than I do, that’s more than obvious.”

      “She has the biggest heart,” I say. “Crazy big.”

      I have a ton of hope that I’ll be talking to Kip by this time tomorrow. My fingers have stayed crossed and I’m keeping an open line straight to God as I make a little prayer about once an hour and sometimes more.

      Please let this work, Lord!

      

      Kip

      Slow beeps I find as I wake up. My body hurts and that’s different. At least I feel something. It’s been forever since I’ve been able to feel my body.

      My God, even my toes hurt. Something is tight around the bottom part of both of my legs. It’s uncomfortable. My head is fuzzy, and a dim light shines in front of my closed eyes.

      

      “Detaching ventilator,” a woman’s voice says.

      Then I’m gagging and might throw up with what’s coming out of my throat. My head spins and my stomach churns.

      “Kip, can you hear me?” a man asks.

      I try to nod and it seems like I am.

      “Great!” the man says.

      “Can I talk, doctor?” It’s Peyton’s voice and I try to open my eyes.

      “Of course, dear,” he says.

      “Wake up, sleepy head. You’ve been away too long,” she says.

      Little blinks I make then open my eyes to see blurs surrounding me. “That’s my boy,” my father says and I turn my head in that direction.

      “Pop?”

      “That’s right, son. I’m here. Mum’s here too along with a room full of people who are ready to see you.”

      I blink some more and it all comes into focus. I scan the faces and find my love’s and eerily it’s me who stands by her side in a grey hospital gown. An IV stand next to him. “Who’s that guy, love? He looks like me. Did ya replace me already?”

      The whole room laughs and it makes me jump a little with the noise. “Allow me to introduce you to your only known sibling, Kip,” Peyton says as she runs her arm around the man and my ire rears up immediately. “This fine young man is Dalton Mathews, your half-brother, and he saved your life.”

      One of his arms is draped over my beloved’s shoulders. “Nice to meet you, bro and thanks for saving my life and all, but what up with your arm on my girl?”

      

      The room full of people laugh and Peyton takes his arm off her and places it on her brother, Blake’s, shoulder. “Hold him up, Blake, will you? I can’t have my man getting all jealous.” She makes her way to me and leans over and plants a kiss right on my lips. “It’s nice to see you back, babe. We all missed you like crazy.”

      Her hand rests on mine and my world is coming back into place. After a moment of looking at her beautiful face, I look back at the man who has my face. “A handsome rascal ya are, Dalton, did she say your name is?”

      He nods and smiles. “It is, and thanks, I can say the same for you. How’s my kidney feeling there, bro?”

      “So ya gave me one of your kidneys, did ya? How nice of ya. Don’t worry I’ll give you something if ya ever need it. Not that I have a lot of great organs to give, but money buys a lot of things, so how about a new car, mate?”

      He laughs and shakes his head. “Just seeing you up and able to make jokes is enough for me. I never knew I had a brother. I have myself three sisters and you don’t know how often I prayed to have a brother, and now I do. A damn rock star at that. And a rock legend father to boot. Life’s pretty great, I don’t need any more.”

      

      My father moves and takes Blake’s place holding up my new brother. “Damn glad to see you, son. We should get this guy back to his bed. He’s had surgery as well. We can all get to know each other, we have all the time in the world, you know.”

      Pop takes my look alike brother away, and a woman who looks a hell of a lot like my Mum follows along, pushing the IV stand attached to Dalton. My eyes go back to find my mother who looks at me.

      “How are ya doin’ Mum?”

      Her smile suggests she fine, but I can’t see how. “I’m fantastic. I’m talking to my baby boy.” She comes to the other side of me and kisses my forehead. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too,” I say and have to swallow hard as I know how much pain not only my illness has caused her, but the fact my father was unfaithful must be hurting her as well. “You look gorgeous as always, Mum.”

      She runs her hands through her long blonde hair. “Thank you, Kip. Compliments are always appreciated.” She laughs and touches my cheek. “I’m really happy to see you, baby boy.”

      A nurse comes in and breaks up the party. “I’m afraid I have to get you all to leave. We have to make sure he’s doing okay with everything.”

      They all wish me luck as they file out, but Peyton lingers at my side. After they’ve all left, she leans down to kiss me and the nurse clears her throat. “It’s best not to kiss him on the mouth or anywhere near his nose or eyes.”

      

      Peyton pulls back and bites her lip as she looks at me. She raises my hand and I see the purple place around where the IV is attached to it. A little kiss she leaves on it. “I’ll be back as soon as they let me if you want.”

      “If I want? I want!”

      She waves at me as she walks away and my heart swells with how I feel about her.

      It’s good to be back!

      

      Peyton

      Only two days after Kip’s surgery, and he was let out of the ICU and placed in a private room. Dalton was released today and will be stopping by at dinner time to eat with Kip and I.

      Another hospital bed was brought in so then I can stay the nights with Kip. We’re waiting for the ultra-sound guy to come in and tell us what kind of kid we’re having.

      Wearing a hospital gown a sickly color of green, I lie in bed with Kip and cuddle against him. “It’s so damn good to be back in your arms, babe.”

      “It’s good to have them around you. Before we find out for sure what our baby is, would you like to know what I think it is?” Kip asks.

      “I would,” I say and run my hand over his cheek. Stubble meets my hand and I secretly love the way it feels.

      “It’s my opinion that we will be having a son. Now I know you think it’s a girl, but I have my reasons to believe it’s a boy.”

      “Really?”

      His hand runs over my arm and little chill bumps rise in its path. “Really. I heard ya talkin’ to me once while I was sleeping. You said ya thought it was a girl and this shadow man in my head shook his head at me.”

      She giggles. “Okay, a shadow man, huh?”

      “Yeah, I think it was our baby. Even though it was the size of a man. It only showed up when you came to see me. He was there every single time, and he was never there when anyone else came in.” He looks into my eyes, seemingly searching them to see if I believe him. Then he adds. “Thanks for not pullin’ the plug on me by the way.”

      

      “About that,” I gently punch him in the arm. “Why in the hell would you put me down as the only person to decide that? Are you crazy?”

      “Some think so, yes.” He nibbles my ear and I lie back against him.

      “I could never pull the plug on you, Kip.” I run my fingers over his muscular thigh which his hospital gown is revealing.

      “Do you not think I know that, love? That’s why I choose you.”

      A knock comes at the door and the same man from the ER the day we came in, wheels a machine in. “Who’s ready to find out what kind of bun Peyton has in her oven?”

      “I am,” Kip and I say in unison.

      

      A quick kiss I give his cheek then climb off the bed and climb on the other one. Kip gets out of bed, slowly and groans like an old man as he walks over to watch the screen and hold my hand.

      I shriek with the cold as crap gel he squirts on my stomach. “Sorry,” the guy says. “I suppose I could’ve warmed it up.”

      “You think?” I ask as I give him a nasty look.

      He shrugs. “Maybe next time.”

      His little wand roams over my belly and he makes little sounds like hmm and huh, then he looks at me. “So, were you wanting a girl, Peyton?”

      I smile and nod then look at Kip. “Sorry, I told you so. Mothers just know sometimes. Perhaps I’m a little psychic.”

      The man hums a bit. “Or maybe I heard you as I walked down the hallway. Because I was about to say that I’m sorry, maybe the next baby. This one is a boy.”

      “Told ya!” Kip gloats. He fist bumps the air and smiles like he just won the lottery. Although that probably wouldn’t even phase the billionaire.

      “Man! A boy! It’s not that I’m disappointed I’m having a son. It’s just that Kip was right and I hate when that happens.” I pout.

      A little tickle he gives me under my chin. “Is mommy mad that daddy was right?”

      I bat at his hand. “Yes.” Then I stick out my tongue for good measure. “So what are we going to name him? I like Samuel.”

      He shakes his head. “No way. I want something cool and cutting edge. Maybe Zap or Zing.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “There’s no way I’m naming a kid either of those hellacious names. How about Bruce or Gary?”

      

      Kip fakes a yawn as the ultra-sound guy gives him a tissue and gestures for him to wipe the goo off my tummy. He does as he says, “Come on, Peyton. The kid doesn’t want to get beat up every day and robbed of his lunch money. How about Streak or Flash?”

      “We aren’t having a super-hero, Kip!” I push at his chest and laugh.

      “You don’t know that.”

      The guy laughs and pushes the cart out of the room. “Good luck you two. Congrats on the baby and you may want to think about the name, Tyrese. It’s my name and I like it.”

      As he leaves the room, we both shout out our thanks to him and get right back to arguing about the baby’s name.

      

      Kip

      Though in a hospital bed, it’s still nice to hold my love in my arms as we sleep. So much has happened in the last couple of weeks, it’s bordering on mind blowing.

      Apparently I died a few times and gained a brother. He turned out to be a cool guy and we are so damn alike it’s uncanny. Peyton freaks me out with how close the two got while I was comatose. But it’s getting to be okay with me.

      I suppose having all brothers has her used to hanging out with guys and that’s cool and all, but it’s odd seeing her cutting up with a guy who looks like me, but isn’t me.

      

      Her body is formed to mine and though still unable to do to her what I want to, I crave her. Small kisses I place on her neck and she moans and wiggles. Her ass presses against my dick and I have to pull away as it will be too hard to control myself and if the nurse catches me making love, she’ll have my hide.

      Peyton twists in my arms and opens her eyes. “Hi,” she says as she runs her arms around my neck. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you each time I wake up to find you all over me. I thought it might never happen again and I say a silent thank you to God every single time.”

      “Do ya?” I kiss the tip of her nose. “So if I’d passed on to the other side, are you sayin’ you’d never love again? Are you tellin’ me, you’d never get over me?”

      Her eyes go dark and she moves in close, our bodies only covered in thin hospital gowns as she donned one since I have to wear one. “I will never get over you, Kip. Not ever.”

      Her lips touch mine and I harden in an instant. My tongue thrusts through her lips and I wrap her tight in my arms as my dick pulses against her stomach. I pull my mouth away and groan. “Fuck, Peyton! What have you done to me?”

      “What have you done to me, is more the question,” she says with a cute little smile.

      

      I shake my head and her lips are too juicy and ripe and press mine to hers again. Fuck what the doctor said. The stitches are secure and I feel almost normal again. My dick certainly does.

      The IV is the only thing hampering me, so I pull Peyton on top of me as I kiss her. She moans and grinds against me. “Do you think we can do this?” she asks.

      “I’m sure as hell goin’ to try, love. You may have to do most of the work though.”

      Her breath is hot on my face. “I can do that.” Her mouth falls on mine as she pushes the hospital gown I’m wearing out of the way and slides her hot cunt over my aching cock without hesitation.

      We both groan. She holds me behind my neck and slowly moves her body up and down, stroking me gently. She pulls her mouth from mine and sits up. The hospital gown she wears is covering up her body and I pull at it, taking it off her and revealing her bouncing breasts.

      My hands cup them both and I squeeze them as she rides me. “You’re fucking beautiful, baby,” I tell her as I gaze at her body.

      Our child plumps her belly and makes her glow. Peyton looks at me with more love than I’ve ever known. “You’re fucking beautiful.”

      She moves a little faster, careful not to touch my stitches, either set. The heat inside her makes me crazy for her and I pull her to me so I can place one of those delectable breasts in my mouth.

      Just like I remembered. Perfectly juicy. I moan and run my tongue over her nipple. A little bite I give it and she moans as she strokes my hard as nails dick. Her whisper heats my ear. “Do it harder.”

      I comply with her request and bite it harder as I run my hands to grab her ass and squeeze both cheeks. She growls and then her strokes get harder and faster. “Fuck me, baby,” I hiss as I start to feel the first sensations of an impending orgasm.

      

      Little whimpers she makes as she bounces up and down on me. My cock starts to twitch and then her body erupts and tightens around me. She moans loudly and I pull her down to me, kissing her hard to stifle the sound she’s making.

      My orgasm moves into full mode and I groan as it feels fantastic, but also it hurts. Her weight is suddenly too much and I push her to sit up and take it off me.

      My breath comes in short bursts and she looks at me and her eyes widen. “Fuck! Kip, your stitches!”

      She jumps off me and runs to the bathroom. She comes back with a small towel and wipes the cum off me, then herself, and throws another small towel over the two small spots on the sides of my stomach. “Shit! Shit! Kip! Damn it, I’m so sorry, baby.”

      “Get the nurse, mate. It hurts like hell.”

      “God, I’m sorry!” she wails.

      My fingers find the button to call the nurse in. The oldest woman I’ve ever seen comes into the dark hospital room. The light comes on and the blood has seeped through the towel.

      

      Her dark eyes move back and forth between Peyton and I. “What did you do?”

      Peyton breaks into tears and whimpers, “I just had to feel him.” She runs to the bathroom and locks herself in.

      “I had to feel her too,” I confess.

      The old nurse comes and pulls back the towel and sees the broken stitches. “I hope it was worth it.”

      I laugh then flinch with the pain. “Is it ever not?”

      “Jokes huh?” she smirks. “I hope the doc doesn’t even give you a pain killer as he re-stitches you. Kids now days can’t seem to realize this life is nothing but time.”

      

      I find her comment a bit on the sadistic side. “I know it’s been a million years since you were young and in love and maybe even fucked righteously, but believe me when I tell you that it was completely worth it.”

      Her yellow eyes stare me down. “I heard you’re having a son in a matter of a few months. You’ll need to leave his mother alone for at least six weeks and maybe more. Tell me, lover boy, will it end like this, with torn stitches?”

      I gulp and I think I may be trembling. “Well, of course it won’t end this way.”

      “Come out you coward,” she shouts and pounds on the bathroom door.

      “Come on, leave her alone and see to me!”

      Peyton opens the door. “I’m so sorry.” Water drips down her legs. “My water broke.”

      

      Part 11 Fading Star

      

      Peyton

      Pink flushes my cheeks as the doctor wags her long, thin finger at Kip and I as we lie in our hospital beds in the room that is now both of ours. I have officially been admitted into the hospital on complete bedrest as my water is leaking slowly.

      I thought it was sex that messed up my pregnancy but it wasn’t. The leak was caused by an infection I must’ve contracted from the sheets of the motel I stayed at when I first got to L.A. In a way, it still was having sex that did it. That is where Kip and I made up and got back together. If I had just went to his place the way he wanted me to then I would never have gotten the infection.

      

      Either way, you look at it, I am to blame. The doctor is reading us the riot act on how we must follow all the rules that our doctors lay down. Our beds are close enough that if we both reach out we can hold hands.

      Kip reaches out for me, I take his hand and the doctor gives us a frown. “Why can’t you two keep your hands off each other?” She shakes her head and looks at me. “I will have you moved to another room if I have to Peyton.”

      My mouth drops open. “For holding hands? Damn, Doctor Love. You certainly don’t stand up to your last name.”

      Kip snickers and she turns her narrowed eyes on him. “This is not funny. Your child is in a dire situation. If he’s born right now, his lungs will not be fully developed. Peyton needs to keep that baby inside her for at least another week. Even then the baby could still have major health problems for the rest of his life. Thanks in no small part to you two having to ‘feel’ each other as you so eloquently phrased it.”

      Kip lets my hand go and looks down. It pisses me off how she’s trying to make him feel guilty about this. It brings up my ire and I snap, “He’s not the one to blame, it’s my fault. All of this is my fault. I seduced him and that’s why his stitches broke. I have this damn infection because I refused to leave the dirty motel and go home with Kip. Everything is my fault, so leave him alone.”

      

      Dr. Love levels her eyes on me. “Don’t put all the blame on your shoulders, Peyton. Allow Kip to carry half the burden here.”

      I shake my head. “No! This is my fault and my burden to bear, not his.”

      Kip looks at me and frowns. “Peyton, stop that. I am to blame as well. I should’ve had more sense than to go against the doctor’s orders. And the thing about the baby is just a complication and no one’s fault. The damn, dirty motel is what needs blamed for the current condition of our baby. I’m going to have that place shut down.”

      Kip’s mother sweeps into the small hospital room, carrying a teddy bear in her arms. “Good morning, Dr. Love. It’s beautiful out this morning.” She places the bear on the top of the dresser that’s in front of the beds.

      Dr. Love smiles at Chloe. “I’ve been inside the hospital since before dawn. I have no idea if the morning is a nice one or not.”

      Chloe taps the bear on top of the head. “I brought in a spy to help us keep an eye on these love birds. A nanny cam is inside the bear and the nurses’ station has the monitor.”

      

      Dr. Love claps her hands and turns to us with a broad smile. “Fantastic! That should keep you two in check.”

      Kip shakes his head. “That is not necessary. How could you do that, Mum?”

      Chloe moves fluidly to Kip’s side and runs her long and elegant hand over his cheek. “I could do that to be sure my babies are all taken care of and doing what they’re supposed to be doing. Your only agenda is to be still and get better. Nothing else.”

      It’s official, I truly hate that so many people are up in our sex life!

      

      Kip’s agitated voice draws my attention. “I think I may just move this little party back to my place. I could have a private nurse there to see to us and then everyone can leave us the hell alone!”

      Dr. Love changes her tactic quickly. “Now, Kip,” she says with a soothing tone to her voice. “You and Peyton and your baby are much safer here in the hospital. I’ll make sure you’re left alone as much as possible and will let the other doctors know you’re tired of being lectured. But for the baby, if no one else, please stay here.”

      Kip reaches back out for my hand and I take it. “Okay then, as long as everyone stops acting as if we are incapable of acting like the responsible adults we both are, we’ll stay. But it stops now! The talking down to us like a couple of stupid teenagers is done!”

      Inwardly, I’m smiling, but I don’t let it show on my face. Dr. Love looks properly chastised and offers an apologetic wave as she leaves, turning back to say just before she leaves, “If you have anything you need don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Chloe watches the doctor go then turns back to Kip. “Little harsh, son. Don’t you think?”

      

      Kip shakes his head. “No! It was necessary, Mum. You have no idea what we’ve endured. It started with Nurse Ratchet, she gave us what for and I was rather pissed about that as she felt she needed to bitch at us as Peyton stood with water trickling out of her and should’ve been taken care of.”

      I take up his rant. “Then the doctor from the emergency room came in to stitch Kip back up and the nurse told on us to him and he told us a bunch of horrifying medical facts about the condition of Kip’s insides. He made us feel like crap. Then Kip’s doctor made a visit, and we got another long lecture and he had visual aids to show us.”

      Kip squeezes my hand and adds, “Then that obstetrician, Dr. Love, was assigned to Peyton and she let us have it again. I’m very tired of hearing about it. And you can take that bear and toss it in the rubbish bin. I’m about to go crawl in bed with Peyton and take a nap. Not ravage her, just hold her and sleep.”

      “Aw.” I squeeze his hand. “You still want to cuddle with me even though I have on an adult diaper and we both are constricted by our IVs?”

      His deep blue eyes go soft as he looks at me. “Yes.”

      Chloe drops one side of his bed and helps him to stand up. She lets him hold onto her as he takes the two steps it takes to get to my bed. I pull the blanket back and he slips into my bed.

      His mother moves his IV stand and mine so they’re on the same side. I turn on my side and he does too as he spoons me from behind. His presence has me feeling calmer immediately.

      I’ve been upset and nervous since the doctor told me I could lose the baby or that he might be born with problems that could last the rest of his life. Now that Kip has me in his arms, I feel like nothing bad can happen.

      

      “I’ll leave you two alone so you can rest. I’ll stop by your place and let Peyton’s family know you’d like to be left alone until, maybe this evening?” she asks.

      “This evening will be fine, Mum. Thank you.” Kip’s hand strokes my stomach.

      Chloe turns the light off and closes the door behind her. Kip’s lips touch my neck as he whispers, “Sleep, love. When we wake up things will look a little bit brighter.”

      How I wish that was true!

      

      Kip

      The delightful aroma of fresh coffee wakes me up and I’m happy to find Peyton still nestled in my arms. My pain killer has worn off as it seems we’ve slept all day. Darkness is all I see through the small slats of the mini-blind that covers the window.

      “Evening, son,” my father’s voice says softly. “You about ready to wake up?”

      I yawn and lift my arm to stretch but am constricted by the lead on my IV. How sick and tired I am of having this damn thing on. How sick and tired I am of being in this damn little hospital room. I turn over and rub my eyes.

      Mum and Pop stand just inside the doorway with smiles on their faces. Peyton stirs and groans a little. “I hate this bed.”

      I help her turn over. “We slept all day, love. If you can believe that.”

      “Barely, this bed is making me crazy,” she says.

      “Pop, help me get out of her bed so she can stretch out.”

      My father comes, but instead of helping me out, he unlocks the wheels on the bed and rolls us as Mum takes our IV stands and rolls them along with us.

      “Wanna tell me where you could possibly be taking us?” I ask as we go out the door and down the hallway.

      It’s dimly lit as many of the other guests of this fine facility are still sleeping. The nurses’ station we pass and one young nurse is standing with a coffee pot in her hand. “Good evening, Kip and Peyton. I’ll be in with a coffee for you, Kip and a tea for you, Peyton.” She smiles sweetly at us as we cruise down the hallway.

      “What is happening?” Peyton asks.

      Mum answers, “It’s a surprise.”

      A golden glow is flowing out of one of the doors ahead and remarkably Pop turns us into the room. It’s bathed in the gold light as a bunch of candles are lit in the room. A large bed with a deep blue comforter stands in the middle of the room.

      Flowers are everywhere and elements of home are all over. As we’re rolled to the bed I can see in the bathroom and fluffy blue towels hang on the towel rack.

      My very first acoustic guitar sits on a stand near the bed and on the other side a laptop computer sits on a nightstand. Mum maneuvers our IV stands around the bed and says, “I heard you loud and clear this morning, son. We had this queen size hospital bed brought in for you two and some things from home.”

      

      Two nurses come in and help me out of the little hospital bed first. “How about a shower?” One asks me with a smile.

      “Oh, hell no!” Peyton nearly shouts.

      They laugh. “He can take one by himself, don’t worry, Peyton,” the nurse adds.

      She removes the lead from my IV, freeing me up and I am more than thankful. “There you go,” the nurse tells me. “You are free to go take a shower. There’s a bottle of a reddish orange solution in the shower and you need to clean your stitches with that. It seems you have a small infection in the incision they made to take out your appendix. We’ll have to keep those extra clean and an antibiotic will be added to your IV when we get you back out here.”

      The other nurse goes to the end of the bed, near Peyton’s feet. “We’ll clean her up while you shower. There’s also a set of pajamas in there for you to put on, Kip. I bet you’re ready to get out of the hospital gowns you’ve been stuck in.”

      “I am sick to death of them,” I say and hug my mother. “Thank you, Mum.” I kiss her cheek.

      “You’re welcome. We’ll be going now. See you two in the morning,” she says then takes my father’s arm and they slip out the door.

      

      Before I go into the bathroom, I drop a kiss on Peyton’s forehead. “Be easy with my girl,” I tell the nurses.

      “We will,” the shorter one assures me. “You go take a nice long shower.”

      Peyton gives me a smile. “I’ll be here.” She waves at me as I close the door.

      Finally, some sense of normalcy.

      

      Peyton

      The new room and the larger bed has made Kip and I so much more comfortable. Two days have passed since we moved and I’ve managed to keep the baby where he belongs.

      Kip and I have been mulling over names for him and I’m afraid that this poor kid is going to have some weird name as Kip is determined for the name to be something the kid has to grow into.

      “I like Napoleon,” Kip says and I roll my eyes. “We can call him Nappy. That’s cute, don’t you think?”

      I run my hand over my face and open the laptop his parents got me. “You know what, Kip. I’m naming this one. You can maybe name the next one.”

      He shakes his head and picks up his guitar and strums it a bit. “No way! How about I get to pick the first name and you can pick the middle name?”

      

      “Hell, no!” I google baby names. “Look, here are the most popular names.”

      “I don’t want to name him a popular name, Peyton.” He strums out a little chord and sings, “Nappy, oh Nappy. Nah, I don’t like that one either. We’ll have to keep thinking on it.”

      “Thank God!” I search unpopular names and remarkably something comes up. “Never in a million years did I think I would be searching unpopular baby boy names for my kid. The things you have me doing, Kip!”

      He looks over my shoulder and points. “Oh, look at that one, Paxton. I like it.” He strums his guitar and hums a little. “Yeah, I like Pax, Peyton. What do you say? Paxton Reed-Dixon. I like it, don’t you?”

      “I do kind of. Are you sure about the hyphenated last name?” I ask as he doesn’t seem the type to like that sort of thing.

      

      “Of course our children will have the hyphenated last name. You’re going to be a best-selling author someday. I’m sure your parents will love to see their surname on the cover of a best-selling novel. The kids will love having their mother’s name as well. Plus, it’s like really cool, you know?”

      “So, his middle name is all that’s left to figure out.” I continue to look down the list.

      Kip wraps his arm around me. “Let’s use your father’s name as this one’s middle name and the next can have my father’s name as the middle name.”

      “The next one?” I ask with sarcasm. “You having that one, Kip?”

      “Of course not, don’t be silly. And what do you mean? Are you saying you don’t want any more kids? Because we are definitely having more kids so you’ll just have to get over that.” His arm tightens around my shoulders and he kisses my cheek.

      

      “There’s the bossy man I fell in love with.” I laugh and the door opens and in walks Kips entire band and his manager, Silas.

      “Well, hello there, blokes,” Kip says with a smile. “Finally decided to visit, huh?”

      Bobby nods. “I was here the first day then went to San Francisco to visit my parents. But we’re all back in town and decided to come see you. That’s a pretty cozy set-up you have there.” He gestures to the large bed. “Can’t say I’ve seen a hospital bed that big before.”

      “Mum found it.” Kip lets me go and sets his guitar back on the stand.

      Silas steps forward. “So, Kip, when are you going to be able to get back to work? Not that I’m rushing you, but I would like an idea.”

      Kip looks down and takes in a deep breath then looks up. “Silas, I’m not renewing my contract. I’m done. I may do a solo thing, but then I may not. I’m going to focus on my family for now.”

      

      Silas looks shocked and Bobby looks pissed. His face goes red as he shouts, “What the fuck, Kip?”

      Silas takes Bobby by the arm. “No reason to get loud, Bobby. Now, Kip, you can do both, be in the band and take care of your family as well.”

      “I don’t want to though. It was fun, but I want to go in a different direction with my life. The fast pace I want to slow down. I want to make the kind of music I like for a change.” He shifts his weight and I can feel the tension in his body.

      “And what about us, mate?” Troy asks. “The band can’t go on without you.”

      “Well, just find another singer, or better yet, let Bobby sing. He’s great,” Kip offers.

      “And what are we to call ourselves, Kip?” James asks.

      “Come up with something,” Kip says and runs his arm back around my shoulders. I lean into him and feel his heart pounding in his chest. He obviously has been dreading telling them his decision.

      

      Bobby points right at me. “Yoko, are you behind this?”

      “Don’t,” Kip says as he levels his eyes on Bobby’s. “I hadn’t even told her I was quitting. She had nothing to do with my decision.”

      Bobby frowns. “Sure she didn’t. You know ever since you met this chic you’ve been off. I mean look at you. Shit, you have to be next to her all the damn time. You’re too dependent on her.”

      “Bobby, you just don’t get it, I love her. She and I are having a baby. Of course I’m dependent on her and she is on me as well. It’s what happens when two people fall in love.” Kip kisses my cheek and I blush.

      “Kip, you don’t have to quit the band,” I say and look him in the eye. “If you’re doing it for me or the baby, please don’t.”

      “I’m doing it because that’s what I want to do. It is true that the main reasons are you and the baby, but it’s also because I want to make the music I want to. I’m tired of singing someone else’s songs.” He looks at Silas. “So, I’m out.”

      Silas throws his arms up. “Well then I have to move on too.” He looks at the rest of the band. “I won’t be renewing any of your contracts then. I can’t waste my time trying to get gigs for a band that’s missing the lead man.”

      Bobby goes a deeper red. “Look what you’re doing, Kip! You’re cutting our throats! All over, Yoko.”

      “Stop!” Kip shouts. “Don’t say another word, Bobby. It’s not my purpose in life to keep you three employed. You can go start your own thing. It’s not like you don’t have the same connections I do.”

      “We’re out a manager now, thanks to you,” Bobby shouts. “We’ll have to start completely over. Do you know how hard it is for a band to start over without the lead man? Your name is what draws the crowds.”

      “Sorry,” Kips says, quietly. “I’ll do what I can to help you guys, but I have to do this.”

      Bobby takes three quick steps and is in my face before I know it. His finger in my face, he says, “This is all your fault.”

      I know it is. No matter what Kip says. If it wasn’t for me, he would not be quitting the band. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      A pain starts in my back and radiates around my sides and then my entire stomach feels tight. Kip pushes Bobby’s shoulder. “Leave now!”

      

      Bobby turns and walks towards the door, the others follow him. Every one of them mad and not one tells Kip anything.

      I am just like Yoko Ono, I’ve broken them up. They will never forgive Kip for doing this to them. This is all my fault. I should have left Kip alone to be the rock star he was. He could still be if I left him. Lots of people raise their kid with no father, I could do that. I should do that, so Kip can have his life back.

      I hold my stomach as another pain hits me hard. “Kip, hit the button to call the nurse. Something’s wrong.”

      His eyes go wide and he pushes the button. “What is it, Peyton?”

      “My back is where it starts and moves around to my stomach. It feels like I’m being squeezed,” I tell him.

      The nurse comes in, her smile fades as she looks at me. “Peyton, you’re very pale.” She comes to the side of the bed and puts the blood pressure cuff on me. “Are you in pain?”

      

      I nod and feel like I might be sick. I’m ruining Kip’s life. He had a magnificent life, and he added me and I ruined it. I bend over at my waist as another pain hits me.

      “I’m calling your doctor, Peyton.” The nurse says as she rushes out of the room.

      Kip holds me in his strong arms. “Calm down, baby. I can see you beating yourself up over what just happened. Stop that. It’s not your fault and I can see you blaming yourself. Calm down and think about something else. I know, let’s talk about your next book. I think a sequel to your first one. Everyone lives happily ever after in the next one. No ups and downs, only ups.”

      The adult diaper I have on gets soaked in a second and I know what’s left of my water just came out. I grab Kips’ hand. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.” The tears swamp over and I’m crying.

      He pulls me against his chest. “Shh. It’s going to be okay. You don’t need to cry, baby.”

      

      The door opens, and the nurse comes back in followed by my doctor. “What do we have here?” Dr. Love asks.

      “My water finished breaking,” I say through sobs.

      “I need you to calm down, Peyton,” she says in a soft voice, but I can’t seem to. She turns to the nurse. “Go ahead and give her some morphine.”

      Kip sits up. “No! I don’t want the baby all drugged up. I’ll calm her down. You do what you need to.” Kip’s hand touches my chin, and he takes a tissue and wipes my tears. “You have to stop this.”

      His eyes look deep into mine and he strokes my shoulders. Lightly, he massages them as he continues to look into my eyes. I blink and take in a deep breath. “Kip, I can’t.”

      One finger touches my lips. “You can. Look at me, baby.”

      As I look into his eyes, I can see something in them that connects me to him. Eerily, I calm down. I sniffle and he holds a tissue up to my nose. I blow it and he smiles. “Thank you, Kip.”

      “That’s what I’m here for, love.”

      My side of the bed is laid back and the doctor checks me out and her frown tells me what I pretty much already knew. “You’re in labor, Peyton.”

      I nod. “It hasn’t been a whole week. What are his chances?”

      She pats my legs and smiles weakly. “Let’s not get into that. The pediatrician will have to tell us that once the baby’s born. Did you two ever agree on a name?”

      

      Kip jumps in. “Paxton David Reed-Dixon.”

      “Cute name,” she says and jots something down on my chart. “Okay, well, we have to move you up to labor and delivery. Kip, you’ll be brought some scrubs to put on. We’ll all have to be sterile since the baby is premature and we can’t take any risks.”

      A male orderly comes in with a wheelchair. I suppose since the process has begun and can’t be held back anymore that I’m a little more free to move around. “Here we go,” the man says with a smile.

      I climb out of bed. A thing I haven’t been allowed to do for nearly a week. My legs are a little wobbly as I get up and the doctor and orderly quickly help me so I don’t fall.

      “When can I go?” Kip asks as he watches me.

      The doctor turns back. “An orderly will come and bring your scrubs and once you change, he’ll wheel you up to labor and delivery. See you up there, Kip.”

      I look over my shoulder at him and smile. “See you soon, Daddy.”

      He smiles and waves, but I can see the worry in his eyes. “I’ll be right there as soon as I can, love. Remember to be calm.”

      

      I nod and they take me out of the room. My hands are in my lap and I notice they’re shaking. They better hurry up and bring Kip up to me. It seems I need him like I never have before.

      

      Kip

      Out of the elevator we go. The orderly pushes me down the long hallway. We come to the door of the labor and delivery room Peyton is in at the same time that a slurry of scrub clad people flood into it before we have a chance to.

      The orderly pushing me waits a second and the last person to go into the room turns to us. “I’m going to have to ask you to wait here.”

      “But I’m the father. I want to be there,” I say and am left speechless as the door is shut and I’m left not knowing what’s happening. I look up at the orderly. “Can you please find out what’s happened?”

      

      He shakes his head. “I’m afraid I’m in the same boat you are. If they say wait here, then I have to wait too. I’m not sterile. Most likely the baby has been born already. That’s usually the case if they don’t want anyone else coming in the room who isn’t essential.”

      I listen hard to hear the cries of the baby and none come. My heart is barely beating as I wait. “He’s alive thought, right?” I ask.

      “I would suppose so,” the orderly tells me. “It wouldn’t make a lot of sense to send in a team for a baby who wasn’t.”

      With a nod, I swallow hard as I find a knot has formed in my throat. “I really wish I could go in there. Peyton must be a mess.”

      The orderly smiles, “I have to tell you that the two of you are the talk of the hospital. It’s like you were made for one another. I have a good feeling about this. I think things will all work out.”

      “I wish I had that feeling. I just have a ton of fear.” My hands I fold over the other in an attempt to steady the shaking.

      

      The door opens and I jerk my head up to find Peyton’s doctor. “Kip! Good, you’re here. There about to take the baby to the neonatal intensive care unit. He’s a nice three pounds which is more than we thought he would weigh. He is needing help to breathe, but he can breathe on his own some.”

      “His chances of survival?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I’m no pediatrician, Kip. I can’t tell you that. I can tell you that Peyton is doing well. She’s stopped crying and had no need for stitches as there was no reason to perform an episiotomy.”

      “She’s stopped crying?” I ask. “So, she was crying?”

      “Well, yeah. She kind of freaked that you weren’t going to be there to see the baby be born. He was crowned when we got up here and the little thing slipped right on out once we had her laid back out. You can go in and see her as soon as they move the baby.” She takes a step back as the door opens.

      

      In a closed, clear little incubator, my son is wheeled out of the delivery room. They stop just for a second to let me see him. I stand up and press my hand to the side. I wish I could touch him, but I assume that will be some time away.

      

      “Hi, buddy,” I whisper. “You stay with us and get strong you hear me?”

      “We’ll be getting you to the NICU in a few hours, sir. We like our parents to spend as much time as possible with the newborns,” the pediatrician tells me.

      I give him a nod and they hurry off with him. Dr. Love takes my arm and looks at the orderly. “Let’s get him in there, shall we?”

      I sit back down in the wheelchair as I feel weak as a kitten after seeing my baby like that. He resembles his mother and myself with all the lines running into his body.

      Peyton turns her head to look at me as they take me in. “Did you see him?”

      “I did. A little cutie don’t you think?” I say with a grin.

      “He’s kind of wrinkly, and on the red side, but yeah, he’s a cutie. What do you think about him?” she asks as she moves the top of her bed up a little.

      “I think he’ll be just fine. I have faith.” I take her hand in mine as they put me right up next to her.

      “We’ll have you back in your room soon,” Dr. Love tells us. “After tomorrow you both will be released and you can finally go home. As long as things continue to improve.”

      My heart lurches as I think about how long I’ve wanted to go back home. But it was supposed to be a good thing. Leaving my son in here is not a thing I planned on or ever wanted.

      

      “I’m sorry, Kip,” Peyton says and I can see the glimmer of tears starting up again.

      “No! You are not to act like this is anything you had any control over. We have to be strong for him now. All that weakness you’ve been feeling while you try to blame yourself has to be stopped. No more of it. Do you understand me?” I ask with the sternest face I can muster.

      Peyton swallows and takes in a deep breath. “Okay, Kip. Thanks for reminding me what I need to keep my mind on.”

      Keeping us both strong is all I can think about right now as my own mind seems to be on the edge.

      What will we do if he doesn’t make it?

      

      Peyton

      Two weeks have past and Christmas is near. My family had to go back to Texas since they had stayed as long as they could away from their jobs. Today Max and Lexi and their children are coming.

      I haven’t formally met them yet. Kip has told me stories about them though and I feel like I know them already. Their twins were born early and Kip thinks they might be able to help us feel better about Paxton.

      

      Since he’s been born, he’s gained a pound and doesn’t have to have a breathing tube anymore. He still has one IV in and sleeps most of the time. He’s eating on his own though and soon they’ll let me feed him straight from the old breast.

      I can’t believe how excited I am to get to do that. It’s not something I ever thought about doing before. Kip and I have been reading everything we can get our hands on to take the best care of our little preemie we possibly can.

      Our little boy has blue eyes like his daddy’s. They tell us they could change later, but I hope he keeps them. His little head is the size of a small apple and every once in a while, he makes a little cooing sound.

      Kip has gone to the airport to pick up his friends. I waited here as there are five of them, three in car seats.

      My phone rings and I see it’s the young woman from the airport, Rachelle. I talked to her once after we met, but it’s been a while. “Hi there,” I answer.

      “Hi, Peyton. How are you doing?” she asks.

      “I’m good and you?”

      “Good too. I’m going to the hospital tomorrow to visit a friend and thought maybe I’d go at the same time you’d be there seeing your little boy. I can’t wait to meet him,” she says.

      “That would be great. I’m going up there about nine in the morning. I’d love to see you again.”

      “Good. So everything is going good with the baby, no complications?” she asks.

      

      “He is making steady progress so far. Once he reaches five pounds, we can bring him home. I have to admit though, I am terrified of taking care of him on my own. Some friends of Kips are coming to stay the week with us and they have a baby I’m going to practice on,” I say with a laugh. “You know what, you should come on Christmas Eve. We’re having a party and I’d love you to be here.”

      “Then I certainly will be,” she says. “So, I’ll meet up with you tomorrow morning. I’m super glad you and Kip made it all work out.”

      “Yeah, me too. He’s pretty awesome. He brings me something every single day. Flowers, jewelry, books, he’s a sweetheart. I think he’s going to be an awesome dad too.”

      “That’s great. I’m happy for you guys. I’ll see you tomorrow then, bye.”

      

      As I end the call I can hear noise coming from the garage and go out to find Kip has pulled in and people are spilling out of his truck.

      “Here she is,” Kip says as he holds out his arm, gesturing to me. “My baby momma.”

      I roll my eyes at his little joke and bat at his shoulder as I approach him. “Stop that. How was the trip?” I ask the pretty blonde lady, who must be Lexi, as she unstraps a wiggly little boy from his car seat.

      “Almost bearable,” she says as she places the three year old who must be Zane on the floor. “I have never been happier to have a private jet. The baby cried for the first forty-five minutes and Zoey threw up. She’d found a bag of candy from Halloween and had hidden it in her little backpack. The stinker was secretly eating it and then her tummy started to hurt and Kablooey! She puked all over the seat.”

      

      I extend my hand. “Peyton, nice to meet you, Lexi.”

      She looks at my hand and pushes it aside and gives me a hug. “Come on now, girl. We’re from Texas, we hug.”

      I laugh and hug her back. “Wasn’t sure if you were as Texan as I am.”

      “One hundred percent,” she says with a laugh.

      On the other side of the truck her husband, Max, lets the little boy’s twin sister, Lexi, down and she runs straight to Kip. “Hunky Kip, pick me up.” Her little arms are open wide and her smile matches.

      

      Kip picks her up, and she runs her arms around his neck and buries her face in it. “Did you eat a bunch of candy, you naughty girl?” he asks her.

      “Uh huh and I got sick and barfed it all up too. I won’t do that again,” she says.

      Lexi gestures to the tall, well built, and very handsome dark haired man who stands up, holding the five-month-old, Zakk. I smile and say, “There’s my baby.”

      Lexi laughs. “That’s my hubby, Max, holding your training baby.”

      I walk up to him and hold my arms out. “May I?”

      Max smiles at me. “Ready to get right to it, huh?”

      I nod and the little boy comes right to me and pulls on a piece of my hair, putting it right into his mouth. I pull it away from his little fist, gently and turn to go back into the house. “Who’s a cute baby?” I ask him as if he’s going to tell me.

      I hear Lexi from behind me. “She is great, Kip.”

      Kip chuckles. “I know.”

      I think we will all get along just fine!

      

      Kip

      A silver glow surrounds Peyton as she pounds away at her laptop. We’re in bed and she’s working on her next novel. This one is about Lexi and Max’s love story. She found all their trials and tribulations fascinating and immediately asked for their permission to make a fictitious tale out of it.

      They’ve been here three days and tomorrow is our big Christmas Eve party. I have the twins’ ponies hidden in a barn at the very back of the property and I’m going to have Santa deliver the adorable things to the twins tomorrow night. There are sure to be squeals of delight.

      Peyton stops for a second and looks at me. “Oh, yeah, I almost forgot. They let me feed Pax on my very own today.”

      “I wanted to be there for that,” I say a bit disappointed. “Why didn’t you call me? I would’ve dropped everything and came.”

      She gives me a frown. “He was hungry right that very minute. He isn’t like a grown up that you can tell to wait. He was wailing like a banshee. Anyway, it was nice.”

      

      I run my hand over her very large breast. “So, it’s official. I have to give them up and let him have them.”

      “Yep. Sorry.” She leans over and puts her lips to mine. My body heats in an instant and I have to push her gently back.

      “You are off limits for another three weeks, three days, and four hours.”

      Her smile makes me smile even though I am a bit frustrated. “You have it down to the hour, how sweet.”

      “I do and you might want to mark the calendar. That’s a Tuesday, January the fourteenth and I’ll be bothering you at approximately three in the morning.” I run my fingers over her delicate collar bone and conjure up the picture I have of her in my mind.

      

      Draped in white lace, she’ll be lying on our bed, waiting for me to make her mine all over again. Only at that time, she’ll be my wife. I have a secret plan to marry her on that day at midnight.

      Everyone will be here. We got our marriage license last week and I’ve been putting her off on picking a day or a venue. She thinks I’m having cold feet and not pushing me about it.

      Our wedding rings are ready at the jewelry store and I’ll pick them up that day, but in secret. Our parents will be here to take care of the baby for the night, so we’ll have all the time we need to get to know one another intimately again.

      I foresee an all-nighter, and perhaps into the morning, since we can’t begin until three in the morning after all.

      She snaps the computer shut and snuggles down in the bed. “If Max and Lexi can make it through all the things they did, and the twins made it through being born early, then Pax will make it too. I just know it. I just know the bad times are behind us, Kip.”

      As much as I love optimism, I don’t like tempting fate. “Sure, it’ll be good.” I lie back and turn over, away from her. I have a hard time cuddling her without wanting to take her.

      She sighs and turns away too. I suppose she has the same problem I do. I can’t wait to be able to touch her again. It seems like forever and this living almost like siblings is awful.

      

      Peyton

      Since we’ve been home, and the baby is no longer inside me, it seems Kip wants little to do with me. I mean he’s nice and helpful, but he never wants to kiss. He hugs me every now and then, but it feels like a platonic hug and always he’s quick to let me go.

      I have to wonder if he’s blaming me for the baby being born early and his band mates hating his guts. Bobby went on one of those celebrity shows and spilled the beans about the band breaking up and raked Kip over the coals. Oh, and me too. He never said my real name, only calling me Yoko. He was a real ass and I wish like hell he would stop being like that.

      

      He and Kip were friends since they were in seventh grade. He’s just being selfish and acting as if it’s all my fault. The hard part is I agree with him. That makes me even madder. I hate it when pig-headed men are right.

      Kip would be thinking of nothing but strutting his stuff all over the stage if it wasn’t for me. He acts like that isn’t the case but it is. I catch him messing with his guitar and writing little songs all the time, so I know the bug is still in his brain to make music.

      Rachelle and I had lunch after I introduced her to my little man, Paxxie. Kip hates that I call him that. He says it sounds like a girl’s name. But I can’t help it. It just comes out of me. I call Lexi and Max’s baby, Zakk, Zakkie, all the time. It must be one of those idiosyncrasies that I have.

      We ate in one of the little cafes in the hospital and she left. I’m on my way back up to make one more check on my little man before I go back home. As I step off the elevator, I nearly run into Bobby.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I ask as I have no idea why the man would be on the pediatric floor.

      “Nothing,” he says as he brushes past me and onto the elevator.

      I spin around and step back inside it just before the doors close. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you,” I say.

      “Shit!” he says as he looks away. “I bet you want to jump my ass about the talk shows. They invited Kip to come on them too. He had every opportunity to defend himself. He decided not to. I assume so he could stay up your ass.”

      I gesture around me. “If he’s so up my ass, where is he now, Bobby?”

      He looks a little confused. “Where is he?”

      “He’s at home with our guests, his friends from Houston. And can I ask why you’re here?” I level my eyes on his.

      Moving his weight to the other foot and crossing his arms he says, “I check in on the baby at least once a day, if you must know.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Wow! No one has told us about that.”

      He grins. “I have a certain young nurse I exchange pleasures with and she allows me to see Pax. I care about the kid.”

      “Have you held him?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I would never go that far. I’ve looked at him and talked to him and been updated on his progress.” His eyes light up. “I heard you got to feed him, like for real feed him. That’s great.”

      

      I stop the elevator and push the button to go back up to the pediatric ward. “How about you come with me up to see him and you can hold him. I’m sure he’d like that.”

      “Really?” he asks as he shifts his weight back and forth. “You have to hate me.”

      “I hate no one. Well, that’s not true. I hate the person who invented Dr. Pepper. That shit is addictive and they should put a warning label on it. But other than that, I hate no one.” The doors open and I take him by the hand.

      “Yoko, are you sure?” he asks.

      “I am.” I tug him along with me and the young hot nurse he apparently is trading pleasure with sees us and her eyes fly open and she looks like she’s about to pass out as she goes pale.

      

      I open the door and smile at her. “Hi, Effie. Bobby told me everything and don’t worry, I’m not mad. I’m glad you let him in on Pax’s condition. And I’d like you to pull Pax out of his bubble and let Bobby hold the little monster who will be tormenting his Uncle Bobby in just a few years.”

      She blinks and looks back and forth between us. She finally shakes her head and takes Bobby’s hand and leads him to the rocking chair next to Pax’s incubator.

      I stand back and let Bobby have his moment with his best friend’s baby. He looks at tiny, sleeping Pax as Effie places him into his arms. “Hi there, buddy,” he whispers.

      Tears well up and I immediately wipe them away and stop. I want to see this. Bobby coos and Pax takes his finger and wraps his tiny hand around it. Bobby looks up at me. “I think he likes me.”

      “What’s not to like. You’re great. Pig-headed and can’t see what the future could hold for you, but great.” I move closer and put my hand on his shoulder and look down at my little guy. “You know, I think Silas is the problem. Kip wants to make his own songs, and he’s working on that a lot. Are you only a rock kind of guy or are you up for other types of music?”

      He looks up to me and smirks. “Girl, I can play anything. I know Kip’s not a fan of what we have to play, but it pays well.”

      “There is more than one way to make money from music. Tours don’t have to happen and people can make money off what they like. If they have the talent to get it out there.” I stroke Pax’s little head, and he lifts one shoulder as I do. “Come to our Christmas party tomorrow night. It starts at eight.”

      

      I cut my eyes to Effie who seems to be hovering near us. “Wear red, all the women are.”

      She smiles. “Really?” Her eyes go to Bobby. “Oh, sorry. You might not want to take me.”

      I pat Bobby on the shoulder. “Nonsense, he’d love to take you to our party. Wouldn’t you, stud?”

      A smile he gives me and then he looks at Effie. “It would be an honor to take you, Ef.”

      She giggles and claps her hands. “OMG! Yes, I’d love to go!”

      I look at Bobby. “This will be our little surprise to your best mate, okay?”

      He nods and looks back down at Pax. “You know what, Yoko? You aren’t half bad. I can kind of see why my mate has a crush on you.”

      “And I can kind of see why he has a crush on you too.”

      

      Kip

      The day of the big party has arrived and I watch my girl come down the stairs in a flowing, red, lacey gown. Her blonde hair has been highlighted and curled. Her make-up has been done by an expert and she looks like a movie star.

      I give a wolf-whistle as she comes to me. “Where did my country mouse slip off to and who are you?” Her hand goes right into mine and I fold my arms around her as I take her into my arms. A kiss on the tip of her nose I leave. “You are gorgeous, baby.”

      “Thanks, you are too,” she says just before she puts her lips on mine.

      Our guests await and I couldn’t take her back upstairs to our bedroom if I wanted to. I sigh and pull my mouth from hers. “We better see to our guests.”

      

      She nods and smiles. Her arm loops through mine as we make our way to the room she calls the Christmas tree room as its huge and the Christmas tree is at its center. “This is so grand and auspicious,” she says as we enter the room.

      I chuckle and kiss her cheek. “It is, isn’t it?”

      Everyone is here. Both our families and Max’s family. His house manager, Hilda, even flew up. She taught the cook that we hired how to make some of her famous Mexican food and I fear obesity may be in our future as her food is so good it’s hard to stop eating it.

      Stepping from behind the tall and full Christmas tree as we walk in is Bobby and I nearly slip as I stop so quickly. “Hi,” I say and look at him as he’s dressed in a nice black suit and I barely recognize him as he’s had a haircut and shave.

      “Hi,” he says. “Hey, sorry, okay?”

      I smile and nod. “Okay.”

      

      Peyton pulls away from me a bit. She gives me a slight shove. “Hug the man, babe.”

      I open my arms and so does Bobby and we hug. I clap my hand on his back and he does mine the same way. “I missed you bro,” he mutters.

      “Missed you too,” I say. “Glad to have you back.”

      I notice a timid young, dark haired woman with very pretty skin standing back. She wears a lovely red dress and I narrow my eyes then recognize her as one of our son’s nurses. “Effie?”

      She waves her small hand at me. “Hi, Kip.”

      I look at Bobby and lean in close so she can’t hear me. “How’d ya find her, mate?”

      A sheepish grin he wears as he answers, “Visiting your son, mate. She’s cute, huh?”

      “Visiting my son?” I ask, completely confused.

      Peyton takes my arm. “I’ll explain everything later. We have other guests. And Santa is on his way from what I’ve heard.”

      

      Peyton

      Stars fill the night sky as Zane and Zoey ride their ponies in the front of the mansion. The night is chilly so Lexi and Max tug the kids off their new favorite things in the whole world and we all retreat inside to get some hot chocolate and wind the Christmas Eve party down.

      Bobby and Effie have vanished it seems. I hope that rock star isn’t in our bedroom, the horn dog. He and Kip made up and agreed to work on music together, leaving Silas and touring behind them. They plan on inviting the rest of the band to join them and they’ll keep the Kip Dixon as the band name.

      We go back to the Christmas tree room as I have named it. In a circle we sit around the huge tree, decorated with red and green ornaments. My entire family, Kip’s family, even his half-brother, Dalton, and his sisters, and mother came. Our friends Rachelle and the Lane’s. Everyone, except Effie and Bobby hold hands as we sing Silent Night.

      

      Kip looks into my eyes as we sing the Christmas carol and his sweet smile makes me smile. I look away at our huge family and my heart fills with emotion.

      Never did I know I could be filled with this much love and happiness. Of course the only thing that is missing is our baby, but next Christmas he’ll be here and we’ll make that one special for the little man.

      I turn and look back at Kip and see the rest of my life in him. If it wasn’t for his tenaciousness I would be back in Texas, alone with my parents, most likely in bed by this time.

      Kip has brought colors to my life I never knew existed. He’s the brightest star in my sky and I pray we have a long and happy life together, building our family.

      The song ends and everyone claps. The sound of heels clicking over the marble floor comes from behind us and Kip and I both turn to see Bobby and Effie, a white bundle in her arms.

      

      My heart stops and Kip jumps up, pulling me with him. “Who do we have here?” he asks as we go towards them.

      “Is that?” I ask and have to stop as tears flood my eyes and my words are stopped by a huge knot in my throat.

      Effie nods. “Surprise and Merry Christmas. Paxton David Reed-Dixon has officially been released, and he’s home now.”

      I’m shaking and Kip pulls me into his strong arms. “You okay, Momma?”

      Everyone laughs and I shake my head. “No, I’m beyond happy and my body doesn’t know how to react to that.” I laugh and wipe my tears away.

      Effie smiles as Bobby has his arm wrapped around her narrow shoulders. “You want to take him?”

      I press my hand to Kip’s chest. “You hold him, I’m too emotional right now.”

      Kip kisses the top of my head. “I got this, love.”

      He lets me go and takes our tiny son in a bundle of white and takes my hand in his and leads me to sit with him on a red sofa. I gaze at my little sleeping man as lights flash.

      I look up to see everyone with their cell phones taking pictures of us and sniffle and wipe my eyes again. “You guys are terrible. I’m a mess.”

      

      Kip touches my chin, his thumb brushes away an errant tear I missed. “You are not a mess. You look beautiful, let them take all the pictures they want. I want to be able to look back and remember this very moment. The moment you and I got to have our first born at home.”

      His blue eyes hold mine and he slowly leans in. His lips touch mine and warmth spreads through me. I feel complete, like never before. Our son is home and we can start life as a real family on this early Christmas morning and I have never been happier.

      

      Kip

      A tiny cry I hear and wake up to find Peyton holding little Pax and trying to get him to breast feed. “Is he giving you trouble, love?”

      “He seems to have an aversion to my breast.” She continues to try to get the infant to latch onto her large breast.

      “Are you sure that he’s my son?” I ask as I sit up next to her in our bed and run one arm around her and one under our baby. “Here, let me show him what he’s missing.”

      Peyton giggles. “Okay, Kip. Show him how it’s done.”

      I take her breast and rub her supple nipple over his lips and sure enough he turns to it and latches on immediately. “There, see. I think you were doing it too hard or something. Just tease him with it, make him want it. You know, like any other male in the world.”

      She presses her sweet lips to my scruffy cheek. “Thank you, Kip. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      Running my hand through her tangled hair I say, “You never have to do without me. We’re a team, you and I. We’ll do it all together.”

      

      She sighs and leans back against my chest. I look over her shoulder and watch our baby eat. So much love moves through me. I had no idea I could ever feel this much. They never tell you that. No one ever tells you that you will grow what feels like a whole new part of your heart.

      I can’t see how couples break up after having a child together. I can’t see ever walking away from her or letting her walk away from me. Not in a million years would I allow that to happen.

      Peyton switches the baby to her other breast, and he squirms and goes all red faced as he’s about to cry in protest, then she rubs her nipple over his little lips and he latches back on. All the redness that had crept into his face immediately vanishes and he suckles contently.

      “There you go, buddy. She wasn’t cutting you off.”

      Peyton giggles and looks at me. “I think that’s exactly what he thought. You must have a mental connection with him already. You’ll be a great father, Kip.”

      “And you’ll be a great mother, Peyton.”

      I take her lips with mine only for a moment as the touch of them like that makes me ache for her. We have a little over two weeks before that can happen. The plan to surprise her is still in the works.

      Everything has finally fallen into place. All that’s left to do is marry my son’s mother, the love of my life.

      

      Part 12 Star Bright

      

      Peyton

      Lightning flashes across the night sky as I stare out the window. Pax fell asleep a little while ago and Kip is nowhere to be found even though it’s nearly midnight. He’s been so secretive this last week and I have to admit I’m beginning to get freaked out.

      He’s left our bed for several hours each night. I suppose he thinks I’ve slept right through his absence each time, but I haven’t. A silent return he makes and I wake in the early morning to find him back in our bed.

      A cold tension has begun to build between us. He’s never given me any reason not to trust him, but this sneaking thing is beginning to make me lose trust none the less.

      The bedroom window looks out the back of the mansion. I watch a storm roll in as anxiety fills me. Tonight, I’ll wait up until he comes back. I’m not big on confrontation, but I have to do this.

      If he’s cheating on me, I’ll try hard not to kill him, but it’ll be hard!

      

      It’s been so long since I was able to give him what a man needs, but damn it, it’s because of his kid!

      I don’t see how I can marry him, even though we got our marriage license about a month ago, if he can’t wait the amount of time it takes to recover from having a baby. It’s been hard on me too, but I guess he doesn’t care about that.

      Anger takes over and leaves the anxiety behind as I start to pace the room. I walk past the bed and look at it. It’s a giant bed, and he stays well away from me on it as we sleep.

      No sweet embrace do I wake up in. No soft touches in the night. No, all I get is space. All the space I want and more. But the problem is I don’t want space.

      I love waking up and finding him wrapped around me. It’s been forever since I felt that and it’s killing me.

      There’s been no reason to discuss it, since I couldn’t give him what he wanted anyway. But the fact is I’m open for business, so to speak. Today is the last day of my recovery period and the doc okayed me for physical activity, sex included.

      Where is my partner? Who the hell knows!

      

      All I know is when he comes through that door I’m going to have to fight myself not to choke him. Footsteps I hear coming down the hall. I cross my arms over my chest and move to right in front of the door.

      Kip’s going to know the jig is up as soon as he opens the door, the rat-bastard!

      

      Kip

      I have our parents downstairs. The justice of the peace has just arrived and now I’m on my way to surprise my love.

      I fish around in my pocket and pull the wedding rings I picked up earlier today out. The platinum bands she and I picked out are perfect and I can’t wait to see it on her lovely, little finger.

      Pausing in front of our bedroom door, I take in a deep breath. I’ll wake her with a kiss and ask her to marry me.

      The room is dark as I open the door. “Whoa!” She’s standing right in front of me. “What are you doing awake, love?”

      “Waiting for your ass to come back home!” She’s glaring so hard at me it’s almost as if I can feel the daggers stabbing me. “Where the hell have you been going every night for the last week, Kip?”

      

      “Did you think?” I laugh and stop as she looks like she may find something and hit me with it. “Sorry, baby. I was setting things up. Getting things ready.”

      I drop down to one knee in front of her and reach up for her hand. “What are you doing?” she shrieks. “You already asked me to marry you and I said yes. Or have you forgot that?”

      With a smile, I pull at her left hand. “I know that, love. I have another question similar to that one. I thought it appropriate to get on one knee for this one as well.”

      Her eyes finally settle into merely pissed off instead of death mode. “What are you talking about?”

      “Peyton Gail Reed, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife this morning?” I ask and wait as the words sink into her brain.

      “Tonight?” she asks, instead of just saying yes with her eyes filled with tears the way I envisioned she would. “How?”

      “Is that a yes, love?” I chuckle.

      “Answer me first, Kip.” She taps her foot and I find her adorable.

      “I have a man waiting downstairs to marry us. Our parents are here to see to the baby. I want you to be my wife before I make love to you like I’ve longed to do since we came back from the hospital.”

      There the tears are and she falls to her knees in front of me. Her arms go around my neck and she cries. “I’m so sorry! I thought you were cheating on me! I thought you were sneaking out to have sex with someone else.”

      Running my hands over the silk of her nightgown, I whisper, “Is that a yes?”

      She pulls back and wipes her tears with the back of her hand. A long sniffle she makes. “Yes! A thousand times, yes! I’ll marry you, Kip Dixon!”

      

      Cupping the back of her neck, I pull her to me. Our lips touch and fire rips through me. In just a little while I’ll be able to feel her skin on mine and everything will be right in the world again.

      I stand up and pick her up into my arms. Placing her on the bed, I say, “Wait right here. I bought you a dress, and it’s in the closet.”

      Going to the closet I pull a box out from the top and take it to her. I watch her open it and her eyes light up. She pulls the white, flowing, Vera Wang wedding dress out that I had made special for her.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me, Kip! It’s gorgeous. How did you manage to get this without me knowing?” The way her eyes sparkle fills my heart.

      “That’s what I was doing in the middle of the night this whole last week. Getting things, making plans, making reservations. I wanted it to be perfect and you not to have to lift a finger.” My fingers run through her hair. “Your stylist is waiting for you across the hall in the other room to get you all dolled up and ready to meet me downstairs.”

      “Kip,” her voice shakes. “I’m sorry for all the bad stuff I was thinking about you. I’m an idiot.”

      “I forgive you, love.” I run my hand over her sweet, little head. “Now, go get ready and your father will come up and get you and bring you down to me once you're through. I can’t wait to make you my wife and whisk you away for the next two days to a private island in the Bahamas.”

      “What?” she asks as her eyebrows go up. “The baby! I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave….”

      I press my finger to her lips. “Peyton, he’ll be fine for two days. Our parents are all going to be here to take care of him. Sure, he’ll be spoiled rotten when we get back, but that’s okay.”

      

      “But, I’m breast feeding…” she moans as she looks at the dress again.

      “I talked to the pediatrician and he’ll be just fine on his formula alone for a couple of days. Just relax and go get ready.” I pull her up and walk her across the hallway.

      I leave a kiss on the top of her head before I turn back to get ready myself. “By the way, Peyton, I love you.”

      “I love you, you sneaky man,” she says just before she disappears into the room.

      

      Finally, she’s going to be my wife!

      

      Peyton

      At nearly two in the morning on Tuesday, January fourteenth, I’m walking with my father down the staircase to marry my one, true love. My heart is pounding and I’m shaking as we go towards my future.

      “It’s funny how you two started out going to get married almost a year ago and we all thought it was way too sudden,” Dad says as we walk to the wedding march.

      “Then one kid and months later, we finally are,” I say.

      “You look happier than I can ever remember you being.” Dad gives me a pat on the back of the hand he’s holding. “I think you two will make a pretty great family, Peyton.”

      The water works begin and Dad hands me a handkerchief he pulled from his pocket. “Thanks, Dad.”

      “You're welcome, honey.”

      We take the last stair and I look up to find a man holding a Bible. Kip stands in front of him and looks at me. Mom and Chloe stand together on one side and Sebastien holds our baby, Paxton, near Kip.

      

      I smile as I realize Kip and Paxton have on matching black suits. Kip really put in the work for this wedding. His smile is made more brilliant by all the candles lighting up the room.

      Pax coos at me as I walk by him. I reach out and run a hand over his little, blonde curls. My father places my hand in Kip’s and more tears flow over my cheeks.

      He’s all I can see. Kip smiles making my knees weak. He pulls me around to look at the man who’s about to say the words which will make us one.

      My heart’s pounding so hard I can barely hear the words the man’s saying. A little something about how life will be different now I think I catch, but mostly I just look at Kip and my mind is moving with thoughts only of him.

      Kip leans in and gives me a nudge. “Answer the man, baby.”

      I look at the dark haired man. “Is the answer, I do?”

      

      He gives me a nod and my family laughs at me. The pounding in my chest grows and I decide that I should concentrate on what the guy is saying. He may ask something completely inappropriate and I don’t want to say yes to anything I don’t believe in after all.

      He asks Kip if he promises to love and cherish me forever and Kip agrees to. The idea that Kip will be around forever now is kind of freaking me out.

      This summer I thought the thing we had was fleeting. Gone before it began. Then the baby happened and Kip found me and found out what I was keeping from him and instead of being furious or running for the hills, he did just the opposite.

      Another nudge from Kip and I say, “I do.”

      

      It’s a given no matter what Kip asks of me I will eventually do. He’s pretty trustworthy and so adorable it’s hard to tell him no about anything.

      The next thing I know Kip is putting a ring on my finger and I’m handed a ring to put on his and now I know what’s next and I can hardly wait. He better plant a great one on me.

      It’s been forever!

      

      Kip

      Stars fill the night sky as we fly on our private jet to the Bahamas. Peyton is drying her eyes again. She’s cried about a dizzying number of things since the festivities began.

      “What’s this flood about, my darling wife?” I take her hand and pull it to my heart.

      The plane is beginning to level out and we’ll soon be able to move about it. First stop is the bedroom!

      “I already miss Paxxie Poo!” she whimpers as she wipes the tears away.

      “He’ll be back in your arms before you know it,” I say then kiss the top of her head. “You look stunning by the way.”

      She fluffs a curl. “Do I really? Even with all the crying I’ve been doing?”

      “Yes you do. By the way, why so much crying? I admit I thought you’d cry some, but, love, you’re crying about everything. When you cried about how pretty the jet was I really had to question if you’re happy about this marriage at all.”

      “No! God, Kip!” She looks at me with the most earnest expression I think I’ve ever seen on her face. “Everything is making me so happy. I’m like a lunatic, I’m so glad you and I are married now. I swear it.”

      The captain comes over the speakers, “Feel free to move about the plane guys. Champagne is next to the bed, newlyweds!”

      Unbuckling our seatbelts quickly, it seems both of us can’t wait to get to that bedroom. “Race ya!” I say with a laugh.

      Peyton’s giggles fill the cabin and I pick her up and carry her to the bedroom. As I open the door, we see that rose petals have been strewn over the bed.

      

      “How sweet, Kip,” she says then her hand cups the back of my neck and she pulls me in for a kiss.

      The sweetest kiss ever. I slip my tongue past her luscious, red stained lips to stroke it over her tongue. I kept our kiss somewhat chaste at the end of the wedding ceremony as my want for her is nearly overwhelming.

      A fear ran through me that I’d not be able to stop once I felt her tongue mingling with mine. They way my pants are becoming increasingly uncomfortable is a clear indication I was more than right.

      I sit down on the bed, Peyton cradled on my lap, as our mouths refuse to leave the other’s. Her dress zips in the back and I lower the zipper as I swirl my tongue around hers, finding the taste of Champagne still there.

      Her bare skin feels like silk beneath my hands as I run them over her back. My hair is caught up in her hands. She leans in close, pressing her breasts against my chest and I have to feel her.

      I pull my mouth away from hers and she protests. “Baby, let’s get rid of these clothes.”

      She nods and stands up, pushing the dress off her shoulders. It falls in a white, silky pile on the floor. Her white lace bra and panty set make my mouth water and I struggle with the zipper off my pants as I hurry to undress.

      

      With a sly smile, Peyton steps forward, taking my hands from the obstinate zipper. Her fingers make quick work of the device which was plaguing me. “Your hands are shaking,” she says with a little giggle. “Seems you’re nervous, hubby.”

      “Nervous! Ha!” I pull my jacket off then my shirt as she pushes my pants down. I step out of my shoes as she pushes me back to lie on the bed.

      One sock she slowly takes off then the other. My heart is about to beat out of my chest. She leans over me and slowly pulls down the black, boxer briefs I have on and I’m completely naked and she still has on her damn underwear.

      She stands up and pulls one bra strap down in an achingly slow manner. My eyes are glued to the large breasts our son has given her and have remained off limits to me for six, long weeks. They tumble out of the bra and I have to place my fist in my mouth and bite it to stop myself from jumping up and grabbing her.

      With a little shimmy and a big smile, she ditches the panties and there she is. Glowing in the dim light of the tiny bedroom. “I’ve been exercising to get back into shape. Do you think it is working?” she asks as she runs her hands over her small waist and flat stomach.

      “Uh, huh,” I mumble, stupidly.

      I wiggle my finger for her to come to me and she takes a step forward, then climbs on the bed. Spreading my legs open as she makes her way up, she kisses the inside of one leg all the way up, until her lips touch the base of my dick and I nearly fly off the bed.

      Her tongue strokes up and her hot mouth goes over the tip. My hands wrap around locks of her blonde curls. Slow strokes she makes and my stomach tightens as I try hard to hold back an already impending orgasm.

      

      I can only allow her to make a few more strokes or it’ll all be over before we even start. “Baby, you’re killing me,” I say in a harsh whisper.

      She pulls her head up and kisses my stomach as she makes her way up my body. Lying on me, she looks into my eyes and strokes my cheek with her fingertips. “I love you, Kip. I always will.”

      Her mouth touches mine and I can’t stop myself any longer. I have to be inside her. Her doctor put her on some kind of mini-birth control pill so she’s ready to go.

      I roll over with her, pinning her body beneath mine. My breath is already coming in ragged waves and hers is too. My mouth leaves hers to take one of her scrumptious breasts in my mouth. I’ve been waiting forever for this.

      The other breast I massage with my hand and she moans as her hands roam all over my back. “The muscles,” she whimpers. “I’ve missed them.”

      Though I could feast on her plump breast forever, I kiss it then trail kisses up her neck. “Get ready, Mrs. Dixon.”

      I press myself against her and the heat from inside her radiates out. She arches up to me and it slides in. She’s tight, but wet as sin and it slips inside more.

      A loud groan she makes as I fill her slowly. “Jesus, that feels right,” she murmurs.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “I’m not hurting you am I?”

      “Not one bit. Make me yours again,” she says then her lips touch my neck and her hands tangle up in my hair and I’m gone, the animal in me takes over and I pull back and ram into her.

      Peyton

      As we land on the small private island where only a few staff members are waiting to take care of all our needs for the next couple of days, we watch the sun as it rises out the small window. Kip leans over me, his arms wrapped completely around me.

      He’s not let me go since we went to the bedroom. He even made me let him dress me, little kisses he gave me all the while. To call him a doting husband is an understatement.

      And I’m loving every second of it!

      

      “It’s gorgeous,” I say as I look out the window at the little island as it glows with the sun’s morning rays.

      “And while we’re here, I want to see you in nothing more than the tiny bikini I packed for you. But preferably, nothing at all.” His mouth falls hot on my neck and his teeth nip me.

      “Same for you, hot stuff.” I run my hand back and ruffle the back of his hair.

      The plane stops and we get off and follow a young man to our beach house getaway. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Reed,” the tall, lanky, young man says.

      “How’s it been going, Ashton?” Kip asks as we follow along.

      “Great,” he answers. “Your parents were here not that long ago. Are they doing fine?”

      “They are. We left them at home, watching our new son. This is my wife, Peyton, by the way.” Kip looks at me. “Ashton is the manager who takes care of everything on our island.”

      “Our island?” I ask. “You didn’t say you owned it.”

      “Pop bought it years ago. I can’t wait for Pax to get old enough to enjoy it.” His arm tightens around my waist. “And the rest of the kids that we’re going to have.”

      “Here we are,” Ashton says as he gestures to the most beautifully exotic beach house that I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      A large set of wooden stairs shine brightly as they’re highly polished. As we go inside, everything shines as it’s mostly the same dark wood as the stairs, polished to a glossy shine. Walls the color of sand combine to make a large living area.

      

      The kitchen can be seen from the room as it’s all open and breezy and I can’t believe its January. “Are we on another planet?” I ask as I look around the gorgeous structure.

      Kip runs his arm up my side and around my shoulders. “Nearly.” He leaves a kiss on the top of my head. “Thank you, Ashton. I do believe we can handle it from here.”

      “Okay, as usual, the phone in the kitchen you can pick up at any time and let us know if you want anything other than what we have stocked in here for you. Also, if you want the chef to come in and take care of your meals, she’s more than happy to. Just give us a ring. She left breakfast for you on the outside breakfast porch.”

      Kip leads me towards a glass door and looks over his shoulder at the young man. “Thanks, Ash. I’ll let you know.”

      Out the door we go and the smell of fresh fruit hits me and suddenly I’m starving. “Oh my gosh, Kip! Look how beautifully everything is laid out. This is better than a five start hotel!”

      “Glad you approve, darling.” He pulls my chair out then he sits next to me.

      I pick up a strawberry and hold it to his lips. He smiles and opens his mouth. I pop it in and he grabs my hand and picks up a blueberry, placing it against my lips. I take it in and before I know it his mouth is on mine.

      

      The combination of the fruit tastes like heaven. Add in the heat of the kiss and I’m practically flying. He pulls away and takes the top off a silver platter, revealing bacon and ham and little crepes stuffed with different jams and creams.

      I pick up a crepe filled with some delicious looking cream and he picks up one filled with apple preserves. I feed him mine and he feeds me his. Then we kiss again.

      What a way to enjoy the most important meal of the day!

      

      The best breakfast of my life is over and Kip is carrying me to the bedroom. Soft breezes roll into the large, open bedroom. Light blue curtains blow inward. The bed is huge and covered with sky blue sheets and a coral colored thin blanket.

      “This is beautiful,” I say in awe.

      “Almost,” he says. “Once I have you naked in that bed, it will be.”

      He places my feet on the floor and pulls my dress over my head, then takes off my bra and pushes my panties off. I wait for him as he takes his clothes off and lies me back on the fluffy bed.

      His blue eyes stare into mine intensely. His finger trails over my collarbone and up my neck, leaving little shock waves in its path. My body is tense with anticipation of what he intends to do to pleasure me.

      Light kisses he runs over my jaw until his lips touch mine, but only for a moment. Kip gently pushes me over on my stomach and straddles my back, pressing his palms into my shoulders and massaging my back.

      

      I moan and close my eyes as he kneads the muscles and makes slow strokes over it with his sure hands. Once he has me completely loose, he moves off me and turns his attention to my bottom. Rubbing and massaging it as well.

      My body is lucid as it’s ever been. He rolls me back over, my eyes still closed as I’m as relaxed as I’ve ever been without being asleep. The touch of his wet lips on my clit make a moan come out.

      His hands run up and down my thighs as he kisses me intimately. Pushing my legs apart, he maneuvers his body between them. My knees I bend to allow him better access to my most pleasurable area.

      His massage has me so relaxed that I simply relish in the way his mouth feels on me. The little licks he makes up and down my folds. His tongue taps my little bud as he makes it to the top every time, then he trails his tongue back down.

      Gliding his hands up over my stomach, it sends shivers through me. My breasts fill his hands and he gently squeezes them. The relaxation is starting to leave my body as it begins to grow hot under his mouth and hands.

      I’m beginning to want more. His mouth grows hot on my skin and the way he’s kissing me grows a bit rougher. Deft fingers pull at my nipples and I arch up to him.

      The way his tongue runs up and down, lapping at my body, ignites a fire deep within me. My breath begins to come in short pants as his speed increases and my stomach begins to tense.

      Kip pinches my nipples hard and places his mouth on my clit and sucks it until I burst, arching up to him and grabbing handfuls of his silky hair. “Yes! God, yes!”

      

      His tongue darts into me as he tastes the juices that he has set free. My body pulses around him. In a flash he moves up my body and presses his hard, thick cock into me as I pulse around him.

      The deep blue of his eyes I catch then he closes them and groans with the sensation of my orgasm. Slow strokes he makes until the contractions stop. His eyes open and he looks into mine.

      My world I find in them and take his handsome face between my palms. “Forever, Kip.”

      “Forever, Peyton.” I pull him to me and press my lips to his. I part my lips and he runs his tongue into my mouth. I can taste myself on his tongue and it excites the hell out of me.

      The way he moves in and out of me is sensuous and slow. Like he wants this to last forever. Just us alone together on this island. The rest of the world so far away. Only us.

      Corded muscles I feel as I glide my hands over his back. Memorizing each one as it moves with his slow, deep strokes. Our bodies move as one as if we’re riding the ocean’s waves we can hear from our room.

      A seagull’s call comes from somewhere outside and I feel as if I’m floating. Kips’ body is taking mine on a ride of pleasure, slow and steady he moves.

      His mouth leaves mine and moves to my neck, nibbling and sucking. Heat fills me and I want the tenderness to change. I rake my nails over his back and arch up to him. “Harder.”

      He growls and moves as I’ve asked him to. Deep, hard thrusts he gives me. His hands move to either side of me as he pulls himself back and positions himself to ram me like I want him to.

      My hands run over his muscled chest, his pecs flexing with every hard thrust. His tight abs moving every time his body meets mine. I move my legs over the back of his and feel the power in them as he goes faster and harder.

      Every thrust takes me that much closer to the edge and I feel it starting. I clutch his shoulders as I ride the wave of the orgasm. He watches me with such intensity as I fall apart under him. “God, you’re beautiful!”

      I don’t know how he’s holding on. He pulls out and flips me over, pulling me back to him. The wind rushes from my lungs as he pulls me back on his huge cock.

      A loud moan I make as he fills me and goes even deeper. My orgasm continues to rock my body. I moan and whimper as it goes on and on. One hand he runs around me and presses a finger against my clit, making sure I keep the orgasm going.

      I press my face into the mattress to stifle my moans and little shrieks. He pulls my hair, making me come back up. “I want to hear you.”

      The never ending orgasm has me making sounds I didn’t know I could make. His body tenses behind me and heat fills me as his dick pulses, sending my body into the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had.

      We both groan and he stops his hard strokes, allowing our bodies to ride out the strong climax until neither of us pulses anymore. He lets me go and I fall to the bed in utter contentment.

      

      Kip

      Peyton jumps over the small waves, her large breasts bouncing in the tiny, red bikini I bought her. I lounge in a chair as I watch her, the sun glints off her golden hair as she comes back to me after a brief splash in the calm surf.

      I really don’t know where she found the energy to do that after all we’ve done yesterday, last night, and most of this morning and afternoon. But we leave tomorrow morning and she said she had to get in the water at least once before we leave here.

      Her wet body sends little sprays of water all over me as she climbs onto the lounge chair with me, wrapping her cool, wet arms around me as she does. Wet lips touch my cheek as I close my eyes, content she’s back to me and now I can rest.

      Running my arm around her narrow shoulders, I breathe in the scent of the water on her hair. “Mmmm.”

      

      “You like?” she asks. Her finger trails over my bare chest. I managed to pull on a pair of trunks but nothing more than that.

      “Yep.” The weight of her as she places her head on my chest is a comfort I never expected. “We should spend the summer here this year. What do you think? You could write a wonderful novel here while I play with Pax in the warm water. He’ll be sitting up by then.”

      She yawns, her lips brush my skin as she says, “That sounds Heavenly. Let’s do that. While I was out in the water I noticed another home is being built down the beach a little ways.”

      “My parents are having a small one built for them. Nothing fancy my mother told me. So you can damn well bet it will be.” I laugh as I think of my mother and her over the top spending habits.

      Peyton giggles. “I can’t believe my parents are hanging out with yours. It’s not a thing I ever saw coming in this life. It’s remarkable how well they all get along. Don’t you think?”

      “Nah, this was meant to be, love.” I squeeze her as I think about the first time I saw her. “From the moment I laid eyes on ya, it was love. I just hadn’t realized it at that time. And I suppose if I’d said I loved you right off the bat you really wouldn’t have given me the time of day.”

      

      “I’d have thought you were crazier than I already did, Pop Rock.” Her cool lips kiss my chest and she runs her hand over my stomach, making my insides squirm.

      “Did you ever imagine this is where we’d be in mere months after that day, love?” My lips brush the top of her head.

      “No way. I didn’t think I’d ever see you again, except up on that stage that is. Then you’d be gone on to the next gig, the next girl. The truth is I thought you forgot about me the moment I walked away.” Her hand flows over my abs and she traces the lines between them.

      “That’s crazy,” I say and run my hand over her back. “How you didn’t see how smitten I was with you right from the beginning I’ll never understand. I was a different man the second I saw you. I could see my future in your hazel eyes.”

      “Right, Kip,” she says with sarcasm. “You always knew I was the girl for you. That’s why you got freaked out about how much you needed me and took off like a little chicken.”

      “I’m sorry about that. That was a damn stupid and immature thing to do and I do believe you still owe me that punch I said you could take at me.”

      “Nah, no need for violence. You did come around, so I forgive your idiotic choices. That did sting though. Then I found out I was pregnant and nearly lost my mind. Writing my novel helped keep me from going too crazy. Living the dream-life I made for us kept me sane. If you can believe that?”

      

      “Did you ever see the story you came up with becoming a best-seller like it has?” I ask.

      She laughs. “Nope! Didn’t see that coming. You must be good luck or something.”

      “I must be,” I say as I pull her up and brush wet strands of her hair back so I can look at her. “My wife.”

      “Hard to believe?” she asks with a grin.

      I shake my head. “I always knew. Somehow, I always knew.”

      Just like always happens when we’re this close, our lips draw and before we know it, we’re all up in each other. Peyton’s leg goes over me as she straddles me and deepens the kiss. I grow as she grinds her body against mine.

      I’m erect and wanting her before I know it. Her hand moves down my stomach and pushes my trunks down, letting the beast free. She pulls her small bathing suit bottoms to the side and slides down my cock.

      Though none of the staff would dare to come out here once they notice us. I’m finding myself quite surprised by Peyton and her lack of concern for making love outside in the broad daylight while there are other people on the island besides us.

      Seems my little woman is growing up!

      Peyton

      My bare feet pad across the cool wood floor as I sprint inside. Kip and I got caught as Ashton came to tell him he had an urgent phone call. My body is as red as my bikini as the man must’ve had no idea what we were really doing.

      He’d cleared his throat, followed by awkward silence as I had to get off Kip and pull his shorts up to cover his monster hard on, I’d been riding.

      I’ll never be able to face that guy again!

      

      I climb into the large, whirlpool bathtub and wait for Kip to get back from taking the phone call at the main office. The staff live in a small house near the center of the island and that’s where the only phone line is. Cell phones don’t work out here.

      The days have been so relaxing, but I feel tension start to run through me as the embarrassment wears off and the fact Kip has an emergency call sinks in.

      What if something’s wrong with Pax?

      

      I turn the jets on to try to calm myself. No use getting upset until I have the facts. But what if he’s sick or something terrible has happened like the mansion burned down?

      The door to the bathroom opens and Kip smiles at me. “So, that was awkward.”

      I close my eyes and try not to blush. “Hell yeah it was. I finally let myself go and what happens? Busted!”

      “That kid couldn’t look me in the eyes the whole time I was in the main house. Anyway, the phone call wasn’t that damn important. Just good old Bobby fuckin’ around with us. He said to give you a kiss from him, Yoko.” He leans over the edge of the tub and kisses me.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him until he falls in the deep tub with me. Once I release his mouth, I say, “That ass. You have no idea the things that were running through my mind with what the emergency might be. I can’t wait for him to get a wife and kid. I’m going to make his life a living hell.”

      

      Kip’s eyes widen. “Some deep resentments you have there, sweetheart.”

      “You have no idea,” I say then push away from him, taking his trunks with me. “Now, where were we?”

      The tub’s jets make the water all bubbly and it’s nearly impossible to see if he’s hard and ready to get back at it. He comes towards me and pushes me back until the edge of the tub stops me. As he glides his taut body over mine, I feel the familiar bulge flow over my leg then it’s against me.

      “Don’t know how much fun this will be,” he says as he presses into me. “There’s little to no chance we’ll get caught this time.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’ll just have to pretend then.”

      The water makes little waves as he moves back and forth. He moves his legs under me and pulls mine so I’m sitting on his lap, facing him. Holding my waist, he pulls me back and forth.

      The combination of the warm water flowing over my body and his thick dick filling me makes me a little light headed. Taking his shoulders in my hands, I pull my body to his. Lying my head on his shoulder as he moves me back and forth.

      “We need one of these at home,” I murmur near his ear.

      “You must not have gone out to the pool house. There’s one twice this size in it,” he says with a chuckle.

      

      I lean back and look at him as he continues to move my body through the water, stroking him as he does. “When we get back you need to take me on a tour. You really have never done that. I should know every part of that place.”

      “You should,” he says then pushes at my shoulders, making me lie back in the water.

      He pulls me to him as I float in the water. Completely relaxed I float along as he moves in and out of me. One hand he moves to squeeze a breast while the other holds my waist, moving me back and forth.

      

      The hand on my breast moves slowly downward until it touches my clit. Slow strokes he makes with his finger, making it start to ache for more. He leans over me and pushes me out far enough his dick pulls completely out of me and his tongue flows over my clit. He pulls me back and his dick goes inside me, filling me.

      Over and over, he pushes me out, lets his tongue flow over my clit then he fills me again. My stomach tenses with the stimulation. Little jolts of electricity start running through me and I moan as I fall over the edge.

      He pulls me to him and keeps me there. He holds me to him as my body convulses around his dick then he pulls me up, wrapping his arms around me tightly. Warmth fills me as he groans next to my ear. “Fuck me!”

      Little kisses I peck along his neck. “Good, huh?”

      “That’s only the beginning,” he says. “Let’s get out of here and get on that bed. I’m going to spend the last few hours I have you all to myself in every position I can think of.”

      Oh my!

      

      Kip

      Honeymoon over and wife sleeping on my shoulder as the driver takes us home from the airport, I think I succeeded in letting Peyton know I cherish her and her body.

      The lights of the mansion loom ahead and my heart sings with the joy of knowing we’re a family now. In all ways, name included. The driver stops at the front door and I nibble at Peyton’s neck to wake her up.

      “Again,” she mumbles and starts to unbutton her shirt. “Just give me a second to get this off.”

      I chuckle and pull her hand away. “No, silly. We’re home.”

      

      Her eyes open slowly. The green in them sparkles as she looks at me, sleepily. “Oh, we’ve just done that so many times in the last couple of days, I assumed that’s what you were after.”

      “Not right now. Maybe later on after we stare at our son for a little while. I missed the little monster.”

      The driver opens my door and I get out, reaching back in for Peyton and picking her up. She giggles. “I can walk, Pop Rock.”

      With a shake of my head, I say, “No way! It’s customary to carry one’s new wife over the threshold of our home.”

      My mother opens the front door and Pop walks up behind her, holding our little Pax. Pop calls out, “Didn’t you two get enough of that on the island?” He laughs.

      “I don’t think we’ll ever get enough of that, Pop.”

      Peyton blushes and presses her face against my chest. “Kip!”

      Over the threshold we go and she starts to wiggle. “Okay, now put me down. I need to hold my baby.”

      

      One last kiss I give her then I place her feet back on the floor and she hurries to my father. Her arms open wide. “My baby!”

      I kiss my mother’s cheek as Peyton takes the baby and starts making cooing noises at him. Mum says, “He was an angel. You two have to let us keep him longer next time. None of us are ready to let him go yet.”

      Peyton carries Pax off as she runs her hand over his little head then brings his tiny fingers to her pink lips. “Did Momma’s big boy miss her? Momma missed her big boy. Yes, she did.”

      Her parents come into the foyer to say hello and Peyton gives them a nod. Donna asks, “Did you have a good time?”

      “It was fantastic. Now I’m taking my baby up to our bedroom so I can cuddle with him. I missed him so much. You have no idea.” Peyton looks back at me. “Coming?”

      “Guess so,” I say as I jog up next to her. “Thanks for finally realizing I’m alive.”

      

      She nudges me with her little shoulder. “You goof. Haven’t I acknowledged your existence many, many times in the last few days?”

      Donna giggles. “Oh my goodness. Okay, we’ll be here when you decide to visit us, dear.”

      “Um, hm,” Peyton murmurs as she gazes at our baby. So much love in her face.

      I wrap my arm around her and make sure she gets up the stairs without tripping as she can’t seem to take her eyes off him. “He looks bigger. Different in a way. Oh, we missed him growing, Kip!”

      “He looks the same, love. We didn’t miss a thing,” I say as we top the stairs. “It was only a few days.”

      “I never want to leave him again, Kip. Not ever.” I open the door and she walks inside.

      

      “Never, huh?” I ask as we sit down on the edge of the bed. I run my hand over his head and he looks up at me, making his little forehead wrinkle.

      Tiny, blonde curls cover his head and he looks at me with eyes just like mine. “He’s a cutie, isn’t he?” I ask.

      Peyton finally turns her eyes to mine. “He’s the cutest thing in the entire world. And you’re the most handsome man in the world. I’m the luckiest woman on the planet with you two in my life.”

      Running my arm around her shoulders, I give her a squeeze. “I’m the luckiest man alive to have you two as my family. Now, can I hold our son for a minute? I missed him too.”

      Her lips touch his forehead and she inhales deeply. “God, I missed that little baby smell. Okay, Daddy, here you go.” She hands him over and looks at us with so much more love than I ever could’ve imagined. “We’re really a family now, Kip. I can’t believe it.”

      “Believe it, baby.”

      

      Peyton

      Stars fill the night sky as Kip and I dance under them on the beach at our beach house in the Bahamas. Our one-year anniversary today and we’re spending the next three days here, alone.

      “Can you believe it’s been a year?” I ask him.

      He twirls me around and dips me. His lips touch mine, but only for a moment. “It’s gone by so fast, hasn’t it?”

      He pulls me back up and presses my chest to his as he spins me around in the sand. “Seems like yesterday to me.”

      The music ends, but he still holds me tight. His lips move near my ear. “You know what I want to do, Mrs. Dixon?”

      

      “I can imagine, but there’s something I want to tell you first. We should go inside. I got you a present.” I pull back and take his hand and lead him inside.

      “We can open presents afterwards,” he says as he runs his arm under my legs, lifting me off the ground and into his arms.

      I laugh and run my arms around his neck. “But you might want to see what I got you. Aren’t you at all curious?”

      His hot mouth closes on my neck, making me squirm as my body fills with heat. He knows that makes me insanely horny. “I’m more curious about what you’ll look like in the middle of that big bed with nothing on but a smile.”

      “The same as I do in the middle of our bed at home, silly.”

      He carries me all the way to the bed and drops me down on it, I bounce up once and he pulls his T-shirt over his head. “It’s been two days since I’ve tasted your sweet love, baby. I’m tired of waiting.” He drops his shorts and grabs the hem of my dress and pulls it off, my panties along with it. My bra he snaps off quickly, and he’s on top of me before I know it.

      

      “Kip, really, I have…” His lips roam over my neck and down to my breast as he holds me to him. “That feels nice. But Kip, I really...” His hand slides between us and he presses on the little bud and I take in a sharp breath. “Oh!”

      “Lie back and relax, love. Presents later.” He pushes me back and moves down the bed, taking my ankles in his hands.

      “But Kip, wait, really. I just want to tell you. I’ve been keeping this in for weeks now. I have to tell someone.”

      His eyes go even darker than they were before. “What have you been keeping from me?”

      I sit up and run my hand over my stomach which is still flat. He looks at the gesture then back up at me. “Are you saying that…”

      “Yes I am. We’re pregnant again, Daddy.”

      The look on his face is worth more than all the money in the world. Our little family is growing again, and it seems we both couldn’t be happier.

      The End
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        What began as a game ended up changing lives …

        Three men enter a bar, seeking out pawns for their sex game.

        Three women are chosen, who happen to be sisters and the bar owner’s daughters.

        Ethan, Phoenix, and Griffin think they have it made with the sexy women they’ve chosen to play their little game with.

        Only they have no idea that Kel, Cait, and Jess know what they’re up to and plan on playing games with them.

        Passions flare, seduction is key, and sexual prowess is a must when playing to win.

        Let the games begin …
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      Even though rain was falling in sheets, the press still stood outside the Boston funeral home where the heiress to Captain Jack’s Seafood Company, thirty-year-old Julia Loveless, was resting peacefully for the first time in her short life.

      One tryst too many had found the beautiful young woman the victim of a hit and run. No one was sure who had done the evil deed, but many speculated that the wife of Judge Sanborn, a man Julia had been seen about town with, might have had a hand in it.

      The private car Griffin Houser had been picked up from the airport in coasted into the area where a canvas tent had been erected to see the mourners stay dry as they made their way into the large funeral home.

      Griffin was a thirty-year-old billionaire from old money. His family’s cattle company in Montana had gone in a new direction that had sent them from merely millionaires and into the billionaires’ category.

      Montana Matrix was a prize-winning bull sperm operation. Griffin was supposed to be a salesman for his family’s fertile business. He seldom sold a thing, preferring to wine and dine women who didn’t have a thing to do with the cattle industry.

      Griffin didn’t have anything to worry about. His wealth was secure even if he never sold a single vial of the liquid that had catapulted his family into a new tax bracket.

      Julia had been one of his clients. Tall, legs for days, with hair that changed color with each passing month, Julia was an heiress he had liked to have fun with on occasion when visiting the East Coast. Her passing was sad news, but he had known the day would come when her promiscuity would catch up to her. Her early demise was inevitable in his eyes.

      Griffin made his way into the packed parlor where Julia’s body rested center stage, spotlight included. A platinum coffin, a spray of red roses covering the bottom portion, held her in cushioned comfort. Her hair was a shade of blonde that matched well with her surroundings.  He could see she was wearing a red dress.

      Even in death, still the naughty vixen.

      When a grin flowed over his face, he shook his head to stop thinking such inappropriate thoughts on such a grim occasion. He took a seat next to a tall man with long black hair that was pulled back into a queue. A Native American, Griffin was sure.

      Though the music was quietly playing a sad song meant to pull the tears out of those who had congregated, Griffin tried to ignore the song and extended his right hand to the man he sat next to.

      “Hello. Griffin Houser, Montana Matrix.”

      The man shook his hand. “Phoenix Nelson, Texas oil. How’re you doing today?”

      “Sad, I suppose, is the right thing to say to that,” Griffin said, then chuckled a bit. His action had people shushing him and giving him terrible looks. “Sorry. Inappropriate.”

      When he was met with a grin from the man sitting on the other side of Phoenix, he was not only surprised but glad to see another human in the room who wasn’t so distraught. When he held his hand out, Griffin took it. “Ethan Southern,” came the man’s words, which were heavily laced with a Scottish accent.

      “Griffin …”

      “Yeah, I heard ya,” Ethan interrupted as his attention turned to Phoenix. “How’d you know Julia?”

      Phoenix cleared his throat as he looked down and a grin had found him too. “In the Biblical sense,” came his answer.

      “Aye, me too,” Ethan said, then looked at Griffin.

      Griffin nodded and looked down as a man in the front, wearing black, asked them to pray. A long prayer that had nothing to do with Julia was said by the preacher, then the rest of the funeral proceeded.

      The three men fidgeted a bit as the service went on and on. Many people got up and told stories about the woman they had known as quite the she-wolf. The only thing was, none of the stories they told were anything any of those men knew about the woman who lay in the coffin.

      Tales of how generous she was had the three men smiling with their secret thoughts. Griffin could attest to that. Julia had been generous, all right. He didn’t know if she’d been generous with her money, but with her body … oh yes, she had been incredibly generous with that!

      When the last speaker spoke about how Julia had given to charities all the time, the service ended, and it was time to file past the coffin and the lifeless body. Griffin stood in line, followed by Phoenix, then Ethan. One by one, the people looked down at Julia as they waited for their turn to lay eyes on her one last time.

      The three stopped and took their turns at the same time. “Lifelike, huh?” Griffin asked the other two men.

      “Her hair was red when I was with her,” Ethan muttered.

      “It was pink when I saw her,” Phoenix recalled. “And she’d worn purple contacts. She was something else.”

      Griffin ran his hand over her cheek, lightly. “Bye, Julia. Thanks for the education. You will be missed.”

      “That she will,” Ethan agreed.

      Phoenix nodded, then the sound of a man clearing his throat had them shuffling along. A man in a cheap blue suit was near the door where everyone was exiting; he held out a box of tissues to the three. Each took one.

      “I don’t need this for anything more than to remind me of her,” Griffin said.

      “I have a napkin from a bar we’d meet at,” Phoenix said as they walked outside.

      They all looked up at the brilliant blue, cloudless sky. “It stopped rainin’. Can you imagine that?” Ethan said in wonder.

      “She doesn’t want anyone to feel blue. She never did,” Griffin said. “And on that note, how about the three of us go get some lunch? We can talk about her and what she meant to each one of us.”

      “Count me in,” Phoenix agreed quickly. “I don’t know another soul here anyway. The company would be much appreciated.”

      “Me too,” Ethan chimed in. “I could use a stiff drink.”

      Griffin led them to his waiting private car, and they all piled inside. “How about seafood?” When Griffin got two nods, he called out to the driver, “Neptune Oyster, please, driver.”

      The men all were feeling exceptionally comfortable with one another. A certain comradery was felt between them all as they chatted lightly about this thing and another.

      Ethan Southern was also a billionaire, the heir to Redhead Scotch. The thirty-two-year-old did little more than party his life away. Phoenix Nelson had stumbled into his fortune. He was the illegitimate son of a candy billionaire who had left him a few hundred acres in a tiny place called Karnes County in Texas. He had struck it rich when oil was found on the property not once, but 27 times. It seemed the men were all billionaires, and Julia had been the one to come on to them all.

      As they got into the restaurant and were seated, the three laughed as they ordered the same drink, a Rob Roy. It had been the first step in how Julia had introduced herself to each of the men. She’d send one over, and a bit later she’d have them come to her table where she always sat alone.

      Griffin mimicked the way Julie had wiggled her finger to get him to come to her. The others laughed as they too had been wrangled in by a mere drink, a corny pick-up line, and the wiggle of a single finger in their direction.

      “How do you think the woman was able to pick out three men with massive amounts of money?” Phoenix asked as he sipped on his cocktail.

      “She was a witch,” Ethan said with a hearty laugh. “I believe that with all my heart. She could turn a man inside out and make him beg for more. But somehow, she left him without a tear shed being shed between either party. She had to be a witch. There’s no other plausible explanation.”

      The three clinked their glasses together. “A toast to the enigmatic female who knew how to reel a man in and set him free, all without ever harming his fragile ego or feelings,” Griffin said.

      “Hear, hear,” the other two added.

      A kinship had been found amongst the three men who shared the knowledge a young woman had given them. It was possible to have unimaginable sex after knowing each other for only a few hours, without having to hand your entire soul over to another human being. It could be done with no one being hurt.

      With the realization that all three came to at the same time, an idea was born between them.

      A terribly fantastic idea!

      

      Chapter 2

      

      “Are you two gentlemen busy tomorrow?” Ethan asked them, then popped a fried mushroom into his mouth after dipping it in ranch sauce. His auburn waves hung to his shoulders and danced around them as he nodded and moaned with how good the food tasted.

      “I’m never busy,” Phoenix replied. Then he picked up a shoot of fried asparagus and plunged it into the creamy white depths of the dip.

      “Me neither,” Griffin added. “Why do you ask, Ethan?”

      “Because I too am never busy and I have an idea. But it would require an overnighter.” Ethan drank the last of his Rob Roy and motioned to the waiter for a refill.

      “What kind of idea?” Phoenix asked with curiosity.

      “You know how Julia lured us all in, having her way with us so easily,” Ethan said with a grin as he recalled some of those times he and she had had.

      Griffin nodded as his lips pulled into a sly grin. “I do.”

      “And you do recall hearing about how she gave to various charities?” Ethan asked as he took the drink the waiter had brought to him.

      “I do,” Phoenix said. “Can I have a beer? The cocktail isn’t hitting the spot for me.” The waiter gave him a nod and pointed to Griffin’s nearly full glass.

      “Anything else for you, sir?” he asked Griffin.

      “Bring me a beer too. I never did like this drink,” Griffin confessed. “I ordered it just to remember someone.”

      “Beer me too,” Ethan added. “I don’t really know why I ordered another one of these. They’re much too sweet for me.”

      As the waiter walked away, Phoenix asked, “So, what about the charities? Do you think we should donate to some of them?”

      “I do,” Ethan said. “But I think we should make it interesting. I believe we three should make a bet. One that will remind us of Julia.”

      “Like what?” Griffin asked as he watched a tall blonde woman walk behind Ethan and give him a double take.

      “Like find a small bar and see who can get laid first,” Ethan said with a huge smile. “You know, using the tactics Julia used on us. The whole thing—the cheesy drink, the wiggle of one finger, the terrible lines. We all fell for them.”

      “I suppose the two that don’t win have to make the charitable donations,” Griffin said. “In what amount? That needs to be decided.”

      “Can you two do a million each if you lose?” Phoenix asked.

      When the others nodded, the three reached out to the middle of the table, placing their hands on top of the others.

      “So, it’s on,” Ethan said. “The first one to score wins, and the other two make million dollar donations to the charities the winner chooses.”

      “Agreed,” Griffin and Phoenix said in unison.

      A pact was formed between the three men. An agreement that would mean some poor women might well become unsuspecting pawns in their little game. Griffin added a bit more detail to their bet.

      “To make sure things are fair, I think one of us should choose for the other. Like I can pick who Ethan can go for; Phoenix can find me a woman; and Ethan can find one for Phoenix. We can make sure the women look like the type that’ll give us a good fight. It’s no fun if we all pick tramps.”

      Nods had the other men agreeing to the terms, and Phoenix felt like he should add something to the arrangement as he said, “And if no one scores tonight, we keep playing the same women until one of us does score. You know, no trading out. I think that makes it more interesting, don’t you?”

      Ethan raised one thick brow as he contemplated what Phoenix had come up with. “That might mean we have to spend some time in the same place. Let’s choose a place wisely.” He pulled out his cell and searched the names of places near Boston. When a particular word caught his attention, he said, “Middlesex County sounds fun.”

      “It sure does,” Phoenix agreed.

      “There’s a town called Ashby in that county,” Ethan added.

      Griffin pulled his cell out of his jacket pocket and searched for places to stay while Phoenix took his phone out to find bars in the town. Ethan had chosen the town, so all three were active participants.

      “There’s a quaint bed and breakfast that only has three bedrooms,” Griffin said. “It looks nice and homey. A great place to spend a night or two.” He turned the phone around to show the other two the pictures of the two-story home with white siding and yellow trim. Colorful flower gardens filled each side of a wide staircase that led up to a porch that looked as if it wrapped around one end of the large home.

      “I like the looks of those rockers on the porch,” Phoenix said. “I think it looks cozy.”

      “I’ll book it for a couple of nights,” Griffin said, then tapped away to set it up. “For the next couple of nights, O’Toole’s Bed and Breakfast will be our home away from home.”

      “Why not make an Irish time of it?” Phoenix asked as he showed the others a picture of a pub he’d found. “Flannigan’s Pub and Grill sounds like an excellent place to catch women. There’ll be some food to keep us from getting wasted while we’re trolling for babes.”

      Ethan clapped him on the back. “Irish! I love it! Let’s make a pact to try our best to pick an Irish lass for each one of us. I can tell you boys, they’re not so easy to get into the sack.”

      “Sounds like you’ve had a few,” Griffin said with a chuckle.

      “A couple,” Ethan admitted. “Our tempers never combined well, to be honest. But we’re not talking about finding wives now, are we?”

      The three laughed and found the waiter bringing them mugs of cold beer. With a tap to each glass, they sealed their bet. The details were done; all that was left to do was get to Ashby and begin their adventure in sexual deviance.

      “Wait a minute,” Phoenix said as another thing came to his mind. “We should set spending limits. As we all know, money can be a significant catalyst in drawing a woman to your bed. There should be a daily spending limit.”

      “Daily?” Griffin asked. “Just how long do you expect this to go on? I’m quite adept at closing bedroom deals within the space of one night, Phoenix.”

      “But we’re going to be choosing hard-to-get women,” Phoenix reminded him. “It could very well take a while. Even a few days. I don’t want one of us to go buy our woman a fancy car and get her that way. I think time and energy should be used, rather than tons of money.”

      “Right ya are,” Ethan agreed. “I say none of us can spend more than 50,000 dollars a day.”

      Griffin nodded, as if that wasn’t an extravagant amount of money. But Phoenix shook his head. “You two have always been rich. I haven’t. That’s an amount that’s much too high. A more realistic price is 500. It shows we have money, but we’re using our wits to make our woman feel special enough to let her guard down and give us what we want.”

      “500 it is, then,” Ethan said, and Griffin nodded in agreement.

      Griffin pulled a pen out of his pocket and grabbed a napkin off the table. “Now to get to know what each man likes in a woman. It wouldn’t be fair to saddle any one of us with a lady who’s not to our taste.”

      “Right ya are,” Ethan said with a flourish of his hand. “I like the dainty type. Blonde, top of her head near my chest area. I like to be the beast to her beauty. It gives me the upper hand right from the start. Oh! And big boobs and an ass that won’t quit! Those are important too.”

      “I like big boobs and asses too,” Phoenix agreed.

      “Big assets all across the board. I like blondes too. But I like them tall, lithe, gazelle-like,” Griffin added as he wrote it all down.

      “I like curvy women. Hair color isn’t an issue at all. I like them all. But curves are a must,” Phoenix said. “And I like them to be cute rather than gorgeous. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps it’s because I wasn’t born rich, but I don’t like women who demand upkeep.”

      “I need to remind you,” Griffin said. “We’re not searching out wives. Just a quick piece of ass, then we’re out of there.”

      The others nodded and took a drink to let that bit sink into their heads. This was not to be a love connection; this was a quick tryst and then on to other things.

      Just how Julia had taught them to do.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      Salty air filled the car as Griffin rolled down his window. “I love this smell. In Montana, the air is crisp and clean. Here, it’s damp and full of aromas.”

      The driver pulled up to O’Toole’s Bed and Breakfast. “A quick check in, then we can get going to the pub,” Ethan said as they all got out and took the bags they’d picked up from their Boston hotel rooms before they’d left the city.

      A sweet looking, short, older woman with white hair pulled into a loose bun on top of her head greeted them at the front door as they walked up the steps. “You must be our guests for the next couple of nights. I’m Stella O’Toole. Welcome to our home.”

      “I’m Ethan Southern, Mrs. O’Toole. A pleasure it is to make your acquaintance.” He took her hand and kissed the top of it, making her giggle like a young girl.

      “Oh, my! A Scott, I dare say. A pleasure to meet you, Ethan,” she said as she blushed. “What a bunch of handsome devils you three are. Tell me what has you in our little township.”

      Griffin put his bag on the floor by the desk and filled out the paperwork that was on top of it. “Just visiting. The place looked like something out of a romance novel on your website. We’re in Massachusetts for reasons that aren’t exactly happy. We wanted to make something positive out of it.”

      The woman looked over the names on the registry. “Griffin Houser, you must be.” She turned to Phoenix and looked him up and down. “And you must be Phoenix Nelson. Now you have got to tell me what bloodlines you’re from; you look like a movie star.”

      “I’m nearly full-blooded Karankawa. I resemble my mother. Only I’m a couple of feet taller,” he said, then took her hand and left a kiss on top of it. “And thanks for not calling me an Indian, Mrs. O’Toole.”

      With a curt nod, she turned to lead the men up the stairs to their bedrooms. “On the right is where your rooms are. The one restroom you will share is at the end of the hallway. There’re fresh towels in the linen closet. When you’re done, please deposit them in the laundry bins that’re in your rooms. I’ll pick them up when I clean your rooms each morning after breakfast.”

      “When’s breakfast?” Griffin asked as they stopped at the first bedroom.

      She pushed the door open as she asked them, “Are you all early risers or not so early?”

      Being as none of the men really knew each other, they all looked at one another with quizzical expressions. “I get up around nine every morning,” Ethan said.

      “I can do nine,” Phoenix replied.

      Griffin walked into the first bedroom, claiming the room decorated in deep greens, his favorite color. “I can do nine as well.”

      “Then I’ll have breakfast served at ten. Will that be okay with you all?” she asked them.

      All nodded, and she led the others to the next room, done in tans and browns. “I’ll take this one,” Phoenix said as he walked into the room.

      Mrs. O’Toole gestured to the last door and Ethan opened it, finding a room done in lilac colors. “How charming,” he said with a smile.

      “Glad you’re firm in your masculinity, Ethan. I thought you’d be,” she said with a laugh. “The front door remains unlocked until ten each night. If you come in after that, you’ll need the code to the keypad to get in. I’ve left a card with that information on the nightstand in each room. Don’t forget to take it with you if you know you won’t be back before we go to bed. Mr. O’Toole can be a real bear if he’s woken up.”

      “I’ll be sure to take the code,” Ethan said as he made his way into the room that smelled like the flowers that bloomed beneath the open window. “We’ll be out late. But we’ll be sure to come in quietly, so we don’t wake you two.”

      “Thank you. That would be greatly appreciated,” Mrs. O’Toole said, then left him alone.

      A short time later, the three congregated in the hallway after putting their things away. “It’s half past nine,” Griff said. “Time to be on our way to Flannigan’s.”

      Having let the driving service go, they called a cab and waited on the front porch as they rocked in three of the massive white rockers that were strategically placed on the large porch.

      “It’s nice out here,” Phoenix remarked as he looked up at the sky. “You can’t see as many stars as you can where I live on the third coast in Texas, but it’s nice just the same.”

      “It appears you two are a couple of country gents,” Ethan said. “I’ve lived all my life in cities. Edinburgh, Scotland, is where I grew up. A country night, I’ve never had.”

      “Then you’ll have to make a visit to our Montana ranch sometime if you want to see all the stars,” Griffin offered. “You too, Phoenix. Montana is closer to heaven than Texas is.”

      “Don’t go knocking Texas, friend,” Phoenix said as he chuckled. “But thanks for the invite. I’d like to come see your ranch.”

      The cab pulled up, and the three went to it. “This is where we start our bet, men,” Ethan told the other two.

      “Flannigan’s Pub, please,” Griffin called out to the driver.

      “Flannigan’s it is,” the driver said, then pulled away from the curb.

      Though seasoned in the ways of love, each man felt a bit nervous as he rode to the pub where he’d try his hand at beating the other two men to the bedroom with the woman chosen for him.

      Though only a Thursday night, they found the pub’s parking lot packed. “Glad we took a taxi,” Phoenix said as they got out of the cab.

      Ethan walked ahead of the other two and opened the heavy wooden door. “Authentic,” he muttered as he let the other two walk in before him.

      Dim light lit the pub. The smell of fried foods and alcohol filled the air, combining with the many perfumes and colognes the people in the crowded place were wearing.

      A young woman wearing a T-shirt with the pub’s name on the right pocket, blue jeans, tennis shoes, and a black apron came to them. Her smile was bright, and her doe-like brown eyes were sparkly as she greeted them.

      “Hi, welcome to Flannigan’s. Are we drinking, or eating and drinking this fine evening, gentlemen?”

      “Both,” Ethan answered for them.

      “Fancy a table or a booth?” she asked as she turned around to grab some menus.

      “Table,” Griffin called out, so he could be heard over the noisy crowd.

      With a nod, she led them away, seating them at a table for four.

      With the menus placed in front of them, she asked, “What can I get you fellas to drink?”

      “Pints,” Ethan said. “For all of us. Run a tab. It’s on me tonight.”

      “Generous,” she said, then left the men to go get their drinks.

      They scanned the room, searching for the women they’d like for themselves while also keeping in mind who they were to pick for.

      There were short, tall, skinny, and chubby women of all kinds and hair colors. A buffet of beauties to choose from. It wouldn’t be easy to narrow it down to one each.

      “Wow, we have some fine choices here tonight. You picked the right place, Phoenix,” Griffin said, then high-fived him.

      “I sure did. I can’t pick any one of them out as the best,” Phoenix agreed.

      “But you must,” Ethan reminded him. “Don’t forget our personal preferences either.”

      Phoenix nodded as the tall mugs full of dark beer arrived. “Guinness, huh?” Griffin asked the waitress, who was a different young woman than the one who had seated them.

      “That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “It is, darlin’, and can we have some hot wings to go with them?” Ethan asked her.

      “Sure. Really hot or kind of hot?” the waitress asked them as she placed the frothy mugs in front of each one of them.

      “Kind of,” Griffin said. “We don’t want dragon breath now, do we?”

      She nodded. “I’ll make sure there’s some celery to cleanse your palates, gentlemen. And blue cheese with them?”

      Phoenix nodded, then added, “And how about some shots of Fireball too?”

      “Will do,” she told him, then went away to turn in their order.

      The atmosphere was electric. Energy filled the space around them.

      “It’s like Julia’s here,” Griffin said.

      The others nodded in agreement. Their sexual mentor seemed to be leading them, and with her help, one would win the bet. Of that they were all positive.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      Tendrils of steam came off the piping hot platter of hot wings the waitress brought to the table for the three men who were actively ogling the pub’s female patrons.

      “Can I get you gentlemen anything else?” the waitress asked.

      “Do you happen to know if that young lady over there is unattached?” Ethan asked about a young curvy redhead who was laughing as she talked to a couple of other women. With her hand on her hip and her lips pursed to one side, she gave off an air of no-nonsense while still being incredibly sexy.

      The waitress followed his gaze, finding a woman she did know. She knew her very well and wondered if she should divulge any information about her or not. When she looked at Ethan, she saw him cutting his eyes to look back at her. Taking a chance that the man wasn’t a complete jerk, she said, “She’s available. Her name’s Caitlyn. She goes by Cait, though.”

      “Cool. Can you send her a Rob Roy from this gent here?” Ethan asked as he gestured to Phoenix. “He’s the interested party.”

      The waitress changed her attention to the tall, handsome man with dark hair that was long and hanging free in a silky sheet that went to the middle of his back. A smile crept over her face, as she was sure Cait would like the man. “I’ll get that to her. And can I tell her your name, sir?”

      “Tell her Phoenix Nelson sent her the drink,” Phoenix said.

      A nod had her leaving to fulfill the drink order as Griffin leaned in to whisper, “And I’ve found your woman, Ethan.”

      “Which one is she?” Ethan asked with excitement.

      “Not yet. You have to wait until the waitress comes back for me to give her the drink order.” Griffin chuckled and sat back.

      Phoenix was still looking for just the right woman for Griffin, and when his eyes roamed past the bar, he found the one he thought would be perfect. She was a young-looking woman, lithe, dark blonde, long hair, tall, the way Griffin had described his type of female.

      “And I’ve chosen yours, Griffin.”

      “Great!” Griffin remarked as he looked around to try to find who Phoenix might’ve chosen.

      The men watched as their waitress took the drink to the redhead for Phoenix. His eyes were trained on the woman. She was gorgeous. Wearing a tight white V-necked shirt that the tops of her ample breasts spilled out of and a pair of tight black jeans that showed off her rounded ass, she was a vision of sexiness and Phoenix had a good feeling about her.

      When the woman looked his way and waved at him as she smiled and mouthed, “Thank you,” he smiled back and lifted his mug of beer in a toast from across the room. She raised her glass too, and they each took a sip. Then her eyes moved on from his as she went back to talking to her girlfriends.

      “I like her, Ethan,” Phoenix said as he kept his eyes on the woman. “You picked a great one for me.”

      The waitress came back to the table holding a short, fat glass. “Cait said to give you this, Phoenix.” She placed the glass in front of him.

      “What is it?” he asked before taking a sip.

      “It’s called a Superman. It’s a fruity drink.” She waited for him to take a sip and watched a smile form on his lips.

      “Yum,” Phoenix said. “Tell her I said thank you and that if she were any sweeter, I’d have to make jam out of her.” It was one of the dreadful lines Julia used to use, a thing the men had made a rule about using to reel in their catch.

      With a short burst of laughter, the waitress said, “K, anything else?”

      Phoenix gave her a nod. “That woman by the bar. Is she free?”

      “Jess?” she asked as she trained her eyes to see where his were set. “Yeah, she’s free.”

      “Send her a Rob Roy and tell her it’s from Griffin Houser,” Phoenix told the waitress as he pointed to Griffin.

      Griffin smiled at the waitress, who looked him over. “Tell her that if she was any prettier, they’d have to lock her up.”

      “Sure,” the waitress said as she rolled her eyes.

      Griffin added, “And that woman over there. The one who’s talking to the older woman. Is she unattached?”

      “That’s Kellie. They call her Kel,” the waitress informed him. “She’s been broken up with a man she almost married for about a year. She’s free as a bird, but also not looking for anything or anyone at the moment. You sure you wanna go there?”

      Being that the woman was for Ethan, he leaned forward and said, “Oh, yes. I want to go there. Send her a Rob Roy and tell her that her knight in shining armor, Ethan Southern, has come to rescue his damsel in distress.”

      “Oh my God. You guys have got to be kidding, right?” the waitress asked as she shook her head. “These lines are terrible. Let me tell her something that might actually work in your favor.”

      Ethan placed a hundred-dollar bill in her hand. “Tell the girls exactly what we asked you too and your tips won’t stop coming.”

      “Sure thing,” she said, then sashayed away to get the drinks and toss out the stupid pickup lines the men had come up with. “Fools,” she mumbled to herself. The men had no idea who they’d all chosen to hit on. In her opinion, none of them would be seeing any action that night, if that’s what they were thinking.

      Making her way to Jess, she placed the drink in front of her, making Jess look at her with confusion. “You know I only drink beer, Bonnie.”

      “I know that,” the waitress said, then pointed out the tall, handsome man who’d sent the drink. “Do you see that guy there?”

      Jess looked in the direction Bonnie’s finger was pointing and smiled. “Damn! He’s hot as hell, Bonnie. You sure he meant that to come to me?”

      “He did, and it comes with a message. He said to let you know that if you were any prettier, they’d have to lock you up. Oh, yeah! And his name’s Griff.”

      Jess laughed and waved at the man who was staring her down. “What a moron. Tell him that if he was any hotter, I’d have to call the fire department. And take him this nasty drink and let him know I’m a beer drinker.”

      Bonnie took the Rob Roy with her as she made her way to the man who’d sent it. He wasn’t smiling when she got to him. “She doesn’t want it?” Griffin asked.

      “She said to tell you that if you were any hotter, she’d have to call the fire department. Plus, she told me to let you know she’s a beer drinker and nothing else.”

      “Then get her a beer. Whatever kind’s her favorite,” Griffin said. “And tell her Griff said he likes her sense of humor.”

      “K, I’ll let her know that,” Bonnie said, then hurried off to take care of the orders. She was beginning to feel like a go-between for the men in their efforts to gain female companionship for the night.

      She took the Rob Roy to Kel, who was chatting it up with Miss Foster, the high school librarian. Kel’s eyes narrowed as Bonnie placed the cocktail glass of pinkish purple liquid in front of her.

      “What the hell is this about, Bonnie?”

      “Do you see that Scottish stud giving you the eye, Kel?” Bonnie asked her.

      “Yes, I see the dim-witted man. And why would you let him believe I wanted anything from him?” Kel asked as she turned her dark blue eyes back to her cousin.

      “I told him the drink wouldn’t gain him anything with you, Kel. But he insisted. And he said to tell you that he’s your knight in shining armor or some shit like that. Anyway, his name’s Ethan Southern, and he gave me a hundred to get this to you. He and his friends seem to have a thing for the Flannigan sisters this evening.”

      “You don’t say,” Kel said with a grin that was somewhat evil in nature. “Who’s botherin’ my sisters?”

      “Mr. Tall Dark and Handsome is asking after Cait, and the one with blond curls is after Jess.” Bonnie sighed as she looked at the three hunky men who were trying to act as if they weren’t looking at the women they’d set their sights on for the evening.

      “And I got the man with amber waves that hang to his shoulders that are as broad as any I’ve ever seen. A beast, I’m sure.” Kel sipped the drink and held up her hand in a motionless wave to let the man know she’d accept his drink, as it was her family’s bar and they needed every dollar they could get.

      “I’m sure he’s a sweetheart,” Bonnie said, then giggled. “They’re all winners, cousin. You should give the man a chance.”

      “And you should get your ass back to work before I send you home for this mischief you’ve managed to get us into,” Kellie said as she gave her cousin one arched eyebrow.

      “I’ll get back at it. But I didn’t have a thing to do with who the men picked to pester this evening. They did that all on their own. Just so you know.”

      Kel’s eyes settled on the man who’d so boldly called himself her knight in shining armor. As if she needed one. The nerve of him!

      

      Chapter 5

      

      Jess got up to go to the bathroom and found the cute guy with a bevy of blond curls that went to his shoulders was wiggling his finger at her. She couldn’t help but smile at the man who was giving her a sexy grin.

      Step by step, she made her way to him. “Thanks for the drink, Griff. It is Griff, right?” Her words were laced with an Irish accent.

      “It is. My full name is Griffin Houser. I’m from Montana, here on some unofficial business. And your name is Jess,” he said as he gazed into her icy emerald eyes. His favorite color. “And I bet you’re fresh from Ireland.”

      “You’d lose that bet if you made it. I was born here. My siblings were born in Dublin, though. We summer there each year. Our accents come from our parents. Theirs are truly awful.” Her hand moved to rest on her hip as she said, “Jessica is my full name. But everyone calls me Jess. So, thanks again for the beer. It was nice meeting you. Bye.” With that, she turned and walked away, slightly shaking her rounded bottom, making Griffin drool a little.

      He was met with a napkin that Ethan held to his chin. “Watch out, lover boy.”

      “She’s hot!” was all Griffin could say.

      “Go after her, stud,” Phoenix said as he caught Cait’s eyes. “I’m reeling mine in next.” With a wiggle of his finger, he found the adorable redhead getting up and coming his way as Griff vacated his chair, going after Jess.

      Phoenix patted the empty seat near him. “Have a seat, gorgeous.”

      Cait gave him a smile and took the seat. “So. Did you like the Superman I sent you?” Her Irish accent was obvious.

      He nodded. “What did you think of the Rob Roy I sent you, Cait?”

      “It was sweet in more than one way,” she said as she found herself falling into the dark depths of his milk-chocolate-colored eyes. “You have a distinctive look, Phoenix.”

      He scooted his chair closer and leaned in close to whisper, “I have a lot of distinctive features. I’d love to show you them all.”

      A giggle erupted from her, and she found herself blushing, a thing it was hard for anyone to get her to do. Cait was a woman who wasn’t easily impressed. But the man in front of her was the most impressive man she’d ever seen in her life.

      “You’re probably a man I should run away from. Sure to be a heartbreaker.”

      “Nah, I could never break your heart, Caity-cat.” He ran one finger along her collarbone, making chills flow through her.

      “Where’re you from?” she asked him as she found herself allowing him to touch her—and she never allowed such a thing.

      “Texas. A little city called Corpus Christi. But I have some land in a little place called Karnes County too.” He leaned in even closer, taking in a sniff of her perfume. “Is that cloves I’m smelling?”

      “It might be. It’s a new perfume my mom gave me for my birthday last week.” Cait moved back a little as he was so close and the heat between them was growing intense.

      “Birthday?” he asked as he closed the distance between them again, feeling the connection that was forming quickly. “And how old is my Caity-cat?”

      “I’m twenty-three,” she answered. “And you are?”

      He moved his fingers up the side of her neck as he said, “Thirty-five. I love the dark shade of auburn your hair is. It’s amazing.”

      “Thanks. I get that a lot.” She settled back in her chair, making his hand leave her neck as it was making her want to kiss the man she’d barely met.

      “I bet you do.” Phoenix wasted no time touching her again as he ran his finger across the bridge of her nose. His eyes went from her pale green eyes to the freckles on her nose and upper cheeks. “The dusting of light freckles is adorable. You’re utterly adorable. How’ve you not been snatched up yet?”

      “Maybe because I’m not looking to get snatched up. I’m busy with work and college. I go to MIT. I’m majoring in food engineering. You’ll probably think a lot differently of me when I tell you this part. I’m into making meals out of insects.”

      “Nope, I still find you fascinating,” he said, then let his finger move over her plump red lips. “So, a few bugs have passed through those lips, huh?”

      “A few,” she said as she fought not to suck his finger into her mouth, which was watering for the inexplicable man.

      The sound of her sister’s voice broke the spell she was under as Phoenix held her eyes with his. “Cait! What the hell are you doing?”

      Cait looked away from Phoenix, finding her older sister standing with her hand on her hip, glaring at her. “What? This is Phoenix, by the way, Miss Rude. Phoenix, this is Kellie. A nosy person.”

      “Nice to meet you, Kellie,” Phoenix said as he sat back a bit with the arrival of the protective woman.

      Relieved to hear another Irish accent for him too, Ethan watered at the mouth. “Leave them be, gorgeous,” Ethan said as he got up, taking Kellie’s hand and leading her to the bar. “I gestured for you to come over here for a very different reason than for you to come and chastise my friend’s new acquaintance.”

      Kellie looked over her shoulder, giving her younger sister the eye that told her not to go too far with the man no one knew a thing about. Then she turned her attention to the handsome Scot who towered over her. “I can tell you now, Ethan Southern; there will be nothing that you think might happen that will happen. Not with me.”

      “Aww, come on,” he said as he let her hand go and ran his arm around her narrow waist. “I don’t want a thing more than to hear your sweet voice as you tell me all about yourself and what makes a darling woman like yourself tick.”

      “Please,” came her sarcastic reply. “I’m no fool, Mr. Southern. Your accent won’t sweep me off my feet. I’m Irish. I’ve heard plenty of accents like yours. So, what has you in our small town?”

      He took a seat at the bar and lifted her up to sit on the stool next to his, facing him. She was tiny—just the right size for him. Her hair was shoulder length, straightened, showing off the caramel highlights in her light blonde hair. The blue of her eyes was so dark, he could swear he’d never seen that exact shade before.

      “First, call me Ethan. Mr. Southern is my father. And I don’t expect my voice, no matter how smooth and charming it might be, to sweep you off your dainty feet, my dear, Kel.” He placed his hands on her upper thighs, making her eyes grow large.

      “Now you need to understand this about me,” she said as she moved his hands. “While I’m interested in talking to you, Ethan, that’s all I’m interested in. So keep your hands to yourself, or I’ll be forced to leave your company.”

      “Noted,” he said with a sly grin. “So the basics, then. How old are you; what do you do with your time; and how long do you think you need to know someone before you tell them you love them?”

      She laughed with his obvious joke, then answered, “I’m 25. An old 25 I’ve been told. An ancient soul, if you will. I’m in my last semester of business technology at MIT in Cambridge. And I work when I’m not in classes. And you?”

      “Well, first let me say that I think there should be no particular length of time before two people exchange I love yous. That said, I’m 32 and a salesman for Red Head Scotch. And I’d also like to say that I think you’re gorgeous and you and I would make lovely children together. I mean that.”

      Kel couldn’t help but laugh at the way the man talked. He was charismatic; she had to give him that. “Tell me. Do these lines usually get you what you’re looking for from women?”

      “Every single time, my love,” he said, then picked up her hand and kissed the top of it. “Now, tell me. What it is you do for fun?”

      “I don’t have time for fun, if you must know. This evening is a rarity for me. A night off work and no homework for the weekend have allowed me to come out, but that usually doesn’t happen.”

      “So you’re a hermit,” he said with a deep chuckle that made his wide chest jiggle, taking Kel’s attention. He was a monster of a man.

      “I wouldn’t say a hermit. I am inside of one building or another most times, though. And home the rest of the time. But it’s not self-imposed as much as it’s necessary to get me to where I want to be.”

      Griffin walking behind Jess to what looked like the exit, had Ethan looking over Kel’s head. He stopped breathing until he saw the two take a seat at a small table for two instead of heading out.

      Jess was wondering what the hell the totally cool dude was coming on to her for. She was about as cultured as an alley cat. “So you’re from Montana and a salesman for a cattle company?”

      “Yes. And what do you do?” he asked her as he couldn’t take his eyes off the emerald pools hers were.

      “I go to college in Amherst at the University of Massachusetts. I’m studying animal biology.” She glanced to the side of him as one of her old boyfriends from high school came through the door, smiling at her. She shook her head to let him know she was busy and he took the hint when he looked at the man she was sitting with.

      “How old are you, Jess?” Griff asked, then waved at the waitress, gesturing for two more beers.

      “I turned 21 last month. And you?” she asked and took the beer that was placed in front of her. “Thanks, Bonnie.”

      “I’m 30,” Griff said, then took a drink.

      When she looked kind of freaked out by his age, he frowned as she said, “Damn!”

      “It’s no big deal,” he argued.

      “For you, maybe. For me … well, damn!” She took another drink of the beer then set the mug down on the small round table that had more than a few names chiseled into its dark surface. Then she reminded herself that the man who sat across from her wasn’t going to be in town for long, so she shouldn’t be worried about their age difference. It wasn’t like he was asking her to marry him or anything. “Yeah, it’s not a big deal, Griff. Sorry for overreacting about that.”

      He nodded and felt the tiniest bit of relief. “So how about that? We both are in fields where animals are involved. That’s kind of cool, huh?”

      “I guess so. What is it you do with the cattle?” she asked him as she noticed his eyes were a mixture of greens and blues with touches of browns in them too. “You have really cool eyes, Griff. They’re kind of freaking awesome, you know?”

      “Thanks,” he said, then reached out to stroke her cheek. “Your eyes happen to be my favorite color. You’re a real knockout, baby.”

      “So are you, if we’re telling the truth here,” she said, then found herself sighing as his touch was kind of melting her heart a bit.

      Everyone was getting along so well; the men were pretty pumped about their chances to score. A little more time and they’d have the women right where they wanted them.

      On the way to a no-tell motel!

      

      Chapter 6

      

      Finding all their women retreating to the bathroom at the same time, the men took advantage of being left alone and congregated at the bar to learn how each was doing. They all took seats, and the bartender asked if they wanted anything to drink, to which all told him, no.

      “We’re getting close to the wire here boys,” Ethan said. The bartender turned to leave them alone. “I think I nearly have Kel right where I want her.” The bartender stopped and found a spot on the bar that urgently needed to be cleaned. Plus, he could listen in on the conversation that involved his cousins.

      “Jess is putty in my hands. I’m sure to win this bet, my friends,” Griffin boasted.

      “Cait’s been taking me with her eyes for the last hour,” Phoenix said. “I got this one in the bag. Hang it up, guys. I’ll have her screwed in the cab.”

      The bartender’s ears were on fire. Were they talking about some kind of bet they’d made about screwing his cousins?

      “That Kel is a feisty one, but I can see it in her eyes. One more drink and she’ll be coming with me wherever I tell her to,” Ethan added. “Get ready to pay up, men. I think I know when a woman is into me, and Kel is into me bigtime!”

      “First one to get the deed done has to post the time on the others’ phones with a text,” Phoenix said. “It’s obvious we’re all going to get some tail tonight. But it’s who gets it first that matters. So the plan is set, and all we have to do is see who gets their girl to give it up first.”

      The bartender hurried away to let his cousins know what the men had planned for them. He was pretty sure not one of them really was going to be going home with any of those men anyway. They were good girls, after all. But he felt compelled to let them know about the bet.

      Slipping into the ladies’ room where he’d seen them go, he covered his eyes and called out, “Kel, Cait, and Jess Flannigan, are you all still in here?”

      “What the hell are you doing in here, Marty?” Kel shouted at him.

      “I have news you three need to know,” he told her.

      “Let’s go to the back office,” Kel said as she grabbed their cousin by the arm, tugging him with her as they all left the ladies’ restroom. “You can uncover your eyes now, Marty.”

      He pulled his hand away from his eyes and looked Kel in hers as they went into the small back office where no one was. “Those men you three girls are talking to have a bet. A terrible bet.”

      “About what?” Jess asked as she leaned on the old desk that was dusty from no use. She crossed her arms over her chest, waiting to hear what her cousin had to say.

      “About sex and you three and who can get who to give it to him first,” he said quickly.

      All three women’s jaws dropped. Kel went red in the face. Cait went pink, and Jess went pale as she whispered, “No. Griff seems so sweet!”

      “Mine too,” Cait said with an air of disbelief. “Phoenix seemed so genuine. So real. And he didn’t say a thing about wanting that from me.”

      “They all think they have you all in the bag. It’s not a matter of who will get laid; it’s a matter of who will get laid first. They’re all that confident that you three will be giving them what they all want. And it’s all to win a stupid bet.” Marty gave them all nods of his head as he shook his finger at them. “You three must’ve been putting out some signs that you’d be picking up what they were putting down. If you get my drift?”

      “I was more flirty than usual,” Cait said. “But only because Phoenix looks like a demigod from a time long ago when people rode around shirtless on the backs of wild stallions in the middle of tall grass the color of sand.”

      “Dear Lord,” Kel said as she rolled her eyes. “You’ve been sniffing the glue again, haven’t ya, Cait?”

      With a slap to her sister’s arm, Cait retorted, “I was five. Will you ever let me forget that?”

      “For the love of all that’s holy. Ethan looks like a Viking king. And I was falling for his bullshit because of it,” Kel said. “Well, I should’ve known better. No man with those fantastic looks and that build who tells a woman he could really take charge of her if he so desired is looking for a girl like me. What a fool I feel like!”

      Jess mumbled, “Griff’s the cowboy I never knew I wanted. He’s the Marlboro man mixed with Brad Pitt from that movie where he cut off a bear’s finger and wore it around his neck. So perfectly, wonderful, kind, sweet.”

      “And full of shit!” Kel shouted. “We have to get even with the bastards. I say we all act as if we’re set on going to some filthy motels with them all, then pull a fast one on them. Are you with me, girls?”

      Jess held her hand out, then Cait put hers on top, and Kel placed hers on top of theirs. “These men like to play games, sisters. They have no idea who they’ve chosen to play them with, have they?”

      “They have not!” Cait chimed in.

      “We’re going to make them cry like little bitches!” Jess added, earning herself frowns from her older sisters.

      “Cry?” Kel asked. “Why do you always have to take it to that level? We’re not going to hurt them. I doubt the heartless asses could even be hurt. We’re merely going to screw with their libidos and leave them with balls as blue as Neptune’s hair. That’s what we’re going to do. It’ll be fun.”

      “You’re a scoundrel when you want to be, Kel,” Cait told her. “I’m with you. We have to make out hardcore to get them to believe we’re all in. Then, BAM! We’ll disappear. I love it!”

      “Me too,” Jess agreed. “At least I’ll get to see what it’s like to kiss Griff before I have to annihilate him.”

      “But remember,” Kel cautioned them all. “Don’t get too into it. We can’t let any one of them win this awful bet they have going. No matter what. It’s our pride at stake.”

      “The dreaded Flannigan pride,” Cait said. “Oh, to lose that would be a shame, wouldn’t it now?”

      Cait was the wildcard. Both Jess and Kel knew that. “I’ll make sure to keep an eye on her,” Kel told Jess. “And you try to do that too. If we have to wrestle her out the back door, then we will. None of us will go down.”

      “I’m with you, sis,” Jess said, then eyed Cait. “Keep your wits about you, Cait. This will spread through town like wildfire if any of us gives into these rats. And you’re not over the scandal of getting caught with Richard Dupree, kissing in the back of the school bus when you were in middle school.”

      “Shut up!” Cait shouted. “Is there a thing I do that doesn’t get written into the Ashby history books? Come on. I’m not going to give into Phoenix. Even though I want to. I want to so badly. But I too have Flannigan pride coursing through my blood that’s as red as any of yours is!”

      “Good!” Kel said. “Then let’s get to pretending the same way these lotharios are.”

      The three followed Marty out of the office and waited to let him get back to the bar, where they saw their men talking and laughing as if they were so smart and funny and about to pull one over on them all.

      Their blood began to boil as they watched the men clink their refilled beer mugs that Marty had filled for them. A toast was made, but they couldn’t hear the words they’d said. It was obvious it was about bedding them and how easy it was going to be to get into their pants.

      Even Cait began to get pissed instead of horny for the hot guy who wanted to use her then dump her off like a bag of trash. She’d teach Phoenix Nelson what it meant to want someone so bad and then get blown out of the water when it didn’t happen.

      Jess watched the golden curls bounce around Griffin’s wide shoulders. Shoulders she knew she’d love to run her hands over, then hang onto his huge biceps as he pummeled her into a mattress. But he’d get none of that sweet action now that he was found out to be a gambling monster who liked to use women for his sinister habit.

      It was Kel who was feeling the worst pain. It was she who had been left fragile when her fiancé of two years suddenly changed his mind and moved away to New York where he married a tall runway model only a couple of months after breaking up with her and taking her one karat diamond engagement ring away from her.

      Kelli Flannigan stood there watching Ethan Southern, the one man she’d given the smidgeon of a chance to in the last year, as he laughed it up with his cohorts. His olive-green eyes had danced when he spoke to her, making her think he was being truthful.

      He’d gone so far as to ask her about love and kids for the love of Heaven. How could he have done such a cruel thing? How could he have said they’d have beautiful children?

      Kel was about to kiss a man for the first time since her devastating breakup with Robert Finnegan. More than a year had passed since her lips had felt another’s. Could she handle it? Could she stop herself from giving in to the man she thought her body would fit like a glove?

      With a deep sigh, she admitted to her sisters, “Joking aside, girls. If you see me looking at that man with stars in my eyes, grab me up and take me away from him. He could be my one weakness. He’s so completely what I’ve always wanted in a man. He’s a real man. Or so I thought he was, anyway. Just don’t let me fall for him and his pile of shit. Please. I don’t think I could take losing him if I ever fell all the way in.”

      “Not to worry, sis,” Jess said, then put her arm around her oldest sister, knowing all too well the mentally fragile state she was in. After her fiancé dumped her unexpectedly, Jess had held Kellie that first week each night as Kel cried herself to sleep.

      The three had each other’s backs, and the men had no idea what was in store for them.

      “Let the games begin,” Kel said, then the three put on smiles and made their way to their men.

      

      Chapter 7

      

      The lights were dimmed as the women who now knew the men who’d been hitting on them had more going on than any of them had previously thought. Kel led the way as the three went to their men. She slid her arm around Ethan’s shoulders as she came up behind him as he sat at the bar with his two friends.

      He turned to find her face close to his. “Welcome back, Kel. I’ve missed ya.”

      “Have you now?” she asked in a husky whisper. “We can’t have that. How about you and I retreat to a table in the back?” She nudged his shoulder with her chin. “I’d like to get to know more about you, Ethan Southern.”

      He felt a surge of heat move through him, ending with a solid thump in his jeans. “We can do that, my love.”

      Kel fought the urge to slap the crap out of him as he used such a sweet term of endearment. With what he wanted, it was a crime to use such niceties with her. She took his hand and led him away from the bar and his no-good friends. Her sisters would take care of those rogues.

      Cait wrapped her arms around Phoenix as she approached him from behind. He groaned a bit with her soft touch. Her lips pressed against his neck just below his left ear. “Wanna go hide in a corner booth and talk?”

      He didn’t want to talk anymore. But he said, “Sure.” As he stood up, he placed his hand on the small of her back, steering her to one of the darker corners of the pub.

      Jess was young and inexperienced at such blatant sexual approaches. She had to rely on being cute when she got to Griffin. She moved up next to him and placed her clasped hands on the bar in front of her. “I guess that just leaves the two of us to figure out how to spend our time while our friends make out.”

      Griff cleared his throat as he looked the tall, dark blonde young lady up and down. “I think I can entertain you, Jess.” He got off the barstool and took her hand in his, leading her off to another remote area of the pub where no one would see them.

      Jess was nervous. She’d never done such a thing as lead a man to think they’d get more than what they’d be getting. But she was furious that she had been chosen to be a part of the men’s sordid bet. Trying to hold her temper was a thing she found hard to do. But she’d figure out how to do it. She wanted Griff to hurt when she disappeared on him. The same way he had planned on screwing her then disappearing.

      The ladies all had their men right where they wanted them. And the men thought they had their women where they wanted them. Completely unaware that they were the ones being played, the guys made jackasses of themselves as they dug themselves further into the murky depths of their deceptions.

      Ethan was pleasantly surprised to find Kel had gotten over her aversion to their touching each other. Her hands were all over him. Moving over his shoulders and down his strong arms, she turned to face him in the booth. “You work out, don’t you?”

      “I do,” he said, then leaned in to kiss her cheek. “And you seem like you do some exercising yourself.”

      “No, I work a lot. I’m on my feet, moving around more than most,” she said, then turned her face to catch his lips, which lingered near hers. She had to keep telling herself that it was all fake.

      So what if his lips felt like liquid heat as they pressed against hers? Who cared if he knew how to ease his tongue past her lips and into her mouth with a confidence she’d never experienced before?

      Her head was going light with his kiss. It was soft, yet demanding. His tongue ran around hers with a slow twist that had her inner recesses pulsing with pleasure. The man knew his way around a woman’s mouth, she thought. Kel was sure he’d kissed more than his fair share of women in his time. She had to remind herself that the man she was kissing was a cad. A man who’d bet his friends he could get her into bed, or wherever he planned on trying to get into her pants before either of his friends could get her sisters into their beds.

      The thought had her getting mad, and she found her nails biting into his massive biceps. He took it to mean she was getting more passionate and leaned her back onto the red, fake leather-covered booth chair. His body felt so damn right as he pressed his to hers.

      Ethan had to admit that Kel was a fantastic kisser. He couldn’t recall a woman ever feeling so right in his arms. She tasted like spearmint, smelled like wildflowers, and felt like heaven. He pulled his mouth from hers and whispered, “Kel, I dare say, you kiss like an angel.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him with a harsh glare that had him worried for a moment. Then the glare turned into a sweet smile. “And you kiss like Satan, Ethan. Perhaps I could lend you some of my good, and you could show me some of your evil?”

      He growled with lust for the beautiful woman, then he had to kiss her again. She was spectacular. Their breaths mingled as they kissed and ran their hands all over the other, touching only the appropriate areas so far. But Ethan’s temptation was getting the best of him. His palms ached to cup her plump breasts. But he didn’t dare move too fast. After all, what he wanted was a thing he didn’t think she’d easily give up. He wouldn’t make his move until he had her panting and begging him to give her what he could tell she needed.

      Kel laughed inside her head. Ethan wouldn’t be getting what he needed from her!

      Phoenix was feeling more need for Cait than he’d anticipated. She was like a force of sexual prowess as they kissed and pressed their bodies together as close as they could while still having clothes on. Her hands persistently cupped his manhood then moved away, making him hard as a rock.

      When she moved her mouth to kiss his neck, he groaned, “My God, woman. What you do to me.”

      Cait was more than proud to hear him say those words. She’d tried hard to make him ache for her. And he’d hurt a lot worse when she left his ass alone for the night.

      No, Phoenix Nelson would not be getting into her panties!

      But she cooed into his ear, “What I want you to do to me is almost illegal, Phoenix. Tell me. Do you have a problem tying me up if I ask you to?” She bit his neck, making him moan.

      He took a handful of her deep auburn hair and yanked it back, making her moan too. As he looked into the ocean green of her eyes, he said, “You like it rough, Caity-cat?”

      “Let’s just say I can’t wait for you to go savage on me,” she said with a sly grin.

      His cock pulsed against her where she was grinding on him. It made her ache to feel him inside her. But she’d deny herself that pleasure. She wasn’t keen on being a part of a bet, after all.

      Jess was finding herself falling into Griffin’s arms far too quickly. The way he softly moved his hands over her arms and shoulders told her he could be that guy. The one she’d been dreaming about. The man who knew how to handle her the way she craved. Gentle touches were a thing she’d never experienced. Her boyfriends had all been young and gropy.

      When his mouth left hers, leaving her lips pulsing from the kiss he’d given her, she found herself nearly lost in his hazel eyes. The color had gone stormy, and she could see how much he wanted her. “Griff, will you be keeping in touch with me after this night?” she found herself asking.

      When he took in a deep breath, it reminded her that she was just part of a bet he’d made and nothing more than that. What he was doing was all an act to get her into bed. When his lips moved, she watched them as the words came out of his mouth, “I don’t think I want a day to go by without hearing your voice, Jess. That’s the God’s honest truth.”

      He moved back in for another kiss, and Jess felt like he might be telling the truth. Frustration and fear filled her as she went voracious on him, kissing him with a vengeance she hadn’t known she had in her.

      Why did he have to be using her?

      Chapter 8

      

      Kellie Flannigan hadn’t been kissed in over a year. Her entire body was quaking to be had by the man who was set on using her to win a bet. Her thoughts went to the dark side for a while as he made her moan and groan with his touch and his talented mouth.

      What else could he do with that tongue? she wondered.

      What would it really hurt to let him do to her what he wanted to? She needed sex, didn’t she? It had been a long time. Who would blame her for giving into the man?

      He was an Adonis with a knack for love-making; Kel could tell. So what if he was going to love her and leave her?

      His mouth left hers, trailing kisses up her neck. Then he whispered in her ear, “You feel like home to me, kitten.”

      The Irish anger ran through her, making her head take over where her libido was letting her down.

      He was a liar!

      Kel decided to see just how far the man would go to get what he wanted from her. “Home, Ethan?” she murmured as she ran her legs around him and arched her body up to his. “Tell me about home.”

      His teeth grazed her neck then he said, “Home, my love. You’re making a home for you inside my heart.”

      Fury filled her, but she kept that under wraps as she said, “Your heart, Ethan? So soon?”

      When he pulled his hot mouth off her neck to look into her eyes, she hated the fact that he could seem so damn sincere as he said, “My heart is pounding like it never has before. You’re bringing out more in me than anyone ever has. Can’t you feel the sparks that are shooting between us?”

      She could feel that too. Only she was pretty sure hers were coming from a lack of sex in the last year. “I do feel them, Ethan. My sweet knight in shining armor.” Kel took his handsome face between her hands and pulled him in for another kiss.

      It wasn’t in her nature to be such a liar. She was already feeling somewhat remorseful for what she was doing to the guy. As she let her body move the way it wanted to, she kept her head straight. Well, she tried to, anyway. Now and then as his kiss and touch took over, she’d lose her thoughts about how Ethan was a man who was using her to win a stupid bet. But she’d regain her sense soon after.

      Kellie Flannigan would never be hurt the same way again!

      It occurred to her to give Ethan a shot at being a decent human being. She pulled her mouth away from his as she looked intensely into his eyes. “Ethan, you should know that I’ve been alone for a little over a year. My fiancé of two years left me suddenly. He told me he wasn’t ready to get married.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Ethan said, and he meant it.

      “Then he married another woman in just a matter of months. So, you see, he was ready to get married, just not to me. And the pain I felt and still feel is a thing I’d rather not have. Do you understand me?”

      Ethan looked at Kel for a long moment before figuring out what he thought she wanted to hear. “I know your pain, Kel. I do. But you can’t stop living and loving because of what he did to you. If you want to know what I think, I believe he was a damn fool. But honestly, I’m glad he left ya. If he hadn’t, I’d never have been able to taste you like this. And that would’ve been a damn shame.”

      Kel couldn’t believe how easily he let those words slip off his forked tongue. The man was a snake.

      An evil snake!

      Her heart was pounding with anger, but Ethan thought it was desire and passion that had her heart beating so loudly he could hear it. He kissed her again, sure that soon he’d be able to make his move that would win him the bet.

      Kel was having a difficult time controlling her temper. She was aggressively raking her nails over his back. Even with his shirt on, she was pretty damn sure she was leaving marks all over him. Then she went one step further, wrenching her mouth away from his, then biting, sucking, and kissing his neck until a beautiful purple mark was left.

      Secretly, Kel hoped Ethan had a girlfriend who’d be pissed at him for what he’d done. There would be no hiding the fact he’d been with another woman. And she was happy he’d be in for a fight— if Ethan had a real woman in his life.

      Her curiosity was peaked, so she asked, “Can you be honest with me, Ethan?” She ran her hand over his five o’clock shadowed face.

      “Sure, my love,” he said as he took her hand and kissed her palm.

      “Do you have anyone in your life? You know, a woman?” She searched his eyes for any evidence that he was telling her the truth.

      “There’s no woman in my life, Kel. I’m a free man. I can do what I want with whomever I want.” He licked her palm, making her body shiver.

      His swollen male appendage pressed against her sweet spot, making it pulse with more want for him than she’d ever had for anyone before. She knew she could have him, if only for one time, but it seemed like it’d be worth it.

      

      “Do you want me?” she asked him.

      His eyes sparkled as he answered her. “I do. Do you want me, Kel?”

      She smiled a devious smile. “I do. But is this only for one night, Ethan?”

      A brief blankness made up his expression, then it swiftly went into a sweet smile. “Not if you want more than that.”

      Could she believe him? Could he be telling her the truth? Would he stick around or give her his number?

      “Really?” she found herself asking, even though she knew she shouldn’t believe him. But she so wanted to.

      Ethan was everything Kel had ever wanted in a man. He was all man and knew how to push her sexual buttons. She loved his body, his smile, his eyes. He spoke in a way she found interesting and enjoyable. He was what seemed to be the complete package.

      She wondered whether if things had been different, if there’d been no bet, would Ethan still have sought her out?

      He kissed each one of her fingertips as he answered her. “Really, Kel. Tonight doesn’t have to be a one-time thing for you and I.” He meant it too. The bet wasn’t about having sex then leaving the woman. It was just about who got laid first. He could keep things going with Kel if he wanted to.

      The fact was, Kel was stirring him in ways no other ever had. Why would he stop seeing her?

      The way she gazed into his eyes told him she was a bit worried about what he’d said. He knew she’d been deeply hurt by what her jackass of a fiancé had done to her. He had no wish to hurt her. As a matter of fact, he wanted to get to know the woman he held in his arms. She was the beauty to his beast; that was certain.

      “Ethan, how can I trust you?” Kel asked him. “How can I be sure you’re telling me the truth and not just telling me what you think I want to hear?”

      He reached into his pocket and took out his cell. “Give me your phone.”

      Kel didn’t have her phone with her. It was in her purse, behind the bar. “I don’t have it on me.”

      “Tell me what your number is then,” Ethan said and opened up his contact list. He typed in her name and waited for her answer.

      “555-677-5599,” she told him, giving him her real phone number.

      “Your address?” he asked.

      She wasn’t sure about giving him that. He might make his way to her house that night after she ran out on him if he had her address. “Not yet,” she said, stalling him. “Maybe after you call me. Then we’ll see about that.”

      “Oh, I’m going to call ya. On that, you can count,” he said, then put his phone back into his pocket. “Can we get back to where we were?”

      She nodded and put her arms around his neck and let him kiss her again. Things were proving harder to do than she’d thought they’d be. Ethan was either a fantastic liar, or he was being real with her. Kel wasn’t sure which, but she knew making out with him was a thing she’d remember forever!

      Chapter 9

      

      Phoenix couldn’t believe how amazing it felt to kiss Cait. She was sexy, with a touch of sweet, And spicy, with a touch of soothing, making him wonder if he’d be happy with just one night of passion with her.

      He was already deciding to take her someplace nice for the night. Phoenix wanted to win the bet by getting her to give into him before the others got their women to. But he also wanted more than a quick tryst with the beautiful lady.

      Cait was much prettier than any woman he’d ever been with before. He could see her beauty went all the way down to her soul. She had a spirit about her that he’d never noticed in any other woman before.

      It was a bit unnerving to him that he had met her under the odd circumstances. It was also a little crazy that Ethan had picked her out for him. She’d gone overlooked by him when Phoenix was scouting out a woman for Griffin, and he wondered why that was.

      Maybe because Cait wasn’t meant for Griffin.

      Maybe because Cait was meant for him!

      “Have you ever been to Texas, Cait?” he asked her as he ran his hand through her hair.

      “No, I have not. Are you inviting me?” she asked him as she moved to straddle him in the chair he was sitting on.

      Was he? He had to ask himself. What was he doing? He’d never asked anyone to come to his real home before.

      “I am inviting you. Do you like the beach? I live in a beachfront home.” He watched her eyes dance as she trailed her fingertip over his lips.

      “A beachfront home, huh? Are you rich, Phoenix?” she asked him.

      He wasn’t sure if he should divulge that information. There was the rule about not using money to get your girl into bed. “I have some money. So, what do you say to a visit?”

      “I say, I’ll have to see about that. I’d have to save up the money to get there and get back home. That could take me a few weeks. When did you want me to come?”

      “Soon,” he said, then pressed his lips to the hollow of her throat. “Very soon.”

      “We’ll see how things go,” she moaned as his lips felt so right on her body.

      It was a real shame the man was such a pig!

      Cait could see a future with the handsome guy. She liked the way she felt being around him. He gave off a great vibe. It seemed out of character for him to have made such a bet.

      Maybe it was the bad influence of the other two men, she thought. Perhaps, if she could get him away from them, then he’d be the real Phoenix that she thought he most likely was.

      A man who could be trusted. A man she could see herself falling in love with. Not the liar he was being.

      Then it occurred to her that he was merely lying to her about his invitation to visit him in Texas to get her to trust him and get her into bed. That wasn’t beyond imagination.

      Cait had to admit they seemed to have chemistry, though. Their bodies moved like satin sheets blowing in the breeze on a clothesline, moving with the other, making beautiful waves like one entity.

      Why did he have to be making a damn bet with his stupid friends, instead of really being interested in her?

      Phoenix kissed his way up her neck, then whispered, “Do you have a favorite hotel in town we could go to for tonight?”

      She froze with his question, instantly pissed off. “And what makes you think I’ll be going to a hotel with you, Phoenix?”

      Quickly thinking about how to turn his question around, he said, “I didn’t mean for you to come with me. I was just asking about hotels in town for me and my friends to stay in. I hope you didn’t think I intended to hurry you along to be with me, Cait. I would never want you to think I wanted to use you like that.”

      Her eyes went wide as he blatantly lied right to her face. “Oh, really?”

      It was hard as hell for her to sit on the man’s lap, her crotch against his bulge. “Really,” he said as he pushed her hair behind her ear. “I respect you, Cait.”

      She had to close her eyes and take in a breath and hold it so she didn’t come unglued on his ass. Counting to ten in her head had her calming down. He was a man who was using all the tricks in the book to win the bet after all. Just a damn man who was willing to go to the mat for what he wanted. And he wanted her; that was certain.

      “You know, Phoenix, I respect you too,” Cait cooed as she leaned forward and put her lips to his ear. “And I’m not as pent up about sex as most women are. I see no reason to keep ourselves from enjoying one another. Do you?” She pulled back to watch his reaction to what she’d said.

      His chuckle wasn’t what she had expected. “You’re kind of a back and forth kind of person, aren’t you, Cait? One minute you’re getting angry when you thought I meant to take you to a hotel to have my way with you, then the next minute you’re telling me you have no problem with getting to the physical stuff right away. A complex person is what you are.”

      Cait was taken aback by what he’d told her. Had she been that way? She hadn’t even noticed.

      “I’m a Gemini, Phoenix. I’ve been told I have two personalities before. Maybe that’s my problem.” She knew her real issue was that she wanted the gorgeous, built man but knew she couldn’t have him. It was leaving her feeling like a pretzel.

      Cait knew she wasn’t fragile like her older sister Kel was. She wasn’t young and naïve like her little sister Jess was either. Cait was in the middle of the two. No stranger to love or one-night stands, she took sex with a grain of salt. It wasn’t a huge deal to her.

      She didn’t think of herself as a tramp even though some of the more prudish girls in their town might have called her one behind her back on more than one occasion. Cait saw herself as a realist. She liked to feel good. Who didn’t? Sex with the right partner could feel good. So why not enjoy that without having a damn engagement ring on your finger to do it?

      The way Phoenix was gazing at her made her wonder about him. He didn’t look the part of the guy who wanted a quick piece of ass to win a bet then get on with his life. He had a look that told her he might just want to hang out a bit too.

      “Two Caits,” Phoenix said. “And each one seems fascinating. Tell me what kinds of things you like to do. Do you like French food or Italian? Do you like cats or dogs? I want to know more about you.”

      Another solid ploy to get a girl to let her guard down so the guy could swoop in under the radar and make her think he was a good guy who she could trust with her body. Cait was impressed with his expertise, and if her sisters hadn’t been involved in the bet, she’d have given him what he needed to win.

      Why not help him win? It wouldn’t hurt her feelings one bit!

      But there was fragile Kel and young Jess to consider. Both were in positions where a thing like this would cause damage to their egos and self-respect. No, Cait had to play it up the way they’d all agreed to. Maybe, if Phoenix could ever forgive her for cock-teasing him, he’d ask her out if they ever crossed paths again.

      Cait ran her hands through his dark silky hair as she answered his question. “I like dogs. I hate Italian and French. I love Mexican food. How about you?”

      The smile that moved over his lips made her heart ache, it was so gorgeous. “I like dogs too and Mexican is also my favorite. When you come to visit me, I’ll take you out to get some authentic Mexican food. This part of the country has no such restaurant. If you think you like what’s available here, you’ll believe that you’re in heaven when you taste real Mexican cuisine.”

      “You think?” Cait asked as she yearned to believe the man she was thinking would be the one for her if he hadn’t been into making bad bets about women.

      “I know you will. And I have a dog who will love you too. My neighbor’s watching him for me. He’s a black lab named Toby who loves the water. He’ll fetch things for you. We have a blast playing in the surf back home. I can’t wait to introduce you to him.”

      Cait was growing angrier and angrier at Phoenix, who was being the guy she wanted and yet he was lying to her.

      Why’d she ever have to meet the man she knew would haunt her for the rest of her life?

      

      Chapter 10

      

      Jess was beside herself with the emotions that were running through her. Griffin was too good at what he was doing to her. His kiss was electrifying; his hands left paths of lava on her skin; and he said the sweetest things.

      And she couldn’t let herself believe one word he said. He was doing it all to win the damn bet.

      Not because he was really attracted to her!

      In a vain attempt to see if Griffin could be made to feel even the slightest bit of guilt for trying to get her straight into bed only to win a stupid bet, Jess asked him, “How many brothers and sisters do you have, Griff?”

      “I have two younger sisters and one brother,” he answered, then kissed her cheek. “And you?”

      “A couple of sisters and one younger brother. So, about your sisters, are they older than I am?” she asked him, hoping to get him to feel some guilt about what he wanted to do to her.

      “They’re both older than you, and they’re both married with a couple of kids each.” Griff kissed his way to her lips. Not merely to shut her up, but because he genuinely liked the way she kissed.

      Griffin knew Jess was his type of woman. She was funny, beautiful, and smart as hell. When you added in her passion for animals, not necessarily a thing he had but a thing he respected, then she was nearly perfect for him.

      Although he wanted to keep seeing Jess after that night, he wasn’t an idiot. He knew if he continued to see her past that night then she’d inevitably find out about the bet. Probably from him, as he was notorious for eventually telling the truth about anything bad he’d ever done.

      He’d kicked one of his family’s dogs once when he was a kid. The dog was chasing him as he rode his bike down the long road that led to their ranch house. The dog kept nipping at his ankles, and he kicked it to get it away from him.

      The poor dog yelped like he’d really hurt it and limped away, looking sadly back at him. It was then that Griffin realized the dog had thought they were playing together.

      No one had seen what he’d done. He didn’t have to admit anything to anyone. But the guilt was piling up on him. Griffin went back to the house and found a steak in the freezer, nuked it in the microwave, and went out to apologize to the dog and offer him a treat.

      Like most dogs, he accepted the steak and seemed to forgive Griffin for his transgression. But that wasn’t enough for Griff. No, he went to his father and told him what he’d done. His father chastised him, and that should’ve been enough reprimanding.

      Griffin still felt guilt, so he told his mother what he’d done to the dog, and she further guilted him by giving him a good talking to about hurting animals and people.

      Griffin knew he’d eventually tell Jess about the bet if they kept on seeing each other. So he knew he couldn’t see her past that night. But Griff wanted the night to be special for her anyway. At least she might look back and see that he did care about her.

      “Were you that overprotective big brother?” Jess asked when he eased his kiss.

      “Overprotective?” he asked not only her but himself as well. “Nah, I’m not that guy. You’d have to be a hard ass to be like that. A man who doesn’t mind fighting another man over things. I’ve never been in a fistfight. I don’t much care for getting into other people’s business.”

      “So if some dude hurt one of your sisters when they were younger, you didn’t give a flying fuck about that?” Jess asked, suddenly pissed off.

      Griff could tell he’d sparked something in her he hadn’t intended to and hurried to correct his errant tongue. “I mean, if someone had ever done something wrong to them, then I’d have gotten involved, sure. That never did happen, though. So there was never a need to get all big brother on anyone in their defense.”

      “Oh,” she said, looking a little ashamed of jumping to conclusions. “So are you what you’d consider an honorable man, Griff?”

      Not really, was what came to his mind but he said something different. “I do consider myself honorable. I do what I say I’ll do. I think that’s more than most men do. Don’t you agree?”

      “My father does what he says he’ll do too. I admire that in a person. But what I really am asking you is, do you think you do right by people most of the time?” She watched him for some sign he might have an issue with taking her to his bed just to win a bet.

      “Most of the time, yes,” he answered her with a genuine smile on his handsome face.

      The dancing blond curls that framed his chiseled features, the straight nearly Roman nose, the perfect teeth, the caramel lips with the lower one slightly plumper than the top one, all came together to give the man a charming look that no female would suspect could be anything but wholesome.

      But Jess was lucky because she knew more than he thought she knew. She knew what he was really doing with her. It made her stomach hurt to know he’d keep on going. So she pressed it a bit further as she asked him, “Do you think using another person for sex is a nice thing to do?”

      “Um, uh, why’d you ask me that?” he stammered as her question had him wondering if she’d read his mind or something.

      Had he inadvertently let her in on the real reason he was wooing her?

      “I just want to know what you think about such a thing,” she said with a little pout on her red, kiss-swollen lips.

      His light beard had rouged her cheeks, making them glow pink. She was young, so full of that youthful glow he so admired in women. What you got with younger women was a thing you didn’t get with older ones who’d been around the block a time or two. You got trust.

      Griffin knew he didn’t deserve trust from Jess. She was right to be asking him the things she did. She was right to trust her intuition about him and what he was after. If he’d been a man who was not in the middle of a bet that he couldn’t get out of, then he’d have stopped it all right then and there.

      It was true; he hadn’t picked Jess out on his own. But she was perfect for him. Why in the world did she have to be so great and so intuitive? That would make things so much harder!

      Her question had hung in the air longer than it should’ve as he thought about what he should say. It made Jessica worried she’d set him off and she’d lost the chance to get to him and make him sorry he’d ever thought about using her.

      She changed her demeanor as she ran her arms around his neck and kissed him instead of waiting for his answer. It didn’t really matter anyway. She was sure he was still set on the course of getting her into bed before the others got her sisters into their beds. She didn’t need to try to get to him. If he’d had an ounce of respect for her, for real, he’d have told her about the dumb bet and told his friends he was out of it.

      The fact he hadn’t done that spoke louder than any word that had come out of his mouth. No matter how nice he seemed, Griffin was set on winning the bet at the cost of her pride.

      It was odd how her heart felt so heavy over a man she didn’t even know. Jess wondered why in the hell that was. She’d never been seriously in love with anyone before. She had no idea what a broken heart felt like.

      So why was what she knew Griffin Houser was up to with her making her feel like her heart was breaking? Why would anything a stranger do make her feel so full of emotion?

      Jess had no clue as to why she felt that way. All she knew for sure was that she hoped like hell his heart ached like hers was when he found she’d gone without a word to him.

      And she hoped her face would stick in his head for a very long time. She knew she’d be seeing his face in her dreams. He was the best-looking man she’d ever had interested in her. Then she reminded herself that he wasn’t really interested in her at all.

      Jess was just a piece of ass to the man, nothing more or less than that. She could’ve been any woman that night. It didn’t matter who; it just mattered how quickly he could get what he was after.

      Any female subject would do!

      

      Chapter 11

      

      Kel gave their cousin Marty the thumbs up as she had Ethan in a frenzy of desire and right where she wanted him to be when she ran out on him. The lights went lower, nearly all the way out.

      “Time to close the pub, I think, Ethan. Is this where we end the night? Or do you want to get to know each other even better?” she asked him.

      “I want you to come with me, Kel. Stay the night with me. I’ll take you somewhere nice,” he said as he kissed her neck. His dick was as hard as a diamond, and Kel was having a hard time not giving into the man. But she had to.

      “Call a cab, and I’ll meet you outside,” she said. “I need to make a quick bathroom stop before we go. Girl stuff, you know.”

      He grabbed her face and left a hard kiss on her lips, making them pulse even more. “I cannot wait to get you in that backseat. I hope I have the patience to get you to a hotel room before I devour you, my love.”

      “Me too,” she said with a giggle. Then she left Ethan and headed to the ladies’ room.

      The lights triggered Cait and Jess to make their getaways too. Cait had Phoenix go outside to hail a cab, and Jess sent Griff to get one too. The sisters made their way to the ladies’ room too and peeked around the corner, seeing the men exchange high fives, further pissing them off.

      “Assholes,” Cait whispered. “They deserve those blue balls they’ll have to find ice packs for.”

      Jess nodded in agreement. She couldn’t talk, as a lump had formed in her throat. She’d held out hope until that very moment that Griffin would do the right thing and let his friends know he was out of the bet they’d made.

      Instead of the bathroom, the women went out a back door and got into Kel’s car that was parked in the employee parking lot behind the pub. They went out a back way and down the road to their family’s home. Not one of them felt like talking. The silence hung heavy in the air.

      When they got home, Kel realized she’d left her purse at the pub. Her cell was inside of it. “Did either of you give your phone numbers to your guys?” she asked her sisters as they made their way into the large two-story brick home they’d grown up in.

      “No,” Cait said. “Why, did you?”

      Kel nodded, and Jess shook her head as she said, “That was foolish, Kel. They were only using us all. I think you’re still gullible.”

      “Most likely,” Kel said. “I’m glad I left my purse at the pub. I’d probably answer Ethan’s call and sneak out to meet him. I’m such a dumbass.”

      Cait wrapped her arm around her older sister. “You’re not a dumbass. You’re just sexually frustrated. You need to get some action, and soon.”

      They went into the bedroom they’d shared forever and went to their closets to get out of their clothes and change into their pajamas. Each of them had a small twin-sized bed they crawled under the blankets of and all let out sighs as they lay back in their beds.

      “Why do men have to be so shallow?” Jess asked her sisters as if they could possibly answer her question. They both seemed just as heartbroken as she was.

      “God made some of them that way, Jess,” Kel answered. “They’re not all that way. Only the ones we know.”

      “I think meeting a man at a bar and thinking he can be a good guy is the wrong thing to do,” Cait said. “It’s like going to a snake farm to pick the best pet for you. It’s foolish. They’re all snakes. There’s not a good one in the whole bunch.”

      “You’re right,” Jess said. “You know, we’re fools to have even given those dudes a chance in hell. We should make a pact never to date or even consider messing with any man we ever meet in a bar anywhere in the world.”

      Cait wiggled down in her bed to get comfortable, a thing she hadn’t been since she left Phoenix’s strong arms. “I think you’re right, Jess. We’ll have to help each other when we see one of us falling for a jackass’ lines.”

      “I’ve got your backs,” Jess said.

      “Me too,” Kel added.

      “And I have yours too,” Cait said. “Let’s try to get some sleep now and put this terrible night behind us all.”

      “Do you think there’s a chance they’ll go back to the pub tomorrow night?” Kel asked. “We all have to work tomorrow night and the next. What should we do if they come in looking for us?”

      “Let them know that we know about their bet and fucked them over before they could fuck us over,” Cait said with a laugh.

      “I don’t think we should be that damn honest with them,” Jess said. “I’d like Griff to hurt a bit. Just like I am. It’s amazing how quickly he got under my skin and made my heart ache. No one has ever made my heart hurt like this.”

      “So we keep the fact we know their game to ourselves, then? If they come in, I mean, which I doubt they will,” Cait asked her sisters.

      Kel agreed, “I think Jess is right. Let them think we ditched them for no other reason than we were playing them. Let that sink into their frozen hearts. Maybe it’ll thaw them out for the next females who come along in their lives.”

      “Maybe you two are right,” Cait said. “But if I may be truthful, I’d like to say that if you two weren’t involved, I’d have helped Phoenix win his bet.”

      “Thanks for the support, Cait,” Kel said. “And I knew that already.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Jess agreed. “But thanks for staying with us. It’s not cool to play that way with all women. Some are fragile.”

      “And some are young and inexperienced,” Kel said. “Men should know more about the women they play games with before going forward with them. I let Ethan know how I’d been hurt and he went ahead with his plan to try to win the bet.”

      “I let Griffin know about me too,” Jess said. “And he too went on with the bet. I gave him up until the very end to change his mind. He didn’t do it. So I hope he has terrible dreams and finds himself missing me like crazy.”

      The others laughed and agreed in unison, “Me too!”

      As hard as it was, the young women closed their eyes and tried not to think of the handsome men who must be waiting outside the pub, wondering what was taking their women so damn long to join them in their sexual endeavors.

      

      Chapter 12

      

      In three different cabs sat the men who were sure they were all going to get lucky; it was just a matter of who got to who first. Each one had a strong opinion that it would be he who struck gold before the others.

      They texted one another with taunts and jibes meant to demoralize their opponents. And it was Ethan who first asked the others if they thought thirty minutes was a bit too long for the women to be freshening up.

      Getting out of the cabs, the men met at the entrance to the pub to find it was locked. They walked around the building to find the back parking lot was empty and the rear entrance was also locked.

      “They ditched us!” Phoenix said as his face fell. “Why would they all three run off?”

      “I have no idea,” Ethan said as he pulled out his cell. “I have Kel’s number, and I’m damn well going to ask her where the hell she is and go find her ass. She told me point blank that she’d go with me to a hotel.”

      “Jess told me that too,” Griffin said with kind of a weepy tone to his deep voice. “I can’t understand this at all.”

      “Cait was all over me. There was never any doubt that she was as into it as I was,” Phoenix moaned as they went back to where the cabs were waiting on them.

      Ethan swiped the screen of his cell as he frowned. “It went to voicemail. Kel’s not going to answer me tonight. I just can’t understand it at all. I told her we’d still see each other. I knew she’d been hurt before and that she was still healing. I didn’t mean to stop seeing her after our bet was done. Why the hell would she just leave me like this?”

      The men let the other two cabs go and got into one that took them back to the bed and breakfast. No one wanted to talk as they rode back. All were completely perplexed by what the women they thought they were getting to know pretty well had done to them.

      As they walked up the stairs, Ethan took out the card with the keypad code on it. “This just means we have to work that much harder to get them into our beds, guys. We knew this might not happen on the first night. Tomorrow is a new day, and this place is small enough that someone will know each of them. We’ll find our girls and let them know we’re not about to give up.”

      Griffin gave him a nod, then took the card out of his hand and punched in the number. “Let’s be quiet. I don’t want to wake the old couple up.”

      When they got inside, they saw gray light coming from what must have been a television in the living room. A man came out of it, wearing an old brown terry cloth robe. “Hello, gents. My wife told me you all were going to be coming in late. I’m Mr. O’Toole.”

      Ethan shook the man’s hand. “Ethan Southern, sir. Happy to meet you.”

      Griffin was next to shake the owner of the bed and breakfast’s hand. “Griffin Houser. A pleasure, sir.”

      “And I’m Phoenix Nelson,” Phoenix said as he took the older man’s hand in a firm shake. “Thank you for being such a good host.”

      “Not a problem,” Mr. O’Toole said. “I can’t imagine why you three look so grim. Didn’t you have a nice time while you were out?”

      “A very nice time,” Ethan said. “But our girls left us hanging.”

      “You had dates?” he asked them.

      “Kind of,” Phoenix said. “We met three of the most amazing women any of us have ever met. And we all thought they liked us, but they must’ve been playing us all.”

      “Where’d you go, might I ask?”

      “Flannigan’s,” Griffin answered.

      “My nephews own that place. A couple of brothers; my sister’s kids. I know most who go in there. What were the names of the women? I’ll probably be able to tell you if you dodged a bullet with them and got lucky they left you out in the cold.”

      “Mine was named Kel,” Ethen said as he frowned. “She was a gorgeous little thing. I thought she was the beauty to my beast.”

      “That’s not like her,” the man said. “Not one bit. And the girl you fancied, Griffin?”

      “Her name’s Jess. She’s tall and blonde.”

      “Yep, and she’s my great niece too. So’s Kel,” Mr. O’Toole said. “How about your girl, Phoenix?”

      “Cait,” he said and was a bit surprised when he found the man nodding.

      “That’s the other two’s sister. She’s the middle girl. They have a younger brother named Scott. He’s still in high school. Those girls are all pretty good girls. All hard workers, all go to college. I can’t see them ditching you three. They must’ve had their reasons.”

      “Sisters, huh?” Ethan said. “They never mentioned that fact to us. That’s odd, don’t you think?”

      “A bit,” Mr. O’Toole agreed. “They work the weekends at the pub. You could go back tomorrow night to see if you could find out what happened. Maybe there’s a logical explanation, after all.”

      “Maybe,” Griffin said. “Goodnight, sir. We’ll see you at breakfast at ten.”

      “Night boys. See you then.”

      The men headed up the stairs, each wondering why the girls hadn’t bothered to let them in on the fact that they were sisters and that they all worked at the pub. The numbers weren’t adding up in any of their heads. And that was a thing they all decided had to be dealt with.

      It was one thing to leave them without a word. It was a whole new ball game to cover up the facts they had. That night the men all had trouble sleeping as they couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened to them.

      Had they all been played by the sisters?

      

      Chapter 13

      

      The next evening had the three men going back to the pub, where they were all set on finding out not only why the women had kept the fact they were related from them, but also why none of them saw fit to tell them that they worked at the pub their father was a part owner in.

      The smell of fried foods hit them as they entered the very busy Flannigan’s Pub and Grill. Ethan was first to set his eyes on Kel, who was taking an order at a table full of young men. She was laughing and joking with them, being nice, chipper, and what he considered to be a bit too flirty.

      He made no attempt to slow his roll as he came up behind her. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      She spun around and looked at him with a gaping mouth. “You as well. I thought you’d be long gone by now. And I’m working, so leave me be, Ethan Southern!”

      “Is he bothering you?” one of the foolish men asked as he stood up from his place at the round table of six young men.

      “Mind your business, boy!” Ethan growled at him. “This young woman and I have a history. Don’t we, love?”

      She looked over her shoulder at the young man who’d come to her defense. “It’s okay, Charlie. I’ll turn in your order and bring your drinks right out.”

      “You let me know if you need me to get rid of any riffraff, Kel,” Charlie said as he took his seat.

      “Will do,” she said as she walked away with Ethan on her heels.

      “You owe me …” That was all he got out before she spun around.

      Her face was red with anger. “Do not tell me what I owe you. Take a seat or take a hike, Ethan!”

      Her eyes flashed red, and Ethan thought he’d better give her a moment to calm herself. “I’m going nowhere, my love. I’ll be right here until you find time to talk to me. And we will talk, you and I.”

      With a huff, she walked away, leaving him staring after her.

      Phoenix spotted his curvy redhead as she was behind the bar, cleaning glasses. “Cait!” he called out to her.

      She ducked her head when she saw him and hightailed it to the back where he couldn’t go. Or so she thought. When he went right back into the kitchen, she was shocked. “You can’t be back here!”

      He grabbed her by the wrist as he spoke between clenched teeth. “You and I are going to talk. You can pick where that’ll be.”

      “I don’t have to talk to you, Phoenix. Just let me go.” Her eyes darted back and forth, and she looked a little afraid.

      He thought it might be because she and her sisters had some kind of a deal going. “I want to know why you lied to me.”

      “I never lied to you,” she said as she struggled to make him let her go. His hand was making waves of heat move through her as she’d dreamt about the man making hot love to her all night long. Him holding her the way he was had been a part of that riotous dream.

      “You three are sisters, Cait!”

      “How’d you find that out?” she asked him with a shocked expression.

      “We have our ways. So let’s talk about why you three skipped out on us all.”

      She jerked her arm, and he let her go. “Just leave us all alone, Phoenix. None of us want to see any of you three ever again. Not ever!” Then she ran away from him, disappearing into the blackness of a hallway at the very back of the kitchen.

      Jess saw Griffin before he found her. She left her station at the cash register, darting past one of her cousin co-workers. “Take over the register, Patsy.”

      Patsy did as she was told as Jess ducked into the hallway that led to the restrooms, not noticing that Griffin had spotted her and was heading her way. When he walked into the ladies’ room right behind her, closing the door and grabbing her, she tried to scream, but his mouth on hers muffled it.

      When she felt his lips on hers and his tongue moved into her mouth as he wrapped his arms around her and turned her around so her back was up against the door, she melted into him and wrapped her legs around him.

      His kiss was hard and demanding. Jess hated that she loved it so much. He pressed his hard cock against her soft core, grinding into her body, making her heat up and grow moist.

      She was powerless to stop him. But when he went too far and moved one hand to unbutton her jeans, she pulled her mouth from his, remembering the damn bet. “No! No, Griff!”

      “Why’d you all do it?” he asked her as he rested his forehead on hers. “Why didn’t you tell any of us that you three are sisters and that you all work here?”

      “It’s not important. What is important is that we’re not going to be seeing any of you. Now let me go,” Jess said as she didn’t even bother to struggle to get away from him.

      “What’s your game, Jess?” he asked her, making her furious.

      The sisters had all agreed not to let the men know, if they did come back for them, that they knew about their bet. So Jess was left on her own to make something up. “I don’t think you’ll stick around, and I don’t want to be another notch on your belt.”

      “You should give me a chance, don’t you think?” he asked her, then kissed her neck, making her moan.

      Griffin could tell it was her sisters who were stopping her from doing what she wanted with him. Her hands plunged into his thick curls as she continued to moan with his attention to her neck. “Yes,” came her soft response.

      “Is that a yes, you’ll give me a chance?” he whispered in her ear then gave her earlobe a nip.

      “No,” she moaned. “It was a yes, that feels so good. But I can’t be doing this. Not with you, anyway.”

      “Not with me?” he asked then looked her in the eyes. “But you can do this with someone else? Not while I’m around, you can’t. You see, I think you and I could be a bit more than just friends.”

      “I know that,” she said as her eyes narrowed and she thought about what his plans for her really were. “But I don’t want anything from you, Griff. Except for you to leave me alone. I’m not a toy.”

      “Who said you were?” he asked. “Your sisters? Did they tell you that I’d treat you like an object? Did they say you should stay away from me because I’d just use you then dump you? Because that’s not what my plan for you is at all, baby. Not at all.”

      But Jess knew what his plan was. It didn’t matter if he kept seeing her; she’d always know he was in it to win the damn bet. He wasn’t worried about hurting her to win it, either. “Let me go, Griff.”

      “If I let you go, will you try to calm down and think rationally? Don’t let your sisters ruin this for us.”

      She shook her head, trying so hard not to blurt out what she knew they were after. Somehow, she managed to hold her tongue. “Let me go.”

      A knock at the door had them ending their little reunion as Griffin had no desire to get thrown out of the pub. “I’ll let you go for now, but I’m not going anywhere. None of us are. You three will have to talk to us. Tonight!”

      With that, he opened the door, finding a shocked older woman who he stomped passed. Jess watched him leave, then fell back against the wall.

      How was she going to deal with him?

      The night passed with the men sitting at a table none of the sisters would wait on. Instead, they left their Aunt Cathy to take care of the men, who watched their every move.

      Cathy had been told only a little about who the men were and why the sisters didn’t want to wait on them. They’d said the men had gone too far in their advances last night. Cathy was perplexed at why that would make her nieces so mad.

      As she gave the guys another round of beers, she asked, “So, what actually happened last night between you all? My nieces are as mad as old wet hens over you three.”

      “I have no idea,” Ethan answered. “We all got along great. Then the girls ran out on us after asking us all to call cabs. This is most likely more than they want you to know, but I’m going to tell you anyway. They all had agreed to get hotel rooms with each of us.”

      Cathy’s hand flew to cover her mouth. “No!”

      Griffin jabbed Ethan in the ribs. “Too much info, Ethan!”

      “Well, they did,” he went on.

      Phoenix was in agreeance with Ethan. “The ladies must’ve gotten cold feet. And that’s okay. We just want to talk to them to get them all to understand we didn’t mean to make them feel forced. Shit! The truth is they were the ones who asked us, not the other way around.”

      “Oh, my God!” Cathy mumbled in disbelief. “So it was them who asked you three to get rooms and, and, oh Lordy, and fornicate with them?”

      Griffin gave Phoenix and Ethan deep frowns as he said, “No! No, that’s not how it was at all. Look, we each want to get the chance to talk to the lady we came to like very much last night. We want an opportunity to let them know we meant them no harm. That’s all, really. Could you be a peach and let them know that, Cathy?”

      “I can,” she said as she fanned herself. “You’re all so handsome and sweet. I think they must’ve misunderstood you guys or something. Let me go see if I can get to the bottom of what their problem is.”

      And with her retreat, the men finally felt like they had a chance of smoothing things over with the girls. Phoenix leaned in to whisper, “Should we end the bet and confess?”

      “God, no!” both Ethan and Griffin said.

      And with that, the men were going to continue with their bet. “We knew this might be hard,” Griffin reminded his friends.

      “We’ll continue just like we planned. Unless you want out, Phoenix,” Ethan said.

      Phoenix looked at the others and shook his head. “No, I’m still in. I just didn’t expect this kind of thing to happen. I thought they might play hard to get. But I never saw them getting mad at us. It’s just throwing me off my game, is all. I’ll get back on the right track.”

      They all clinked their mugs of frothy beer and stayed firm on their bet without a clue as to what the women were aware of.

      

      Chapter 14

      

      Pots and pans clanked as the kitchen staff shouted orders to one another. Jess, Cait, and Kel stood to one side in a huddle, discussing the audacity of the men who had dared to show their faces at their pub again.

      “In the ladies’ room?” Kel asked Jess after she’d told them where Griff had cornered her. “Well, that’s too much! I’ll tell the man he’s overstepped his bounds!”

      “No!” Jess argued. “I’m not a little kid anymore, Kel. I can take care of myself. I did manage to get out of there with my panties still on, you know.”

      Cait laughed as she cut her eyes to look at their Aunt Cathy, who was coming into the kitchen, looking for something. When she saw her three nieces, she came straight to them. “We need to talk, girls.”

      Their rotund aunt’s cheeks were red, which meant she’d been embarrassed. The girls’ ire was up already. If any of the men had anything to do with what was wrong with their aunt, then the men had it coming to them in spades.

      “Did anyone speak to you in an improper manner, Aunt Cathy?” Cait asked her.

      When she nodded, Kel grew furious. “Tell me who and I’ll deal with him!”

      “Well, my darling nieces, my demeanor is off as I’ve heard some … Well, some news that quite frankly I don’t understand,” Cathy said as she fanned herself. At 51, Cathy wasn’t exactly inexperienced in the ways of love, but she’d been married to the girls’ uncle for 25 years. She wasn’t used to hearing sexual things about any of her family.

      Jess’ hand went to her hip as she asked, “What did you hear and who did you hear it from?”

      “Your men,” Cathy said.

      Kel’s hand went up as she said, “They are not our men! But what did the asses say?”

      “They said that you three asked them to get cabs and take you to hotel rooms for the night to fornicate like animals!” Cathy blurted out, making the entire kitchen go silent.

      Kel looked around as everyone was staring at them with gaping mouths. “No! No, that wasn’t how things went! And you all get back to work! We have hungry customers out there. Mind your business!”

      Jess’s cheeks were scarlet as she asked her aunt, “Did they actually say those exact words, Aunt Cathy?”

      “No, no they didn’t mention the part about fornicating like animals. That’s my personal spin on it. But they did say you all were coming on to them,” Cathy explained.

      “We did,” Cait confessed. “We had our reasons, though.”

      “Well, reasons or not,” Cathy told them as she shook her finger at them all. “You should never toy with people. You all were raised better than that. Now, I want you all to give those men at least ten minutes of your time. I want you all to explain why you did what you did to them.”

      “No,” Kel said stubbornly.

      “You will, or I’ll tell your grandmother what you’ve done, and we all know how long that sermon will be,” Cathy threatened.

      “Damn,” Cait muttered under her breath. “That woman will give us all brand new Bibles with the sections she’ll make us read out loud to her paper clipped so we can find them quickly.”

      “And then we’ll have to attend Mass with her for a solid week, every dang morning,” Jess added as she kicked the floor with her black non-slip shoe.

      Kel stuffed her hands in her apron pockets as she griped, “And go to confession every evening. It’ll cost less of our time to let the guys talk to us for ten minutes.”

      “That it will,” Cathy said as she huffed, knowing she’d won the battle. “You all are officially on a 15 minute break, my darlings. Make it count.” She herded her nieces up and pushed them all out of the kitchen. “Get to cleaning up your messes, girls.”

      Kel saw the smiles on the men’s faces as they left the sanctuary of the kitchen. “There they are. And look at those shit-eating grins they’re all wearing.”

      “I’m just going to let Griff talk, but I’m not going to say a word about why we ran out on them,” Jess said.

      “Come on, girls,” Cait said. “Let’s toy with them some more. They want to come this far for us and their stupid bet. Let’s act as if we’ve all had a change of heart. We can blame it on Aunt Cathy.”

      Kel turned around to look at her sisters with an evil grin on her lips. “Tell your man you’ll accept a daytime date tomorrow, if he cares to make amends. At least we can all get a free meal and maybe some flowers and candies out of the bastards.”

      “I’m going to tell Griff the date needs to be something pretty spectacular,” Jess said as she made her way to the table where the men were waiting for them.

      Griff got up and met her halfway, taking her hand and kissing it. Ethan kept his seat, making Kel come all the way to him. Phoenix tried to wait, but found he couldn’t and got up just as Cait got to him. He picked her up in his strong arms and kissed her. Then he carried her off to a secluded booth.

      Running his hand through her auburn ponytail, Phoenix whispered, “I’m sorry, Cait. Whatever it was that I did to make you feel uncomfortable, I’m sorry. I’ll be a gentleman tonight.”

      Cait’s heart melted as he looked at her with puppy dog eyes. “Well, it’s not all your fault. Maybe my sisters and I were kind of wrong to get our panties in a bunch about you three. Aunt Cathy talked some sense into us.”

      “Can I make it up to you?” Phoenix asked her as he ran his hand over her cheek.

      With a smile, Cait said, “You can take me on a real date tomorrow. But only in the daytime. I can’t trust you at night. Not yet.”

      “Nor can I trust myself to keep my hands off you at night,” he said, then kissed her with a sweet kiss. “I’ll make it a very special day for you, Cait. A date you’ll never forget.”

      She sighed and leaned in for another kiss. “Good. Now, how about one more kiss before I have to get back to work?”

      “I’d love to oblige you with one,” he said, then planted another kiss on her delicious lips.

      Jess found herself pinned against the back wall as Griff leaned his body on hers. “Baby, you look like you have something you’d like to say to me,” Griff said as he played with her long ponytail.

      Her body was quivering with him all over her, but she swallowed and shook her head to clear her brain. “We’ve talked, my sisters and I. We’ve decided that we can accept dates from you guys. But daytime dates. And I expect something out of the ordinary. If you still want to see me, then you’ll agree to it.”

      She shuddered as his lips brushed the area just behind her ear. “K.”

      Placing her hands on his chest, she pushed him back a bit. “What time should I expect you, tomorrow?”

      Griffin held out his hand. “Give me your cell.” She did as he’d asked and he called his number. “Now we have each other’s numbers, and I’ll call you in the morning to let you know what time I’ll come for you.”

      “My father will be waiting to meet you, Griff,” Jess told him, trying to intimidate him a bit.

      “Great. I’d love to meet the man who raised such a spunky woman.” He kissed her then, and she wrapped her arms around his neck involuntarily.

      Meanwhile, Kel took a seat across the table from Ethan as she eyed him warily. “So, you think that you can tell our aunt some lies and get us where you want us, do you?” she said with a smirk.

      “Lies? We told no lies, love. So, why the teasing last night?” he asked her as he leaned forward and took her hand which laid on the table top. His thumb stroked her palm, making her stomach go tight, and heat flood her entire body. Warmth pooled in her nether regions and Kel knew things would be harder for her than she was used to handling.

      “Why the rush to go to a hotel?” Kel volleyed back.

      “I do recall that you were in every bit as much of a rush as I was. Your body told me as much. Your soft skin was begging for my touch,” he said with a husky voice that made her ears ache to hear more.

      “Did it ever occur to you that I might’ve been testing your character, Ethan? I told you about my heartbreak and gave you the opportunity to do the right thing, and you didn’t do it,” Kel said. “So, I’m willing to give you one more shot.”

      “You are?” he asked as he moved his hand up her arm in a slow and deliberate motion. “And what kind of a shot are we talkin’ ’bout here?”

      “You can take me on a legitimate date. One in the light of day. One where you can show me you’re a gentleman and not some fly-by-night rogue who wishes to give me a toss in the hay then fly away like a thief in the night, taking my heart to a new low.”

      His eyes lit up as his lips curled into a smile. “I’m in your heart?”

      Kel wasn’t happy with how her words had betrayed her. “You could be. If you play your cards right.”

      “Then I’ll play them right, my love. Your heart is right where I long to be. You’ve kind of broken into mine as well.”

      Pulling her hand to make her stand up, he pulled her to him and then down on his lap. His mouth took hers and found it wanting as she kissed him back and wrapped her arms around him.

      She’d be putty in his hands after he showed her a bit of gentlemanly behavior. Kel would be easy to get into bed; of that Ethan was sure.

      

      Chapter 15

      

      Thanks to the women’s aunt and uncle at the bed and breakfast, the men were privy to information that had them planning dates that would definitely encourage intimacy. Griff had a rental car delivered to him and set out to pick Jess up. He was set to impress the young woman.

      Pulling up to the curb in front of their modest two-story home, Griff found it was quaint and homey. The porch was simple, with cement stairs that led to a green door.

      Griff carried the box of dark chocolates and a bouquet of a dozen yellow roses with him as he went to ring the bell. It was her father who opened the door. White hair, a wrinkled face, and a frown greeted him. “And you are?”

      “I’m Griffin Houser, Mr. Flannigan. I’m here to pick up Jessica for our date.”

      The door was pushed open as Jess’ father took a step back. “You may as well come inside. She’s not ready yet.” Mr. Flannigan was an abrupt man, none too happy looking. “They told me about you men. I can’t say I agree that any of them should be going on a date with you. We know nothing about any of you except you’re not from around here.” He took a seat in an old, beat-up plaid chair and set his light blue eyes on Griffin. “So, why bother with my daughters?”

      Griffin wasn’t used to being talked to in such a way. Being from a prominent family, he was always treated with a certain amount of respect. Most fathers would’ve been over the moon if he had wanted to date their daughters. But he had to remember that no one in the small town knew a thing about who he really was. He took an unoffered seat on the old sofa, sinking into the deep recesses of the cushion that had seen better days.

      “Mr. Flannigan, my friends and I were in Boston for a funeral. We wanted to put a spin on the sadness and make a trip through New England to check out the beautiful scenes there’re so many of in this part of the country,” Griffin said as he smiled. “When I saw your daughter in the pub, well, I knew she was an exceptional person and that I’d like to get to know her.”

      “Who died?” Mr. Flannigan asked, making Griff freeze.

      He wasn’t sure if he should reveal that information, as it might not sit well with the man. But he had no choice. He couldn’t lie to him. It was likely he’d be asking his friends the same question.

      “Julia Loveless was a client of mine. She was killed in a hit and run accident. Very tragic. I was sent by my company to pay our respects to her family.” He nodded sadly as he looked at the floor that was covered in old, rust-colored carpeting.

      The house was lovely outside but dated inside. It needed a renovation pretty badly. He wondered if he paid to have that done whether it’d win him some brownie points. Then he remembered the spending limit and knew that was out.

      “She was your client?” Mr. Flannigan asked. “Anything more than that? Your lover, perhaps?”

      Griff choked as the man hit the nail on the head. “Um, uh …”

      “Hey, Griff, you ready?” Jess asked as she came down the stairs that creaked under her light weight.

      He jumped up, extending the box of candy and the flowers. “I am! Wow, you look beautiful!” He hurried to meet her as she stepped off the last step. “I got you these.”

      Dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and a pair of tennis shoes, she hadn’t tried to impress Griff. Her long, dark blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail and she wore a bit of mascara and nothing else.

      Jess took the box of chocolates as she leaned in to smell the roses. “My fav color, Griff. How’d you know?” She looked Griff over and found him wearing something similar, a pair of faded blue jeans, a nice pullover and a pair of Nike’s.

      “Oh, are they?” he asked as he smiled shyly at her. “This is my favorite color of roses too. How interesting. Don’t you think?”

      She nodded as she looked at the box of candy. “And dark chocolate is my fav too.”

      “Another thing we have in common,” he said as he extended his arm for her to take.

      She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm as she went to place the candy on a small table. “Put the vase of flowers in the center of this table. I think they’ll look pretty here, Griff.” She set the box of candy next to them and kissed his cheek as her father made a huffing sound. “Thank you. I love them.”

      “You’re very welcome, Jess. Are you ready to go?” Griff asked.

      “Take him to meet your mother,” her father directed. “She’s in the kitchen.”

      “Come on, Griff,” Jess said as she led him out of the living room, down a dark hallway.

      Griffin had to admit to himself that he was feeling a swarm of butterflies. “Is she as nice as your father is?” he asked with a little chuckle.

      “You knockin’ my dad, Griff?” Jess stopped and asked him as she looked him in the eye.

      “Hell, no!” he said with a high voice. “I love him!”

      “Good,” Jess said, then continued down the hall. She pushed open a galley-style door to a room where there was an older woman with grayish hair kneading a large ball of dough. “Mom, this is Griff.”

      Wiping her hands on her white apron, the woman smiled as she approached them, extending her hand. “You can call me, Mrs. Flannigan, Griff.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said as he shook her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You think?” she asked with a wink. “Let me see if ya still think that after I tell you what I have to say.” She pinched his cheek. “This girl is my baby girl. If she gets hurt, then I get pissed. And I don’t handle anger very well. I tend to take it out on the flesh of who’s pissed me off. Do you understand what I’m sayin’ boy?”

      Griffin nodded and thought to himself that she was much scarier than Jess’ dad. “I do, Mrs. Flannigan. I’m just going to be taking Jessica out for the afternoon. No hurting involved.”

      “I want to know where it is you’re takin’ my daughter, boy,” she said, then went back to beating the hell out of the dough ball.

      “Lunch and a movie,” he said as he looked at Jess with wide eyes. “Is that okay with you, Jess?”

      “It’ll do. Do I get to pick where we eat and what we see?” Jess asked.

      “And the movie better not be one of those nasty, dirty, smutty ones, boy!” her mother warned him as she gave him a wink. Her mother’s body language was just the opposite of the words that came out of her mouth. It was amazing and frightening at the same time.

      “Well, the movie is a love story, but I don’t believe there’s anything smutty about it. It’s rated PG, I think,” Griffin said, then turned his attention to Jess. “As for you choosing where we eat and what we see, I’ve already made those decisions.”

      “Controlling? Dominating?” Mrs. Flannigan asked with a smile.

      “No, ma’am, not at all,” Griff said as he shook his head. “It’s just that she asked me to make a date that wasn’t ordinary. That’s why I picked the places. That’s all. Nothing more than that. I swear it!”

      “No whips and chains for you, huh, boy?” her mother asked, sending him into a heat of embarrassment that Jess didn’t seem to have.

      “No! I’m not into that.” He wiped his suddenly sweating brow.

      “We can go now,” Jess said. “If you still want to.”

      “Yes, yes, I want to. Happy to meet you, Mrs. Flannigan. I’ll have her back here before six this evening.”

      “Fine,” the woman told him, then added, “Dinner’s at eight, if you’d care to join us. I’m making haggis.”

      Griffin leaned in to whisper to Jess, “Isn’t that guts boiled in the stomach of a sheep or something like that?”

      “It is,” she said with a smile. “I’d love you to join us. Griff.”

      The urge to wretch was nearly overwhelming. He swallowed back the bile that had risen in his throat. “Sure, I’d love to join you all for dinner. Thank you so much for inviting me, Mrs. Flannigan.”

      “See you then, Griffin,” she said with a grin that told him she was trying to get him to go away. But he wasn’t going anywhere. He’d manage to get some of the terrible food down, he hoped.

      Jess led him out a back door, and they walked around the side of the house. When she saw the Lambo parked next to the curb, she stopped. “I wonder whose that is.”

      Griffin pulled the key fob out of the pocket of his jeans and pressed the button to unlock it. “That would be my rental. Would you care to drive, Jess?”

      “You’re shittin’ me!” Jess bolted away from him, as she couldn’t believe her eyes. It was her favorite color, canary yellow. She ran her hand over the smooth lines of the car. “I can’t drive this. I’m too afraid, Griff.”

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of. Come on; jump behind the wheel, baby. You can take some of the lesser traveled roads so you can get used to how it handles before we set off to eat at the Bangkok Hill Thai Restaurant.”

      Jess’ mouth dropped open. “How in the hell did you find out I love Thai food? I can’t ever get anyone to go with me!”

      “You love it too?” he asked with wide eyes. “Me too!”

      She pushed his chest as she shouted, “Shut up!”

      “I can’t,” he said with a chuckle. “I do love it. Now climb in and let’s get out of here.”

      “You’re really going to let me drive this badass car, Griff?” she asked as she put her hand on the door handle.

      “I am. I’m trusting you with my life, Jess,” he said as he got into the passenger side.

      She just stood there, wondering if he was really this way all the time or only stepping up his game to win the bet. Then she got into the car and told herself she didn’t care why he was being the way he was; she was going to enjoy the date and drive the car she’d only ever dreamt she would.

      

      Chapter 16

      

      Rolling up to the house Cait had given him the address to, Phoenix got out of the Rolls Royce he’d hired for the day and went up to get his date for the afternoon. Buttoning up his black Armani jacket, he smoothed out his matching slacks and rubbed the tops of his shiny leather shoes on the backs of them to make sure they were clean.

      He pressed the doorbell but didn’t hear it ringing inside the house, so he knocked on the green door. “Coming!” a woman shouted.

      A gray-haired lady, wearing a light blue dress with a white apron covering it, opened the door. “Well, you’re not the Scot, so you must be Phoenix, here for Caitlyn.” She let him in as she looked him up and down. “I’m her mother.”

      Phoenix saw the yellow roses and box of candy on a small table in the living room. He mentally kicked himself for not thinking to bring those things to Cait. He reached out to shake her mom’s hand and found she’d already retreated to take a seat. She wore a friendly smile on her wrinkled face, and was a bit older than he thought she’d be.

      “Um, should I go up and get her myself?” he asked as he stood at the foot of the stairs, feeling the need to grab Cait up and get the hell out of there.

      The woman wore a sweet smile as she said with the most pleasing tone to her voice, “You go up those stairs, boy, and you’ll be met with a baseball bat to the head.”

      “Oh,” he said as he stood where he was. “Um, then how will Cait know I’m here, Mrs. Flannigan?”

      “These walls are paper thin,” she said. “I can assure you that she’s aware of your arrival, fancy pants.”

      His brows arched with her words. He ran his hand over his expensive suit jacket. “I don’t usually dress so formally. I have kind of a special day planned for us, and I wanted to look my best for your daughter, Mrs. Flannigan.”

      “Did ya, now?” she asked as the squeaking sound of a door came from behind him down a darkened hallway.

      Phoenix watched a man wearing a white T-shirt and black, loose-fitting slacks walk toward him as he wiped his hands on his pant legs. “And you are?” the man asked gruffly.

      “I’m Phoenix Nelson, sir,” Phoenix held out his hand. “You must be Caitlyn’s father. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her father shook his hand, then shouted up the staircase, “Cait, get your arse down here. Your fella’s here.”

      “Coming,” she shouted back.

      Her father made his way to take a seat in an old recliner. “Are you gonna tell Cait’s mother and me why you really want to take our daughter out? Unlike the man who picked up our Jessica.”

      Phoenix shuffled back and forth, wishing like hell Cait would hurry up so they could leave. “I like your daughter. She’s great. That’s why I asked her out.”

      “But you didn’t ask her out,” her mother said with a smile. “The girls told you fellas to take them out.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Phoenix wasn’t aware of how much the women had told their parents. Apparently, everything! “Well, I mean, I was going to ask her out anyway. Even before she told me to. And I do like her. I like her a lot.”

      “And how much did you like Julia Loveless?” Mr. Flannigan asked him, making him nearly drop to the floor with surprise.

      “Huh?” Phoenix asked, as he was in shock.

      “The Loveless girl?” Mr. Flannigan asked. “What was she to you?”

      “Um, how do you know about her?” he asked as he shook his head to clear it.

      “The other boy,” Mrs. Flannigan answered. “So, how did you know the woman you went to the funeral for?”

      “She and I were friends,” he finally said as he looked up the stairs, praying Cait would be at the top of them. She wasn’t, and he looked back to find her parents looking him over.

      “Friends with benefits?” her father asked.

      “Um, uh,” he had no idea what to say. “Not really.”

      “What exactly kind of an answer is that?” Cait’s mom asked him as she picked up a couple of sharp knitting needles and some yarn from a basket next to where she was sitting.

      Thankfully, Cait appeared at the top of the stairs, wearing a deep green dress and black heels. A row of pearls hit her right at her collarbone.

      “Oh, God, Cait!” Phoenix could think of nothing else as he looked at her. Her auburn hair was pulled back with a headband made out of glittery beads; the rest of her hair spilled in loose waves over her shoulders as she walked down to him. He took her hand, placing a kiss on top of it. “You’re gorgeous.”

      “I love your suit, Phoenix,” she said, then pulled the lapel a bit and whistled. “Armani. Nice.”

      The sweet moment was interrupted by her father. “And where will our daughter be?”

      “Oh,” Phoenix said as he looked at the man who was frowning at him. “It’s a park. I’ve got a picnic planned.”

      Her mother laughed as she shook her head. “Dressed like a couple of movie stars to eat on the ground. Have fun with that.”

      “Mom,” Cait warned her mother. “Can you please be a bit nicer to this man?”

      “I can,” her mother said. “As a matter of fact, I’d like to invite your young man to dinner tonight. It’ll be served at eight.”

      Cait looked at Phoenix as she asked, “Would you like to come?”

      He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Nothing would make me happier. I’d love to join your family for dinner this evening.”

      “Great. I’ll set another place for you, boy,” Mrs. Flannigan said as she smiled like the cat who ate the canary.

      “See you this evening then,” Phoenix said as he led Cait out the front door.

      Her eyes fell upon the elegant car with the driver who was waiting at the back door for them. “You hired a car?” she asked.

      “I did,” Phoenix said as they walked down the cement path. “Do you like it?”

      “Afternoon, madam,” the driver greeted her. He was dressed in a chauffer’s uniform and tipped his hat at her as he opened the door.

      “Good afternoon,” she said with a grin. “This is like a dream.” She slid into the back seat of the car. The rich color of the leather had her running her hand over it. “So soft. It smells so nice in here.”

      Phoenix moved in next to her as the driver closed the door behind him. He leaned in and kissed her neck, taking in a deep breath. “You smell better, Caity-cat.”

      With a giggle, Cait looked down at her hands as she had them folded in her lap. She hoped she could keep her wits about her with the man who was pushing all the right buttons.

      

      Chapter 17

      

      The clip-clop of horses’ hooves beat the pavement, then stopped in front of Kellie Flannigan’s family’s home. Ethan noted the nice trees in the yard and the way the grass was kept neat and the hedges were trimmed.

      Climbing out of the carriage he’d rented for the day, Ethan called out to the driver of the two horses that pulled the pristine white carriage, “I’ll get her and be right back. No need to get down.”

      “Yes, sir,” the driver said.

      Ethan was dressed in a tan linen suit. He’d instructed Kel to wear something romantically comfortable. Curious to see what she’d come up with, he rapped on the door, then waited for someone to answer it.

      A man opened the door. “And you’re the Scot.”

      “Ethan Southern, sir. You must be Master Flannigan.” Ethan saw a woman behind the man, peering over his shoulder. “And you must be the mistress of the manor.” Neither greeted him with a smile of any kind.

      The door was opened and behind them stood Kel. She was glowing in a flowing pale pink dress made of cotton and lace. Made in two tiered levels, the cotton portion covered her to just above the knees, and the lace went to the ground. Tan sandals let her pretty pink toenails show. She’d straightened her blonde hair and looked radiant.

      “I like your romantic, comfortable style choice,” Ethan said as Kel walked to the door.

      “And I like yours,” she said as she stepped out the door and saw the carriage. “I saw that from my bedroom window. I must admit, I’m impressed, Ethan.”

      She took his arm, and he led her down the walkway. Her mother called out to them, “Dinner’s at eight, Ethan. I hope you decide to join us.”

      He stopped and asked Kel, “Would you like that, my love?” She nodded, and he looked back at her mother. “I’d like that, Mrs. Flannigan. Thank you.”

      Kel was in a dream-like state with the romantic gesture Ethan was making. She knew it was all an act to get into her pants, but she was still impressed.

      Ethan opened the carriage door, allowing Kel to get inside of it. White leather covered the comfortable seats that ran along each side. He took the side opposite from hers. “You’re not going to sit next to me?” she asked.

      “I want to take in the lovely scenery that is you, love.” He reached out to take her hands in his as the horses moved the carriage forward. “Today is only about you.”

      With a nod, Kel looked out the window and tried hard to remind herself the whole thing was fake. All of it was planned to get her into bed. Her heart ached as she tried not to cry.

      “The weather’s lovely today; don’t you agree?” Ethan asked as he trailed his fingers along the top of her hand.

      “I have to agree with you. Would you like to tell me what we’ll be doing today?” She watched his fingers as they moved over her skin. As hard as she tried to ignore the heat it caused her, she couldn’t.

      “Tell, me, love,” he said as they pulled to a stop at the edge of a park. “Do you like plays?”

      “Um, I’m not sure. I mean, I was in one in my high school days, and it was fun. But I’ve never been to a real play,” Kel answered.

      Ethan got out of the carriage and turned to help her out. “Who’s your favorite actor?”

      “Leo DiCaprio. I just loved him in that Titanic movie. He and Kate Winslet are my favorite on-screen couple,” Kel said as she let Ethan take her hand and lead her down a path nearly obscured by large bushes.

      “Oh, and your favorite comedic actor?” Ethan asked as he lifted her hand and kissed it then tucked it back into his.

      “Rebel Wilson can make me laugh even when I don’t want to,” Kel told him as they walked along the pathway. They came to a small clearing where a red and white checkered blanket was neatly placed on the green carpet grass. A giant oak tree sprawled over it. “Is this us?”

      Ethen gave her a nod and helped her take a seat on the blanket. A basket was sitting at one corner. He sat down and pulled it over to him, taking out a bottle of champagne along with a couple of flutes. “Bubbly?”

      Kel had to smile at him. “Please.”

      The bottle had been opened already, letting Kel know someone was helping the man who was trying his best to impress her. He filled the glasses, then pulled out a covered silver tray. When he pulled the top off, she found the silver platter covered in little delights.

      “Fancy a nibble?” he asked her as he picked up a bite-sized strawberry that’d been dipped in white chocolate. There were crackers with caviar on them, some truffles, and red grapes.

      Kel let Ethan place the fruit in her mouth and had to admit to herself that he was quite adept at the romance thing. When someone cleared his throat, she looked up to find a man standing at the edge of their blanket.

      A man she recognized, but he couldn’t be who she was thinking. A couple of women came out from behind a large bush and Kel nearly choked on the strawberry. “No!”

      “Hi, Kel; allow me to introduce myself,” the man said.

      “Leo DiCaprio!” she said in a whisper. Kel’s eyes moved to the woman who stood on the right of him. “And you’re Kate Winslet!” The woman on the other side of him bowed. “And you’re Rebel …”

      “Wilson, at your service, madam,” the woman finished Kel’s sentence.

      “I hired these three to perform a play for you, my love,” Ethan said as he took her in his arms, then leaned back against the large tree’s trunk.

      “Ethan!” Kel gasped.

      “We’ll be performing an F. Scott Fitzgerald play for you today, Kel,” Leo said. “Porcelain and Pink.”

      All Kel could do was nod. Her throat was swollen shut. Her brain had gone numb. She gripped Ethan’s arms as he pulled her back to lean against him. “Thank you all for this, guys,” Ethan said. “I think she’s ready to watch you all work your magic.”

      All three bowed, then stepped away to ready the area for the play. Kel turned her head as Ethan leaned up and kissed her cheek. “How?” was all she could get out.

      “Never mind that, love. Just enjoy the play.” He held her tight as he rested his chin on her shoulder.

      Although she knew Ethan was doing it all just for a roll in the hay, Kel had to admit that the man was beyond anything she’d ever imagined. “Thank you, Ethan.”

      “This is just a taste of what you and I can have,” he whispered. “Just a bit of icing on a monstrous cake.”

      Kel was inclined to believe him.

      He was blowing her away.

      

      Chapter 18

      

      Jess thought Griffin was most likely lying about liking Thai food, so when he ate more than she did of the spicy stuff, she was pleasantly surprised that he had turned out to be telling her the truth.

      She let him drive when they left the restaurant to go to the movies. “Are you sure, Jess? I don’t mind letting you drive.”

      “I’m stuffed. You drive,” she said as she went to the passenger side of the Lamborghini.

      Griff was quick to step up and open the door for her. He took her by the waist and gave her a quick kiss. “I’m glad to have someone to eat Thai with.”

      Jess ran her hands over his broad shoulders and wished like hell he wanted more than a quick screw. “You talk like you’ll be sticking around, Griff. That’s not really fair of you.”

      “You talk like I have to leave, which I don’t.” He closed the door and went around the car to get in.

      Jess watched him and wondered why he’d say such a thing. When he got into the car, she asked him, “Have you ever been in a serious relationship?”

      He started the car, then smiled at her. “Not really.”

      “You’re kind of old not to have had one. That tells me you’re a player,” she said as she turned to look out the window. “So I’d like to remind you that I haven’t had much experience, and you should really be careful what you say to me. I might take some of it to heart. If you know what I mean.”

      “I hope you do take the things I tell you to heart, baby.” He pulled out of the parking lot and headed up the road as Jess sat there wondering why a man who was interested in her merely to win a bet would tell her so much bullshit.

      Anger began to rise up inside of her as they drove down the road. She became eerily quiet, a thing Griffin was acutely aware of. He had no idea if things would progress past the point of one of them winning the bet, but he knew he genuinely liked Jess.

      When he pulled into the parking lot of the local movie theater that was empty except for two other cars, Jess looked at him with a puzzled expression. “Are they even open yet?”

      “Let’s go find out,” he said as he tried to keep a smile off his face.

      Griffin had a friend back in Montana at the theater near his home that had an in with the movie industry. Calling in a favor, Griffin had been able to get a private screening of a film Jess’ aunt had told him she was chomping at the bit to see.

      Parking the car right up front had Jess looking at the empty and closed looking theater with a frown on her pretty face. “Why don’t you run up and see if the doors are locked? I think this place is closed, Griff.”

      Shaking his head, he got out of the car and came around to open her door. “Come on, baby.” He held out his hand, and she took it as she looked doubtfully at him.

      Jess remained silent as she and Griffin went up to the doors. When one was pushed open, and a man in a red uniform stood at it, she was pleasantly surprised as he said, “Hello, Mr. Houser and Miss Flannigan. Welcome to your private movie.”

      “Private?” Jess asked as she looked at Griff, who was all smiles.

      The usher hurried to grab them a tray of popcorn, nachos, and sodas, then led them to one of the theaters. “I bet you like to sit way up at the top,” Griff said as the usher looked at them.

      “I do. In the middle,” Jess said.

      Up they went, the usher leading the way. “Here you two go. And the movie will start just as soon as I get up there to start it.” He handed the tray to Griffin and headed out.

      “How’d you do this, Griff?” Jess took a handful of popcorn and popped it into her mouth.

      “I have my ways.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “I hope you’ll hold my hand while we watch the movie.”

      “You never know. You might get that lucky, stud-muffin.” She smiled and took a sip of the soda.

      The lights lowered and the screen lit up. When Jess sat back as Griffin put his arm around her, she gasped as the name of the movie came up on the big screen.

      “Have you seen this one already?” Griffin asked her as he held back a laugh.

      “Griff! How?” She was stupefied, as she knew that the movie hadn’t been released yet.

      “I have my ways, baby. Stick with me and you’ll have lots of remarkable times.” He kissed her cheek and was more than surprised when she took his face in her hands and planted a big kiss smackdab on his mouth.

      It took him by surprise, as Jess had been a bit on the cool side with him for the first part of the date. When she ended their kiss, she looked into his eyes. “Thank you, Griff. I mean that. This is the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      He took her hands in his as he watched her eyes dance. “You’re welcome, Jess. I mean that too. I have to admit; you’re even more beautiful when you’re happy.” Then he pushed up the armrest divider that separated them and wrapped her in his arms. With a kiss to the top of her head, he knew he was going into uncharted territory with the young woman. He just couldn’t seem to stop himself, though.

      

      Chapter 19

      

      The quacking of little black ducks had Cait looking behind her to watch the birds as they swam across the pond. Phoenix had taken her to a lovely little park where they seemed to be the only patrons that afternoon, except for a strolling Italian acoustic band that made it seem as if they were in a remote Italian village rather than the middle of Massachusetts.

      A small, round, white linen clothed table with two chairs was filled with wine, oysters on the half-shell, and a cheese and fruit tray.

      Phoenix looked like some kind of a model as he sat in the sun’s glowing light. And Cait resembled a princess in Phoenix’s eyes. He couldn’t remember a time he’d thought anyone looked so beautiful.

      “Would you care to take a walk with me, Caity-cat?” Phoenix asked as he got up and offered her his hand.

      “Sure,” she said as she took it and got up.

      He slipped his arm around her waist, holding her close to his side. Cait wished things didn’t feel so natural and right with the man. Either that or maybe he’d tell her about the bet and add that he’d stepped out of it.

      But he never said a word about that. Instead, he said, “Since I’m coming over for dinner tonight, maybe we should make some plans for tonight too.”

      Cait tensed with the offer. “Why?”

      He stopped their procession down a small pathway through a grove of lovely trees. “Why?” he asked her as he took her by the shoulders. Then he kissed her with an easy kiss.

      Cait knew the kiss was meant to throw her off guard. Phoenix was trying to coddle her into thinking he had no ulterior motives. Thankfully, she knew better. When he pulled his lips from hers, leaving hers pulsing and wanting more, she said, “Phoenix, tell me what you want in life.”

      He had no idea what to tell her. He had all he could ever ask for and then some. He was rich. Didn’t have to work another day in his life. What more was there?

      But he knew she was looking to get to know him better, so he made some shit up. “I want it all, Cait. I want the big dream. You know?”

      “No, tell me,” she said as she took his hand and started walking again. “For instance, my big dream is to have a great career, develop some great tasting and nutritional foods—out of insects, mind you—and get people to not only buy them but like them too. And I want to have a family of my own one day, to share my life with.”

      “Like a hubby and some kids?” Phoenix asked as he hoped she’d be adding that she wanted that in the distant future.

      “Yes, like that. Maybe in the next year or so,” she said, freaking him out.

      Phoenix coughed and looked away. “You’re young, Cait. No need to go rushing into anything.”

      “Oh, I’d never rush into something that important,” she said. “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

      “No,” he said abruptly. Her words were making him think she was getting a bit too serious with him and he wanted to slow things down. “I think love grows on a person.”

      “I don’t know,” Cait said. “I think I’ll know I’ve found the man for me when I see him.”

      “Have you seen him yet?” Phoenix asked as he crossed his fingers and hoped she wasn’t about to tell him she was in love with him or some shit like that.

      “No, I haven’t,” she said, and she looked at him with a smile.

      He should’ve felt relief. Instead, he felt let down. “You sure about that, Caity-cat?”

      She nodded and pulled at him to go over to a swing set. “Would you push me on a swing, Phoenix?”

      “I will,” he said, but forced the issue about her not finding love at first sight with him. “You know, I saw a spark in your eyes when you first looked at me, Cait.”

      “I saw one in yours too,” she said as she sat on the swing and he went around behind her, pulling it back a bit then letting it go.

      As she swung, she had to smile and think to herself that Phoenix seemed to be trying to get her to admit she’d found love at first sight with him— a thought that was hilarious in her mind.

      Phoenix had no idea why it was getting to him so badly as he blurted out, “Well, I think you liked me when you first saw me.”

      “I didn’t know you at that time. So I didn’t like you just by looking at you. Did I think you were hot? The answer to that is hell, yes. But I didn’t like you until we talked and you kissed me. Then I liked you very much. But I have no idea about anything other than that. You’re a bit closed off. A bit secretive about who you really are. That’s off-putting.”

      He stopped the swing and went around to get in front of her then pushed her away from him as he said, “I could tell you more about myself tonight, after dinner. If you’d go with me somewhere afterward.”

      “Hmm, a hotel, maybe?” she asked with a grin as the swing came up to him and he pushed it back.

      He smiled, and the next time the swing came up, he grabbed it and kissed her, then let it go, and she swung away from him. It made her giggle, and he found the sound intoxicating. “Maybe a hotel. If you want to do that.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I think you would like to, but I won’t push you on that. So, how about drinks after dinner? Since you told me that your mother’s making haggis, I think I might need a drink or two.”

      “Knocking my mother’s cooking before you’ve even tried it, Phoenix?”

      “It’s guts cooked in a stomach, Cait! Yeah, I’m knocking it.” He laughed, but his tummy clenched as he thought about actually having to eat the dreadful stuff.

      “You said you like authentic Mexican food, Phoenix. Haven’t you ever eaten menudo?” she asked him as she put her feet down to stop the swing.

      “I have,” he said. “It’s delicious.”

      “And that’s guts too,” she said, then got off the swing, taking his hand again and walking to the edge of the pond.

      “But that’s different,” he argued.

      “I don’t see how,” she said as she swung their clasped hands between them. “If you don’t want to come eat, you don’t have to. I won’t hold it against you.”

      But he knew she would, so he changed his attitude about the dinner. Stopping, he pulled her up into his arms and leaned his forehead against hers. “You know what? I’d eat anything as long as I could be around you, Caity-cat.”

      With another kiss, he melted her heart, and she wished like hell it wasn’t all an act. She could see herself falling for the guy if he he’d been legit and not just trying to win a bet.

      

      Chapter 20

      

      The array of vehicles that were parked in front of the Flannigan’s home was dizzying. It had the neighbors gossiping about why on earth there would be a Lamborghini, a chauffeur-driven Rolls Royce, and a horse-drawn carriage all at the same time parked by the curb of the modest home.

      Kel and Ethan had taken their dates to the backyard as they waited for dinner to be served. Sipping on some Chardonnay, the two were talking about how pretty Ireland was in the summer and how Kel should take the time to visit Scotland that coming summer.

      When the back door opened with a loud squeak, the two saw four more people coming to join them. “Hey, you two,” Jess called out. “Mind if we join you?”

      Kel shook her head as Ethan frowned at his friends, who he considered to be interfering with his progress with Kel. The others took lawn chairs, pulling them close to their dates. “Wine me, Kel,” Cait said as she held out two wine glasses she’d picked up as she went through the kitchen. “Mom told me you brought a bottle out here.”

      “I did,” Kel said and passed the bottle of wine to her sister. “You can wine your own self, Cait.”

      With a shrug, Cait filled their glasses. Jess and Griffin brought a couple of beers with them and sat back in their chairs, looking at the night sky. Griff put his arm around Jess and whispered, “You cold, baby?”

      She wiggled into his chest. “A little.”

      Kel and Cait exchanged glances at their younger sister’s interactions with the man who was all about the bet and not all about their baby sister. When Kel noticed Griff was moving in to kiss Jess, she said, “So, how’d your date go, Jess?”

      Jess’s eyes had been glued on Griffin’s, and she had to drag them away to look at her oldest sister. “Fine. Well, not just fine. Great. Awesome. Beyond anything I ever could’ve imagined.”

      Kel looked at Ethan with a smile. “Not better than ours went, I guarantee.”

      Ethan took her hand and held it against his cheek as he said, “Ours was pretty spectacular, wasn’t it, love?”

      Kel nodded then looked at Cait. “And yours? How was it, Cait?”

      “Kind of dreamy. Kind of out of this world,” she said, then leaned over and kissed Phoenix on the cheek. “We’re going out for drinks after dinner tonight.”

      Ethan’s frown was noticed by Cait and Jess as he looked at Phoenix. “Is that so? Kel, would you like to go out for drinks too, my love?”

      “No, thank you,” Kel answered, making Ethan’s frown grow.

      “What? Why not?” he asked her.

      “An early morning is why.” She cupped his face in her hands. “Why? Are you going to miss me, Ethan?”

      “Yes,” he said then leaned in close. “Maybe you and I could go to bed early. In our own hotel room.”

      She patted his leg as she shook her head. “I don’t think so, Ethan.” Then she took the big sisterly approach with her errant middle sister. “Cait, you too have classes early in the morning. Perhaps you should think about canceling the drinks tonight. Dinner will be over around nine or so, and that’s plenty late enough. You’ve spent the entire day together as it is.”

      Cait wanted to spend more time with Phoenix, but she saw how Jess was with Griffin, and it made her feel that big sister responsibility that coursed through her too. “I think you’re right. Sorry, Phoenix, maybe another time.”

      Phoenix was crushed, in more ways than one. Sure, he’d thought he was about to win the bet, but he’d also really wanted to spend more time with Cait. “Aww, Caity-cat, come on. Just one drink, please.”

      With a sigh, Cait said, “No, sorry.”

      Jess got up and led Griffin into the house without saying a word to anyone. Kel and Cait were more than a bit worried about her and followed quickly. “Dinner’s most likely ready; come on,” Kel said as she got up and pulled Ethan to go with her.

      Ethan and Phoenix exchanged worried glances as they went inside the house. It was their third night there, and it looked as if none of them would be scoring that night, either.

      They found Jess and Griffin in the kitchen getting themselves two more beers and going to the dining room. Kel and Cait grew more worried about Jess and grabbed another bottle of wine, taking it to the dining room. There they found their parents and younger brother, Alex, sitting at the table.

      “Finally,” their father said. “We’ve been waitin’ on you all.”

      “You could’ve called us,” Kel said. “We were all in the backyard.”

      “You were told when dinner would be served,” their father said. “Are ya thinkin’ me and your mother are your servants? Just because these men spoiled your arses today doesn’t mean we’ll be continuing to do that tonight. And I do hope all of you girls remember that you have school early in the morning and we expect you to get to your classes. We don’t spend almost all the money we make on your education for you to skip classes.”

      “You pay for them to go to college, Mr. Flannigan?” Griffin asked as he eyed the nasty blob of gray that was sitting on top of a mountain of mashed potatoes.

      “I do,” their father said. “I’m in debt up to my eyeballs with all three of the girls in college. Alex is going next year, and that debt will only mount.”

      Griffin looked at Jess as she watched her plate and her cheeks were a shade of pink that told him she was embarrassed. He nudged her with his knee under the table as he smiled and said, “What a noble father you have there, Jess. You must be proud to call him your dad.”

      Jess was feeling anything but proud at that moment.

      Why did her father have to air their financial burdens to everyone?

      “Of course I’m proud of him. If it weren’t for his hard work then we’d have nothing,” Jess said.

      Kel, Cait, and Alex all mumbled agreements, but all felt embarrassed by what he’d said in front of the men too. Mrs. Flannigan gestured to the haggis that sat on the platter in the middle of the large table. “Don’t be shy. Get to making your plates.”

      Phoenix stared at the unappetizing ball of yuck that sat on an orange platter which did absolutely nothing to make it appear any tastier. The mashed potatoes were about all he’d eat, so he took the spoon that was standing up in them and put some on his plate.

      Cait gave him a nod. “Can you put some on mine too?”

      Ethan took the knife that was stuck in the haggis and cut it open. The smell that was released had Phoenix holding back a gag. Griffin was trying to psych himself up to eat the food. He’d had mountain oysters on many occasions.

      Ethan cut a wedge out and nudged Kel as he said, “Can you grab your father’s plate so I can serve this to him, love?”

      Kel smiled as she reached over to get her father’s plate. Her dad was sitting back without a smile on his face. Once Ethan had filled the plate with the haggis and mashed potatoes, Kel placed it in front of her father, who said, “Thank you.” He then took his wife’s plate and handed it to Kel. “Now for your mom’s.”

      Kel wasn’t surprised that Ethan had such good manners. If he hadn’t been a damn liar, she’d have been proud to call him hers. But he was a liar. A gambling liar, who only wanted her for one thing.

      Griff took the hint that Ethan was giving and filled Jess’s plate, then his. Phoenix was next to place some of the haggis on Cait’s plate and then a sliver of it on his own. “Is there any ketchup?” he asked as he searched the table.

      “Why?” Mrs. Flannigan asked.

      Phoenix couldn’t say what he wanted it for, as it was to drown the horrible smelling and looking haggis in it. But Cait took pity on him and got up to go get some from the kitchen. “I’ll get some, Phoenix.”

      He grabbed her hand and gave her a grateful expression. “I think I love you.”

      She laughed and went to go get the ketchup and shook her head as she went. Phoenix was incredible. If he hadn’t just been using her, things would have been so different. A great different.

      Griff and Jess ate in silence as he kept one hand on her knee, giving it a squeeze now and then. Jess had wanted to see the movie he’d taken her to pretty damn badly. But she had no idea how it turned out as she and Griff had made out the entire time, instead of watching it.

      Jess was falling for him. His hand on her knee had her insides going wild. All she could think about was getting physically closer to the man. Even the smell of haggis on his breath when he leaned in close and whispered, “I’ll take you to see the movie when it comes out, since I ruined it this time” didn’t bother her one bit.

      She sighed as she looked at him. Sinking into his hazel eyes, she was feeling like a drowning victim as she whispered, “You didn’t ruin a thing, Griff.”

      It was beginning not to matter to her at all that he had a bet with his friends about who would get laid first. She knew he couldn’t be faking everything with her.

      There was just no way he could!

      He looked at her with more feeling than anyone ever had. Jess knew she was young and inexperienced. But she wasn’t without any experience at all. She could tell when someone was being genuine. And Griffin Houser was being genuine and sincere.

      When Cait came back with the ketchup, her mother gave her the stink eye. “That’ll take away the unique flavor,” she said as she looked at Phoenix. “But go ahead and ruin it. If you must.”

      Phoenix looked pitiful, and it had Cait’s ire bubbling. “Mother, people use ketchup all the time. Don’t give Phoenix a hard time about it.”

      When Phoenix smiled at Cait, it took her breath away. And he found himself feeling more for Cait then he had before. She’d stand up for him! It wasn’t a thing anyone had done for him before.

      Phoenix hadn’t had it easy growing up. Tall from the start, he was made fun of plenty in his school days. Being poor was also a thing that had made him stand out as a loser. When his mother was sent to prison for selling drugs, he was labeled a bad person by the only people he’d known his entire life.

      Cait took the chair next to him again, handing the ketchup to him. “Thank you,” he said as he took the bottle from her.

      “Not a problem,” she said with a smile. “As a matter of fact, put some on mine too, please.”

      As he poured the ketchup on her plate, he began to feel the slightest twinge of something.

      Was that guilt he felt?

      

  






      Chapter 21

      

      The smell of over-ripened fruit hit Kel’s nostrils as she entered the old grocery store on the edge of town. For most things, she’d go to the new supermarkets, but for steaks, she always went to the tried and true, Old Buck’s Pantry. Her family trusted the butcher, who’d been there forever and a day.

      “Hi, Kel,” her Aunt Stella called out to her as she came around the corner with a basketful of white wrapped meat.

      “Whoa,” Kel said as she looked at the basket. “Did you leave any meat for anyone else, Aunt Stella?”

      The old woman laughed. “I have men to feed, and I thought some fresh breakfast sausages and steaks to go with the fried eggs they love so much would get them to stick around a bit longer. And you’re welcome for that, my dear niece.”

      “And what does that mean, Aunt Stella?” Kel asked with a clueless expression.

      “Your men are staying at our bed and breakfast, of course. Didn’t they tell you girls that?” Stella looked confused and put her hand on her hip as Kel shook her head. “Well, I wonder why that is.”

      “Did the guys ask you things about us?” Kel asked her aunt. “Because they all took us on exceptional dates yesterday, and we all thought they were a bit on the psychic side.”

      “Oh, yes!” Stella said with a grin. “They asked your uncle and me about things you girls like. So they made good impressions, then?”

      “Great ones, actually,” Kel said. “But it’s kind of not that great now that I know you told them what we like.”

      Stella threw her arms up as she said, “That doesn’t matter one bit. They took the time to ask questions and find things out. Now, that’s what’s important. They made the plans, and they made the effort. Not many men do that nowadays. I hope you consider yourselves lucky that they want to know that much about you so they can make you happy!”

      Kel didn’t want to tell her elderly aunt why the men would go to all that trouble, so she nodded. “And how long did they say they’d be staying at your inn?”

      “They didn’t. I’m not sure how long we’ll have them there. All I know is that they were going to go have lunch at Peterson’s Grill. They said they’d be out for the night. I supposed they’d made plans with you and your sisters.”

      Kel shook her head. “No, they haven’t. But I expect a call soon. They can’t seem to leave us alone.”

      “And how lucky you should feel about that!” Stella said. “Those men are some handsome devils, I tell you what!”

      “That they are,” Kel agreed. “Thanks for the intel, Aunt Stella. I need to pick up steaks for dinner.”

      Leaving her aunt’s company, Kel suddenly didn’t want to cook steaks anymore. She opted to leave the store and call her sisters. If the men were all out eating, then maybe they could show up and surprise them.

      She made the call that had her sisters heading to the little café where Stella said the men were. And with any luck, they’d catch them in the middle of talking shop about their bet.

      

      Chapter 22

      

      Nestled in a corner booth, Kel spotted the three men who’d made a bet on her and her sisters. The waitress who greeted them was an old friend of hers. “Peggy, my sisters and I are going to do a bit of eavesdropping on those men in that booth over there. Do you mind leaving us to that?”

      With a wink, Peggy nodded. “Sure thing, Kel. You just wave at me if you need anything.”

      Kel, Cait, and Jess slipped around the edge of the dining room, staying out of the men’s sights. They took the booth just behind them and settled in to listen to what the scoundrels were up to.

      Ethan was boasting about something, and when Kel heard the name Julia Loveless, she froze as he said, “That Julia Loveless could really show a man a good time.”

      “Tell me, Ethan,” Phoenix said. “Did you ever get her special kiss?”

      When all three men laughed, all three sister’s faces went red with anger. Kel and her sisters exchanged looks as they gritted their teeth to keep quiet.

      Griffin added, “I never had anyone give me a rim job before. And I haven’t since her, either.”

      Jess mouthed, ‘Gross!’

      Phoenix chuckled. “Can you imagine asking one of our girls for something like that?”

      When they all laughed a hearty laugh, the girls were livid. Kel made the sign of slitting her throat as a reference as to what she was going to do to Ethan.

      Ethan said, “Kel is much too classy to do something like that. No, I think I would never even ask her to do such a thing. She’s a good girl. A very good girl.”

      “Jess is too,” Griffin said. “How about Cait?”

      “Oh, she’s good too,” Phoenix said. “But to tell the truth, I think if it weren’t for her sisters being involved, she’d have given in to me.”

      Cait smiled and nodded, prompting Kel to punch her in the arm and mouth, “Tramp!”

      Cait shrugged as Phoenix went on, “Want to know the truth?”

      “Sure,” Ethan said.

      “Julia was sexy, hot, damn great in the sack, but I think Cait will make me forget I ever knew Julia and her erotic ways,” Phoenix said, making Cait’s heart speed up.

      “You think so?” Griffin asked. “I mean, Julia knew her way around a man’s cock, that’s for sure. Jess is young. Inexperienced. I’m not sure she’d make me forget all that Julia could do.”

      “You could teach her, Griff,” Ethan joked. “Not that we’ll be around long enough for you to teach her too much.”

      “Yeah, we have to get this bet over with,” Griff said, making Jess frown.

      “You need to get back to work, Griff?” Phoenix asked.

      When all three of the men laughed again, the women were puzzled. But they knew then that they were only going to be notches on the guy’s bedposts and nothing more than that.

      They’d all been lied to.

      “I’m not going to lie,” Ethan said. “I’ll miss Kel. But I’ll have at least one night of pure pleasure to remember her by.”

      “The hell he will!” Kel mouthed to her sisters, who nodded in agreement.

      “I’ll miss Jess too,” Griffin said.

      Phoenix echoed him, “Yeah, I’m gonna miss Cait.”

      The women sat and waited for the guys to say anything else, but all that came was silence followed by the sound of heavy mugs being sat down.

      “We could keep in touch with them, I suppose,” Griff said.

      “The explaining would be too hard,” Ethan said. “Can you imagine if one of us accidentally told our girl about the bet and she told the others? Well, it’d end up with the others being dumped. Left with broken hearts. And none of us need that mess in our lives.”

      “I think Ethan’s right,” Phoenix agreed. “Cait would put my balls in a vise. I can almost feel it now.”

      The men laughed again, then Ethan said, “Those ladies are marrying material.”

      “I know,” Griffin agreed.

      “I’m sure they’re already talking amongst themselves about how to get us all into holy matrimony with them,” Phoenix said.

      “I wonder if Kel is coaching them on it,” Ethan said. “It’s not beyond her to do such a thing. You know, telling them to hold out until they get a ring on it.”

      “Oh, hell!” Phoenix gasped. “What if that’s true? What if they plan on holding out until that happens? Do women really wait until the wedding night?”

      “Some do,” Griffin said. “But I don’t think that’s what’s happening here. I mean, our girls don’t seem to be that religious or that manipulating.”

      “How much longer are we going to give them?” Phoenix asked.

      “We have nothing but time,” Ethan reminded him. “But we should put a limit on it, shouldn’t we?”

      “Hey, what if we made them jealous with other chicks?” Griff asked.

      Jess smacked her fist in her hand as she thought about Griff’s hands on another woman. Cait looked at her and put her finger to her lips.

      “That might work,” Phoenix agreed.

      “Or it might backfire, and they might shut us out for good,” Ethan said. “I do believe that if Kel saw me with another woman she’d cut me out without a second thought.”

      More silence followed, then there was the sound of glasses being sat back down, letting the girls know the men were stumped by what to do to win their bet and get the girls into their beds.

      So Kel decided it was time to make themselves known, but not entirely. She leaned up and whispered, “Just go along with me, sisters. I think I have an idea.”

      With their nods of agreement, Kel got up, and the others followed her. She went to the waitress and got her to seat them at the same table, but this time she wanted the men to notice them. But they’d act like they didn’t see them.

      It was time to make a little deal of their own.

      

      Chapter 23

      

      “How about three beers and some cheesesteak sandwiches, Peggy?” Kel said after the waitress had seated them.

      “Sure thing, Kel,” Peggy said and noticed the men all looking around to see who was in the booth behind them. She saw the Scottish guy put his finger to his lips and the other two men nod. “I’ll be back right back with your drinks.”

      Kel was all smiles as she said, “So, which one of you thinks you have your man right where you want him?”

      “I know I do,” Cait said. “I think three more days of holding out and I’ll be able to tell Phoenix to take me to Vegas and marry me if he ever wants to get to the good stuff.”

      “Yeah, this was a great idea, Kel. Find three men and get them to marry us so they can pay our student loans and let Dad off the hook is pure genius,” Jess said.

      “I know,” Kel agreed. “And how lucky for us that we got three men interested in us all at the same time. Talk about great luck!”

      The looks on the men’s faces were priceless. They couldn’t believe what they were hearing.

      “I think we’ll all be married before this month is up,” Cait said. “Have you seen the way they look at us?” Cait nudged Jess. “And Griff is smitten with you, baby sis.”

      “That little make out session in the movie theater helped with that,” Jess said as she laughed.

      The waitress brought their beers and thought she’d add a bit to their game as she said, “No charge today, girls. Some men at the bar are taking care of your bill today. Should I give them your phone numbers? They look like they have money.”

      “No, just tell them thanks, but we’re all in committed relationships, Peggy,” Kel said.

      “I really think these guys have money. You sure?” Peggy asked and saw the men in the booth behind them looking at the bar to find out what guys were paying their tab.

      There were around twelve men at the bar, and not one of them hadn’t noticed the three women when they’d come in. A thing Phoenix was seeing as most of the men were looking at their women.

      “We’ve found some men, Peggy,” Cait said.

      “Yeah, some hot men,” Jess said. “And they have to have money and plenty of it.”

      “Yeah,” Kel added. “None of them need to get to work anywhere, and all of them spent some pretty good money on us yesterday taking us on dream dates. You know, I never thought we’d find love too, but I think we just might.”

      “And Griff and I will make gorgeous babies,” Jess said.

      Cait smiled as she said, “I’m going to get Phoenix to buy me a little house with a white picket fence all the way around it. And we can sit on the front porch each night and hold hands while the sun goes down.”

      “Sweet,” Peggy said. “And all the while you get those student loans paid off. I bet none of you thought you’d find love too when Kel came up with this great plan.”

      “Not me,” Kel said. “I thought we’d find men to pay it, but I’d figured we’d have to deal with ugly, old men to do it. It’s refreshing to know that we’ve got hot men to use.”

      “What about you, Kel?” Peggy asked. “You and your guy going to make babies?”

      “Lots and lots of them,” Kel said. “I have the man wrapped around my little finger. He’d hop in bed with me right now if I let him. But that’s not how you trap a hubby. No, if he wants this, which he does, then he’ll put a ring on it and change my last name.”

      Cait began to get worried the men would confront them, so she said, “You know what, Peggy? You better go ahead and make those sandwiches to go. We need to get back home and make our men something good to eat for dinner. Mom fed them haggis last night so whatever we cook will taste like heaven to them tonight.”

      “You have dates again for tonight?” Peggy asked.

      “Not yet,” Jess said. “But with a phone call, we’ll have them. The guys are falling all over themselves for us. It’s a given they’ll come if we wiggle our little fingers in their direction.”

      “Sweet deal,” Peggy said. “I’ll wrap those sandwiches up for you. I’ll be right back with them.”

      “I never expected to get men we’d actually like,” Kel said, then took a drink of her beer. “Lucky us, huh?”

      “I’ll say,” Jess added. “I can hardly wait. Maybe we should all get married in Vegas at the same time. That’d be cool, don’t you think?”

      Cait nodded. “Yeah. I mean, I know I can get Phoenix to. Do you girls think you can make your man do it too?”

      The other two women laughed, making the men seethe with anger. They were being played by the women. They’d had no idea of what the women were capable of.

      The men waited patiently for their women to leave before they spoke again. “So, what do we do now?” Phoenix asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious?” Ethan said. “We show them what they’ll get if they get us. And it won’t be pretty. They won’t want to marry any of us after we show them what they’ll be getting in us all.”

      With smiles, the three set about making their plans.

      

      Chapter 24

      

      When Griff’s cell rang a few minutes later, he picked it up and held it out so the others could see it was Jess who was calling him. “Hi, baby.”

      “Hi, Griff. We wanted to make you guys something for dinner tonight. Spaghetti. Wanna come over around five?”

      “Let me ask the guys; we’re eating lunch right now,” Griff said. “Hey, fellas, the ladies would like to invite us for dinner this evening. It’s spaghetti.”

      “Count me in,” Ethan said.

      “Me too,” Phoenix said. “And tell Cait I can’t wait to see her. I’ve got something to ask her.”

      “Did you hear that, baby?” Griff asked.

      “I did hear that. So, we’ll see you then. Why don’t you bring wine?”

      “Anything you want, baby. I can’t wait to get my hands on you,” he said with a growling sound.

      “Oh, but you will,” she said with a giggle, then hung up.

      “The girl is the devil,” Griff said as he put his phone away.

      “Can you imagine using sex to get yourself a husband to pay your bills for you?” Ethan asked as he slammed his beer mug on the table. “The audacity!”

      “So, how’re you going to make Kel not want to trap you in a marriage and still get her into bed?” Phoenix asked, because he had no idea what to do about Cait.

      “I’m still thinking on that one, Phoenix,” Ethan said. “Let’s face it; we’ll have to dig deep to make them believe we’re not worthy of being their husbands. We’re all catches.”

      “I just can’t believe my little Jess is this devious. She seems so sweet and innocent,” Griff said.

      “Well, the heartless oldest sister who had her heart broken, who’s become a shrew, has led her sisters down a dark path. I just hope the younger two see the light before they follow in her footsteps,” Ethan said. “And what a great actress she is!”

      “All three of them are,” Phoenix said as he shook his head. “So damn honest looking and talking like they’re good girls. They are not good girls!”

      “No, they are not!” Griff said then finished his beer. “I think I need a nap before I see Jess again. I don’t know how I’m going to hide the fact that I know about their terrible plan.”

      “Me neither,” Phoenix said then finished his beer. “Let’s go. My head hurts.”

      “Aye, mine too,” Ethan agreed. “That woman has let me down so completely. And to think that I contemplated ending the bet.”

      “You did?” Griff asked. “How come you didn’t say anything about that? I’ve thought about it too.”

      “Me too,” Phoenix said. “Especially since yesterday.”

      “Well, I wasn’t sure about it. I wanted a couple more days to go by before I said anything,” Ethan admitted. “But now I’ll never stop the bet. One of them will make one of us the winner, then we’ll dump all three of the money-grubbing whores!”

      “Whores is a bit much,” Griff said. “Let’s just call them gold diggers and let that be their brand.”

      “Yeah, they aren’t whores, Ethan,” Phoenix said as he got up. “But they are liars.”

      “They are that,” Griff agreed. “But Jess is still naïve and pretty innocent.”

      “For a woman who’s trying to get a guy to marry her to pay off her debts,” Ethan said with raised brows. “Don’t let the sirens fool you. And I think we have a better shot at getting them into bed now, anyway.”

      “After we marry them, we do,” Phoenix said with a sigh.

      Ethan smiled as they walked outside. “Stipulations could be made, you know. Put a cheap, fake ring on their fingers, then tell them we want to marry them but have to know if the sex will be good before we go all the way through with it.”

      “Genius!” Griff said, and the three high-fived one another.

      

      Chapter 25

      

      Garlic and basil filled the air as the men were greeted by Cait at the front door of their home. “Smells great, honey,” Phoenix said as he pulled Cait into his arms and dropped a kiss on her lips. “You’ll make some man a great wife someday.”

      She giggled and smacked him in the chest lightly. “Oh, you!” Cait took his hand and led him and the other men down the dark hallway to the kitchen. “Come on. I’ll pour you guys some of that wine you brought, and you all can take seats at the kitchen table. Our parents went out to play bingo at the church. They took Alex, so it’s only us for the evening.”

      “Good,” Phoenix said as he pulled her up closer. “Then we can play house for a little while.”

      Cait giggled again, finding it funny that he was talking in such a way. They’d half expected the guys to disappear on them. But they’d also had a notion they’d stick around for the bet.

      Ethan pushed the galley door open, finding Kel stirring a pot of bubbling red sauce. “There’s my love!” He went straight to her and picked her up, kissing her with a homey kiss. “I missed ya.”

      Griff went to where Jess was tearing up leaves of lettuce in a large bowl. “Look how domestic you are, baby!” He too gave his girl a kiss and a sweet hug.

      “I can be quite the domestic goddess when I want to be,” Jess said with a smile.

      Griff kissed the tip of her nose. “I bet you can be. Can I do anything to help you?”

      “You can pour me a glass of wine while I make this salad.” She kissed his cheek, then whispered, “Mom and Dad are out; I plan on taking you up to my bedroom later.”

      Griffin eyed her for a moment. He wanted to let the cat out of the bag so damn bad, it ate as his insides. But he pushed that down and said, “I can’t wait.”

      With a sweet smile, Jess went back to making the salad as Griff went to pour her a glass of wine. He watched the women being overly sweet to his friends. He knew they thought they were so smart. But they had no idea of the bullshit that was about to be pulled on them.

      With what they had planned, no woman in her right mind would want to marry any of them!

      Kel handed Ethan the plates to set the table with. He met Griffin at it as he was putting down napkins and forks. Phoenix had been delegated the job of placing the food on the table as the women washed up the dishes they’d use to cook with.

      Then all six took seats around the table. Kel took Ethan’s hand, and that of Cait’s who sat next to her. “I think we should start a tradition of saying grace before we eat. It’s what I want our family to do. When I have one, that is.” She gave Ethan a giant smile. “Would you do the honors, Ethan?”

      He was shaking inside with fury at the woman. Playing on the Lord to gain him as a husband was low. But he smiled and pretended to be impressed with how fantastic Kel was. “Oh, love, yes, please allow me to do the honors. Everyone take hands and bow.” They all did as he said and he too lowered his head. “Oh Heavenly Father above us all, please rain down your guidance on us this evening. Watch over our pretenses and silence the fears in us.”

      Kel opened her eyes and looked at him. “Ethan, this is no sermon. Bless the food and be done with it.”

      “Sorry, my love,” he apologized. “Lord, up in Heaven, our almighty and one true God, please bless this food these lovely, honest, women made for us this evening. Please watch over them and lead them to the light and to your ways, Lord. Help them to understand life and truth.” Another tug on his hand had him knowing Kel was about to interrupt him again if he didn’t wrap it up. “Wrapping it up, Lord, our God, please help these women with their very souls. Amen.”

      “I don’t know what that was about,” Kel said. “But thanks for saying the blessing, Ethan.”

      “You’re very welcome, my love,” he said then kissed her cheek.

      At least he’d asked God to help their heathen souls!

      Dinner went well, and soon they were finished and retiring to separate, secluded areas of the home. Jess took Griffin up to the bedroom the three young women shared. “Here we are; my room.”

      Griff looked at the three beds. “You all share one bedroom?”

      “Yes, the house only has three bedrooms. Alex is a boy, so he gets his own,” Jess said then wrapped her arms around his neck. “Wanna make out?”

      Griff was pretty pissed at what Jess was trying to pull, but he might just get her to do more than make out, and it might lead to him winning the bet then they’d dump the money grubbers and leave town. “Sure, we can make out, baby.”

      She smiled as he kissed her and picked her up in his arms. Taking her to the nearest bed, he laid her down and covered her body with his. The kiss grew with his desire, and he was lost in it in no time at all.

      Pushing her shirt up, he cupped her bra-covered breast, kneading it and salivating as he wanted to have it in his mouth. He decided he was going for it. Pushing the bra up, he uncovered the perfect mound and kissed his way down until he found the nipple hard as a rock and pulled it into his mouth.

      Jess moaned and arched her body up to him, “Yes, Griff.”

      He dug his fingers into her waist as he sucked and licked her tit. His cock was straining the zipper of his jeans, and he had to have a bit of relief. Taking her hand, he moved it to his cock.

      It took her no time at all to unbutton and unzip his pants, setting him almost free. Her hand moved over his underwear, rubbing his aching dick. The sisters had all talked and had come up with the idea to give the men almost what they wanted. It was another teasing scheme that was sure to leave the men mad at them and hurry the end of their plan to get them into bed.

      In the living room, Cait had Phoenix on the sofa. The way he was grinding on her was making it hard for her to stick to the plan of teasing him beyond belief without giving in all the way. His warm lips pressed against her ear. “I want you, Cait.”

      All she could do was groan. She wanted him too, but there was the little promise she’d made her sisters. Her body undulated to his. Her breasts were mashed against his tight chest. When he grabbed her ass and gave it a squeeze, she almost lost it all.

      Kel and Ethan were in the den. He was kissing his way up her neck, muttering, “You smell like heaven. You taste like sin, and I want to taste every inch of you, love.”

      Kel’s body was on fire. She just kept wishing the man wasn’t a liar. She’d have given into him with a passion she’d never known before if he’d been an honest man.

      He had her lying on the sofa, and there was a spring in her back that kept her alert, instead of falling into the abyss his kissing was trying to take her to. Ethan made his way down her body, kissing and touching her all over. When he got down on his knees beside the sofa and pushed her skirt up, she sucked in her breath.

      Should she allow him to kiss her more intimately?

      Ethan wasn’t asking; he was taking. Before she could protest, he pulled her panties to one side and had his hot mouth on her. It was his intention to fuck her. Then the bet would be done, and he could move on from the conniving female.

      Kel had lost all track of any thoughts she’d been having. With his tongue stroking her clit, she was in ecstasy. Her hands fisted in his amber waves. She cried out with each deft lick he gave her. “Yes!”

      Ethan was in a frenzy of lust and anger that had him being more beastly than he had been before with her. His nails pressed into the flesh of her ass as he took it to lift her up so he could kiss and eat her out more voraciously.

      Kel was aware of nothing but the intensity that he was filling her with. An enormous wave began in her lower regions, swelling up and moving all the way through her body. She let out a hellacious shriek with the orgasm, “Ethan!”

      The man wasted no time; he stood up and dropped his pants as he pulled her around so he could get on top of her and finish what he’d started. It was her weak cry that made him stop. “Are you weeping?” he asked her.

      “I’m sorry,” she whimpered as the tears flowed like rivers. “It’s just that, damn. It’s … I haven’t …”

      “Are you trying to tell me that you haven’t had an orgasm since you and that guy broke up?” he asked her in disbelief.

      “I’ve never had an orgasm given to me by anyone. You’re the first person to ever make me have one.” She wept openly and felt so damn odd that it made no sense to her at all.

      Ethan pulled his pants back up and sat down, picking her up and cradling her in his lap. “Shh. It’s okay, love.” He had no idea what he should do. The poor thing was sex deprived.

      How could he just take her then walk away?

      Kel cried into his chest as he rocked with her. “I know I must seem like a freak to you.”

      “No, never, Kel. Don’t think like that.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “I’ve had self-induced orgasms before, but no one has ever brought one on. I thought something was wrong with me. I was wrong. It was just that I let the wrong men have sex with me.”

      Ethan ran his hand through her hair and whispered, “It seems you have.” His heart was all over the place. He felt sincere feelings for the woman. But she was just after money.  A thing he seemed to have forgotten about.

      Hell, what she was doing was most likely an act!

      “Ethan, thank you for stopping,” Kel said as she stopped crying. “You’re a real gentleman. You’re a good man.” She kissed him softly. “I’m lucky to have you.”

      He leveled his eyes on hers, unsure of what he should do. So, he decided to test her a bit. “You don’t exactly have me yet, Kel. Do you really want me?”

      Kel was struck dumb by his question. She didn’t know what to say. If she said yes, then he’d most likely push her to do more. But if she said, no she didn’t know what he’d do. “Ethan, someday I hope you’ll be mine.”

      He brushed her hair back off her face. Her eyes were a little red and swollen from crying. Her cheeks were red from where his beard had rubbed them when they’d kissed. Ethan decided it was time to start his plan. “You should know more about my family and me if you really want that, Kel. How about this weekend I take you to meet my grandmother? She has a home in Connecticut. Would you like that?”

      Kel was more than a bit shocked that he’d go that far to win the bet. But she was curious, so she agreed. “Yes, I’d love that.”

      His touch on her cheek as he looked into her eyes made her shiver. “I’ve never taken a woman to meet her before. You’re the first.”

      “I am?” Kel asked with surprise. “And what does that mean, Ethan?”

      “It means I see more in you than I’ve seen in any other woman. And I want you to be aware of what you get when you get me. It’s not all rainbows and lollipops.” He kissed her again.

      Kel had no idea what could be wrong with Ethan or his family. Not that it mattered. This was all a game to him anyway. She was sure he was lying about never taking any woman to meet his grandmother before. Anything to get her to let her guard down and let him into her pants.

      When he eased the kiss, she said, “I think I can handle anything that comes with you, Ethan.”

      His smile told her she could, and she had to remind herself again that the whole thing was a ploy. It wasn’t real. As much as it felt real, it just wasn’t.

      The worst part was that she was telling him the truth about him being the first to make her climax. And she hated the fact that the one man she’d found who did that for her was never going to be a permanent fixture in her life.

      Ethan and his friends were all frauds. All men with a mission to win a bet.

      And damn the hearts they might break along the way!

      

      Chapter 26

      

      Light filled the bedroom as lightning lit up the night and an unexpected boom of thunder made the glass shake in the windows. “Wow, that was close,” Griffin said as he pulled his mouth off Jess’ perky breast.

      She hated to admit that she didn’t want him to stop what he’d been doing to her. He was pushing all the right buttons and hitting all the right places, and the damn storm that looked like it was about to hit them wasn’t helping her one bit.

      Pulling him back to look at her, Jess said, “You want to let me kiss you for a while?”

      With a smile, he nodded and rolled over with her, leaving her on top of him. Pushing his shirt up, she moved her hands all over his tight chest and over the hills of his muscular abs. Then she ran her tongue through the valley that separated those abs.

      With his jeans already open, she pushed the elastic of his underwear down, igniting a moan from him that made her smile. What she was about to do was the meanest thing she’d ever done. And she wasn’t particularly proud of herself for doing it.

      It had her giving Griffin another shot at doing the right thing—telling her about the bet and telling her he was calling it off. She looked up at him with a nervous expression. “Griff, I’ve never done this before. You promise not to make fun of me if I do it wrong?”

      “You’ve never given a blowjob before?” he asked as he leaned up on his elbows.

      “No, but I really want to please you. I’d never do this if I didn’t trust you.”

      Jess watched his eyes go dark. “Is that so?” It wasn’t the reaction she thought she’d get. He looked a bit pissed. “Then don’t do it, Jess. It’s that simple.”

      “Are you saying that I shouldn’t trust you, Griff?” she asked, hoping against all the odds that he was about to stop the insanity.

      “Me?” he asked with a high voice. “Me, you can trust. I just mean you should only do what it is you want to do. Not what anyone else tells you to do. You know what I mean?” He was giving her the chance to come clean about what she and her sisters were doing, trying to pin down some unsuspecting men to pay their bills for them.

      “I guess you’re right.” She kissed his stomach with a hot kiss then dipped her tongue into his belly button.

      He pulled her up by her hair and asked, “Does that mean you still want to do it?”

      “Give you the first blowjob I’ve ever given?” she asked. He nodded. “Yes. I want you to be my first. I trust you that much, Griff.”

      He didn’t know what the hell to say. He wanted a blowjob, for sure. But he felt like something was wrong. He shouldn’t let her do a thing like that if he wasn’t being real with her. She was kind of innocent and in the end, it might hurt her self-esteem.

      When her mouth moved over his cock, he reminded himself that she too was playing a game with him. Why not get the blowjob?

      Her mouth was hot as she moved it up and down his cock. He laid back and closed his eyes, letting himself get into it and trying to forget that this was the first time she’d trusted a man enough to be so vulnerable.

      The way she used her tongue to run up the underside was surprising him. Then he started to think she was lying about this being her first time to do such a thing. “You’re kind of great at this, Jess.”

      “Am I, really, Griff?” she pulled her head up and asked him. “Don’t say it if it’s not true.”

      He raised his head to look at her. “And you shouldn’t either.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked him as she was utterly confused. It was the first time she’d given a blowjob; she wasn’t lying about that.

      “I’m saying that if you’ve done this before, you can just say it. You can be truthful about anything with me, Jess. That’s all I’m saying. Anything at all, you can confide in me.” He gave her another chance to come clean and waited to see if she’d take his bait.

      “I’m being truthful with you about this. Is there anything you want to be truthful with me about?” She was searching his eyes for any sign he was ready to let her in on what he was really doing.

      She found only a certain hardness there that hadn’t been there before. Jess was pretty sure it was because he was mad about what he’d overheard earlier that day.

      “All I’m saying is you’re making the moves of a woman who’s done this a time or two,” he said.

      “Well, I haven’t. Should I stop?” she asked him.

      He laid his head back and wondered what the hell he was doing to himself. Sabotaging a blowjob that looked as if it might be a pretty great experience for him. “No, go for it.”

      “Fuck! Don’t be so damn enthused, Griffin!”

      “You’re mad now?” he asked as he lifted his head back up.

      By the pink color of her cheeks, he could see she was mad. And when she got off the bed and pulled her bra back to cover her tit, he knew the little make out session was over.

      Then it hit him that he still needed her. He still needed her to win the bet, and he needed to make her think he was looking at her as marriage material.

      Changing his actions, he sat up and pulled her into his arms as he laid back with her. “Don’t,” she said with a muffled voice as he held her close to his chest.

      “I’m sorry, baby,” he cooed. “It’s just that I had something I wanted to ask you to do with me this weekend and I’m kind of afraid to let you know more about me and those I come from.”

      “Huh?” Jess asked as she pulled her head off his chest and looked at him.

      “I want to take you home to Montana this weekend to meet my family. And I’m afraid of what you’ll think of them and the things we all do,” he said, looking sheepish.

      “You want to introduce me to your family?” she asked, feeling kind of shocked he’d bring his family into his sinful bet.

      “I do,” he said, then ran his hands through her hair. “But I’ve never taken anyone home before. I’m nervous about it. And about how you’ll like them.”

      Jess was unsure what to say. “Why would you be nervous about that? You see where I come from. What do you have to be embarrassed about?”

      “Just some things,” he said with a frown. “Would you like to spend this weekend with me at our ranch in Montana, baby?”

      “Um, maybe I should ask Kel.” Jess chewed her lip.

      Griffin took her face in his hands. “You’re plenty old enough to make this decision on your own, baby. Now tell me, what it is you want to do?”

      “I’d like to see your ranch. I’ve never been up that way before.”

      “So you’ll make me happy and come with me then?” he asked with a grin.

      “I guess so.” Jess wasn’t sure what Kel and Cait would think about her accepting his offer. But she wanted to go for some odd reason.

      Another loud blast of thunder that accompanied a flash of lightning had them holding each other tightly.

      Both were a little afraid of what it was they were feeling.

      

      Chapter 27

      

      Phoenix looked down at Cait and couldn’t believe the young woman was resorting to such tactics to get a husband to pay off her debts. She just simply didn’t seem the type.

      Her eyes were sparkling as she looked at him like she adored him. But did she really like him as much as she claimed to? Or was she just pretending?

      He pushed back her hair and whispered, “You’re beautiful.”

      Cait ran her hands through his hair. “Thank you. So are you.”

      He kissed her because he couldn’t stop himself. It made him sick that he was falling so much into her trap. He’d nearly called off the bet to make things right with her. Then her secret was found out, and it made him sick.

      Their bodies worked so fantastically together. He knew sex would be phenomenal with her. She was in tune with him in almost every way imaginable. As their mouths copulated the way he wanted their lower regions too, he got the impression that she might be about to let him go all the way as she moved his hand to cup her breast.

      She was grinding her body up to his and moaning. He could feel the heat coming from her as he was wedged between her legs. Rain began to pelt the window panes, making things even cozier than they’d been.

      Phoenix was all over Cait; their breathing was growing more frantic as they rubbed each other in all the right ways. She moved one hand between them and reached into his jeans, taking his swollen cock into her hand and stroking it.

      His lips left hers as he said with a husky voice, “Cait, please.” He kissed her neck, nibbling it then biting it as she moved her hand faster. He ached to be inside her. But she wasn’t about to give him everything.

      She tried to get a confession out of him. “Phoenix, tell me.”

      Both of their minds were nothing but blurs as the passion dulled all other senses except that of touch. Phoenix thought she wanted to hear something other than what she really wanted, so he said, “I love you, Cait.” It just came out without him expecting it to.

      He wasn’t even sure he meant it. But he went with it, anyway. Why not coddle her into thinking she was going to get what she wanted?

      Him to marry her.

      “Phoenix,” Cait moaned. “Don’t lie to me.” She stroked him harder, making him quiver.

      “Cait, come home with me this weekend. I want to prove to you I want more with you.” He cupped the back of her neck then kissed her as she kept stroking him with her hand.

      The kiss was sensual, making Cait want to give herself to the man. The waiting was killing her. But he’d gone too far with telling her the lie of loving her. She knew better than that.

      Phoenix was going to resort to anything so he could to win the bet. And now her passion turned to anger. Pulling her hand out of his pants had him groaning and trying to get her to keep it up. She wrenched her mouth from his. “My parents will be home soon. We need to stop.”

      “Are you fucking with me, Cait?” he growled at her. “Are you really going to take me this far and leave me hanging?”

      “I have to,” she said as she pushed at him to get off her. “You guys need to get going before our parents get home. Dad’ll give you all what-for if you’re still here.”

      Phoenix made a short laugh. “Your dad’s a kitten compared to your mother.”

      And just like that, Cait was thoroughly pissed. “Well, be that as it may, you and your friends need to go.”

      He stayed right where he was, pinning her to the sofa. “You haven’t told me if you’ll go back home with me this weekend. I want to show you where I live.”

      She stared into his eyes. “Why would you even want to do that? Can’t you at least be honest with me about this one thing?”

      “What one thing?” he asked in confusion. It was Cait who needed to be honest, in his opinion.

      “This thing we have going on,” she said as her lips quirked up in one corner. “You know it won’t last. So why take me to your home?”

      He trailed his fingertips over her cheek. “Are you psychic or something? What makes you so sure this won’t last?”

      “Because it won’t. And what’s the deal with throwing out the I love you, Phoenix?”

      He didn’t know why he had said it. How was he supposed to explain it to her?

      “I just felt it in the heat of the moment,” he finally said.

      “To get what you want,” she said as she frowned at him. “Isn’t that right?”

      Suddenly it was he who was pissed. He moved off her and stood up. “I like how you act like you didn’t want it to go further than it did. Kind of an asshole sort of thing to do to us.”

      “To us?” she asked as she sat up.

      “You and me, that us,” he said as he zipped and buttoned his jeans. “Don’t pretend it isn’t hurting you to stop what we were about to do. I know you’re aching for it too. Just like I am. Only you’re teasing us both. When do you think you’ll stop doing that, Cait?”

      “When are you going to be real with me, Phoenix?” she asked as she got up and ran her hands through her hair to tame it. Her clothes were awry, so she straightened them.

      “Probably about the same time you decide to be real with me, Cait,” he said, then pulled her into his arms and kissed her. Her body immediately pressed into his. Her mouth opened and her tongue played with his. She was warm and inviting as she ran her hands up his arms then over his back. Phoenix knew she was holding back in order to trap him. He eased his kiss then asked her again, “So, will you come home with me for the weekend?”

      “Promise me you won’t pressure me into having sex the whole time and I will.” She leveled her eyes at him to let him know she was deadly serious.

      “I tell you what, Caity-cat. I won’t even make one attempt to get you into bed. I have a spare bedroom that’ll be yours while you’re visiting me. But you have to do the same for me No, teasing. You know you’ve been doing that, right?”

      She played dumb. “No, I didn’t realize that at all. I thought we were making out, is all. I’m not the kind of girl who sleeps around. I’m not easy.”

      “No, you are not,” he said then let her go. “I’d never call you that.”

      Cait watched as Phoenix walked away from her. And she had to fight herself not to blurt out everything about how they knew about their stupid bet and had come up with something just as stupid to get back at them for making her and her sisters pawns in their game.

      What she didn’t know was that Phoenix was fighting himself not to tell her about the bet and what they’d overheard the girls saying too. It seemed that they were on the same wavelength but were too afraid of the others being mad at them to say what they wanted to.

      

      Chapter 28

      

      Though all the men went home unfulfilled sexually, they all had managed to get their women to agree to the weekend dates where they planned on scaring them off the marriage paths the men thought they were on.

      Ethan hired a car to take him and Kel up to see his grandmother— a woman who wasn’t really his grandmother, but an actress he’d hired to play the part. He’d hired an entire comedy troupe to fool Kel.

      Stopping to enjoy a nice lunch in New Jersey had the two getting into an in-depth discussion neither had planned on as they watched a couple with two young children as the parents tried to get the kids to act right and take their seats at the table rather than roaming around the little café.

      The little girl, who seemed to be about three, wandered up to Ethan and pointed to his hair. “You have pretty hair.”

      The little girl had blond ringlets that Ethen pointed to. “I think your hair is prettier than mine.”

      She palmed her curls. “No, your hair’s prettier.”

      “Jo Beth, come sit down and eat,” her father called out to her. Then he looked at Ethan. “Sorry, sir.”

      “For what?” Ethan said with a chuckle. “I just received a great compliment from your little girl; she’s made my day.” He gave the kid a wink before her mother swooped in and picked her up.

      Kel watched the little exchange as she ate her turkey on rye bread then took a sip of her root beer. “So, you like kids, huh?”

      “Sure, who doesn’t?” Ethan said, then leaned forward to twirl a lock of Kel’s hair around one finger. “And you and I would make some really cute ones, love.” He leaned back in his chair, stretching out his long legs. “How many should we have?”

      She laughed at him as she knew exactly what he was up to. “Oh, five or so. And I’d start trying for them as soon as I was married. I can’t wait to settle down and start up the large family I dream about having. I just need to meet Mr. Right, and then I’ll get right to that.”

      He raised his thick brows as he grinned at her. “Is that right?”

      She nodded and finished her sandwich. Ethan had finished before her, so she was ready to get going. “Yes. I’m done. We can get back on the road if you’re ready to. I really can’t wait to meet your grandmother.”

      Ethan got up and held out his hand for her to take. “And she can’t wait to meet you. My cousin Tommy’s there too. He’s a little bit special. I hope you won’t hold that against him.”

      Kel gave him a frown as he escorted her out of the little café. “Ethan! I’d never hold anything like that against anyone! Do you think I’m some kind of monster?”

      “No,” he said as he opened the car door and let her get in first. He slid in beside her, putting his arm around her and kissing the side of her head. “It’s just that I’ve had more than a few comments on my family. Not all have been kind.”

      Kel looked at him and wondered if he was being honest. If that was true, she felt terrible for the man. “Oh, Ethan, that makes me sad. If you have someone with a disability in your family, no one should judge you on that.”

      “But some do, love.” He kissed her with a light kiss as he cupped her chin. “I think you’ll be wonderful to have around my family. Such a caring and sweet woman. Honest to the core.”

      She knew why he had thrown in the last part about the honesty. It was pretty clear he wanted her to come clean about the husband wrangling that the sisters had made up. But she wanted him to come clean about the bet. So they were at an impasse that neither would budge on.

      Meanwhile, Cait and Jess were at the airport with their men. Each couple was waiting on private jets to be readied, and Cait and Jess were beginning to get an idea about just how much money the men really had.

      “I know you said you were a salesman for your family’s business, Griff, but just how much do you make doing that?” she asked him as he brought her a cup of coffee and a bagel.

      “Here, baby. You should eat something.” He handed her the bagel, and the coffee, then took a seat next to her. “I don’t like to talk about money.”

      “I can see that. But I don’t like to be clueless about how much the man I’m seeing makes a year.” She took a bite of the bagel and waited for his answer.

      “My money isn’t calculated on a yearly basis. It’s just always available to me.” It hit him that she was sizing up how much he was worth so she could try to get him to marry her and pay her damn bills. But he’d be teaching her that being married to him would be far from the picnic she thought it’d be.

      So what if the things he was about to show and tell her were completely false? Jess would never know about that.

      At that point, none of the men cared who won the bet. Things had changed. They saw it as their manly duties to teach the women a lesson about using men for their money.

      If during that time any of them did score, that was purely a bonus!

      “How is it you have access to money all the time without working, Griff? Are you some kind of a millionaire?” Jess asked him.

      He decided to let her in on his financial state and wanted to gauge her reaction to that news. “Millionaire?” He chuckled as he shook his head. “Billionaire is the word most people use. My family is extremely well off.”

      “Shut the fu …” Jess said then stopped as he kissed her.

      When he pulled his lips away from hers, he asked, “You won’t hold that against me, will you?”

      “Um, no,” she said then bit into her bagel again. She wasn’t sure if she should even believe him. Men thought women fell all over themselves if they thought they had money. He was most likely just saying it to win the bet.

      “Good. A lot of wealthy people have issues with building relationships due to the fact they have a hard time knowing if the person loves them for who they are or for their money.”

      “That’s just shallow,” Jess said, earning a frown from Griffin who thought about how she and her sisters were looking to trick men into marrying them so their bills could be paid off.

      “Yeah, it’s as shallow as it gets, Jess.”

      For a moment, Jess had forgotten what she and her sisters had done and went on to say, “I could never do that. Just know this, Griff; if I tell you that I love you then it’s true. I’m not a money grubber or a liar.”

      Griffin was shocked at how sincerely she could say the lie. “That’s good to know.”

      But it wasn’t good to know at all.

      The woman was a master of deception!

      Cait and Phoenix were getting on the jet he’d chartered. As he helped her to sit in the window seat, he buckled her in, then kissed her.

      She placed her hands on his cheeks and asked, “This is going to be fun, isn’t it?”

      He smiled and sat down next to her. “Oh, yeah. I’m about to show you how I live.”

      They held hands as the jet took off. Cait felt a twinge of guilt for going off with him on false pretenses, but her sisters had begged her not to tell their secret, even though she wanted to in the worst possible way.

      “Phoenix, I’ve never been to Texas. Is it really as big as everyone says? I mean, I’ve seen the size of the state on a map but, come on, it’s not really that big, is it?”

      “It feels even bigger when you drive it,” he said with a smile. “And now I want you to know a bit more about me, Caity-cat.”

      She began to have hope that he was about to be honest. If he told her the truth, then she’d tell him the truth about her and ask him not to ruin it for her sisters. Cait was sure he’d do that for her.

      “I’d love to know more about you, Phoenix. Like, nothing would make me any happier.” She gave his hand a quick squeeze.

      “Cait, I’m a rich man.” He watched her reaction and was surprised when she barely changed her expression.

      That was because she wasn’t sure if she should believe him. “Are you? And how’s that?”

      “I inherited some land. And that land ended up being on top of a giant oilfield. So, you’re sitting next to an oil tycoon. Does that make you think any differently about me?” He looked a bit worried, which made Cait want to laugh.

      She didn’t, though. “I don’t much care if you have millions of bucks or not.”

      “Billions,” he said as he watched her carefully.

      “Billions, huh?” She tapped her chin. “So what?”

      “Do you really think that? I mean, can I trust you not to use me for my money?” he asked her with the hopes he’d see greed in her eyes.

      “Why in the world why I use you for your money, Phoenix? I did start talking to you on the pretense that you were a mere mortal man and not a superhero billionaire.” She laughed, and so did he.

      But Phoenix knew she was after a man with money. He did think she’d be on cloud nine, knowing the man she was plotting to trick into marriage was more than a little wealthy.

      So her reaction was confusing, to say the least. He ventured further as he asked, “Does the smell of oil bother you?”

      “I don’t recall ever smelling it.” She looked at him with a curious expression. “Why would you ask that?”

      “There’s a house in the middle of that oilfield that I live in,” he said. He had a beach house too, but he was planning on tricking her into thinking he really wanted to have a family and live in the stinky oilfield house.

      “I thought you had a beach house with a dog. Isn’t that where we’re going? Because I brought bathing suits and shorts with that location in mind.”

      “I wanted to take you somewhere special to me. The place I want to make my real home. I want to live in the middle of the place that made me who I am today.”

      “Well, if you’re all into that place then, by all means, take me to see what you want to do with your life, Phoenix.” She laid her head back on the headrest and closed her eyes.

      The guilt was beginning to pile up inside of her. The man was either being real with her, or he was a fantastic liar. Either way, she was getting tired of the charade. And she had to wonder if he was too.

      “Cait, by the end of this weekend I hope we find ourselves a lot closer. I have to be honest with you. I’ve never been this interested in anyone. If you have the same vision I do, then I don’t want to wait,” he said, making her open her eyes to look at him.

      “Phoenix, you should be very careful what you say to me. I may seem tough, but I’m just human. If you cut me, I do bleed.” She eyed him warily.

      Cait knew that if he gave her a phony marriage proposal, she’d lose the feelings she’d come to have for the incredible man. She still had hope that he’d see fit to tell her the truth and things could begin to go in the right direction for them.

      He could be her Prince Charming. But he’d have to end the bet to do it.

      

      Chapter 29

      

      Arriving at Ethan’s grandmother’s house had Kel feeling a bit nervous about getting that close to the man who was trying desperately to dupe her into a roll in the hay. She knew introducing her to his grandmother and some other family members was going too far, but she wasn’t ready to call him out on the bet just yet, curious to see how far the man would go.

      The estate he took her to was enormous. As they drove up a winding drive, a few deer with their fawns frolicked alongside them for part of the way. “How cute they are, Ethan. Are they pets?”

      He had no idea. He’d rented the place for the weekend and had actors waiting for their arrival. But he could improvise, so he said, “My grandmother has a way with wild animals. While those deer are not pets, they’re her friends.”

      “A Dr. Doolittle?” Kel asked with a grin on her face. She was certain Ethan was kidding with her.

      “I guess you could call her that,” he said, then wrapped his arm around her and kissed her cheek. “I can’t wait for you to meet my Granny, Kel. I think you two will hit it off. She’s a real spitfire.”

      “And why’s she in America?” Kel asked. “Since you’re from Scotland?”

      “Oh, she’s American. You see, she’s my step-grandmother. My blood grandmother died at only 47. Grandfather married a few years later.”

      “Oh? Is he here too?” Kel asked as she looked at the fancy entrance of the home. A red rose-covered arch formed the entrance that was filled with more red rose bushes. While it all looked inviting, Kel knew it was full of prickly thorns and one shouldn’t stray from the narrow pathway that led to the green painted wooden door.

      “He’s dead too. Six years ago. That’s why Granny moved here.” Ethan got out of the car and held out his hand for Kel to take. “Don’t mention him, Kel. It makes her sad.”

      The door swung open just as Kel got out of the car and an old woman shouted, “There he is! My big boy!”

      Kel marveled at how old the woman looked.

      She was ancient!

      The old lady strode right up to Ethan with an odd hobbled gait and kissed Ethan smack on the lips. His eyes went wide as did Kel’s as the old woman even tried to slip him the tongue, a situation which he expertly handled, pulling her to one side as he introduced Kel, “Granny, this is my girl, Kel.”

      Without so much as a glance, as the old woman’s eyes were glued to Ethan, she said, “Great. Hi, Kel. Come on inside, Ethan; your cousins are visiting me this weekend. I bet you’ve missed Herbert and Crenshaw.”

      Kel laughed, as their names sounded like the title of a law firm. And she earned Ethan’s granny’s attention for that. A scowl moved over her wrinkly face, prompting Ethan to take her hand and lead her away from Kel. “I have missed the boys from my youth very much.”

      “Crenshaw’s a girl, sweetheart,” Granny corrected him.

      Ethan was stuck as to what to say. He should’ve known the sex of his own cousins, after all. But when the other two met them at the door, he found it easy to fix his little mistake. They both looked like men. Odd men. One wore a helmet like a bicycle racer would, in electric blue. He had on a tight little unitard in the same color. The other wore blue jean overalls and had a stick of some kind he was chewing on. The ragged cut of his hair, the shapeless clothing, and the fact that they both had manly features made it impossible to figure out which one was the female out of the two.

      Looking at Kel over his shoulder, he whispered, “See why I called them both boys, now?”

      She nodded and tried not to laugh at the weird-looking duo. “’Sup, Ethan?” the unitard-wearing man called out as they walked into the house.

      “Not much.” Ethan looked at the old woman, who was clinging to him, for some help getting which guy that one was.

      “Oh, Herbert, do you have to use such language?” she asked the helmet-wearing man playing the part of Ethan’s cousin.

      “Sorry, Granny,” Herbert said then set his eyes on Kel. “Howdy, pretty lady.”

      Kel smiled. “Hi, Herbert.” She extended her hand to the other she then realized was the woman named Crenshaw. “Hello, Crenshaw. How are you?”

      Holding onto the straps that held up her overalls, she didn’t bother to shake Kel’s hand. Instead she turned around with a huff. “She ain’t so great.”

      Ethan looked at Kel with a frown. “Don’t listen to her. You’re fantastic, love.”

      Granny patted Ethan on his arm. “Never mind her. She’s had a crush on Mr. Tall and Handsome here since they were kids.”

      “Not your blood cousins, huh, Ethan?” Kel asked, as they had no accents at all.

      “Oh, yes, they are. My uncle moved here before they were born. He married a woman from the hills of Tennessee,” Ethan lied.

      Kel was a little taken aback but shrugged it off as she leaned in to whisper, “I suppose their mother’s blood line was a bit muddled with incest.”

      “Well, to be truthful, that runs on both sides.” Ethan stifled a grin as he followed the cousins to a large room with more red roses, filling vases around the room.

      The expression that covered Kel’s face nearly made Ethan laugh, but he managed to hold it in. He’d told the little acting troupe to lay it on thick, and they were off to a remarkable start.

      When Herbert shouted at the top of his lungs, “Shit fire and save the matches!” Kel froze as she watched the man’s arms fly into the air as if he was praising God or something.

      Ethan leaned in close to whisper, “He has Tourette’s Syndrome. Please don’t be offended by anything he does or says. He can’t help it. Things just burst out of him.”

      “Oh,” she whispered back as she watched Herbert walk in a circle three times then sit on the sofa. “And the circling behavior? What’s that called?”

      Ethan had no idea, so he made something up. “Poor guy thinks he’s a puppy sometimes.”

      “That’s awful. How’d that happen? Did he have an accident and damage his brain? Is that why he wears a helmet?” she asked.

      “No, he wears a helmet because he thinks it looks cool, Kel. You should compliment him on it,” he told her as he held back the urge to laugh. “And the Tourette’s is genetic. We have 12 people in the family who have it.”

      “So anyone could get it then?” she asked him as her head swam.

      “Yes. One in my family never knows if any of their children will end up with it. The luck of the draw, I suppose.” He took a seat as the woman playing his grandmother took hers after a lengthy time of trying to ease her crooked body into the chair.

      Kel couldn’t help but notice the hump that was already beginning to form on Crenshaw’s back. “Is the hump thing something a lot of your family has too?”

      “Mostly only the women,” Ethan said as he sat back and pulled her close to him.

      “Well, I think if it’s caught early enough, doctors can do something about that.” Kel looked around the room at the many roses and wondered why in the world one would have so many of the same flower around the inside and outside of the house.

      “I don’t know. Crenshaw wore a brace for most of her younger years. It didn’t seem to help her any,” Ethan said as he watched frown lines form in the middle of Kel’s forehead.

      He was happy with her reaction to the mess of a family he’d created. When his fake granny let a whirlwind of gas blow her up off her chair a bit, Kel gasped as the old woman said, “Soap!”

      The others echoed her, leaving Kel stupefied. Granny decided to explain, “I have terrible insides, honey. If I apologized every time gas escaped me, then I’d never stop. So we came up with one word. Soap.”

      “Soap,” Kel said. “How um, uh, clever. Yeah, that’s the word I was looking for, clever.”

      “She’s a sweetheart, isn’t she, love?” Ethan cooed in her ear.

      Kel didn’t think the old woman was sweet at all, but she nodded. “Sure is.”

      Ethen pushed it a bit further as he asked, “Think you could get used to this?”

      Kel stared at him without blinking and wondered why he’d ask such a thing. Was he really going to go so far as to give her what he thought she wanted, a marriage proposal?

      

      Chapter 30

      

      No one was around as the car stopped in front of the ranch house in Montana where Griffin lived. Jess loved it. There were cows and horses in the pastures that were on each side of the road they went up. A mountain was the backdrop behind the sprawling home.

      “Griff, this is gorgeous,” she said as they got out of the car and went inside. “And no one’s here at all, you said?”

      “They’re gone for the weekend. I’m sorry you’re going to miss seeing them. But they had work to do. It’ll just be the staff and us.” He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close after he closed the door behind them. “Think you can handle yourself appropriately?”

      His breath was hot on her face. Their lips were a fraction of an inch apart. “Maybe.”

      “Too bad,” he whispered. He planned on trying hard to get her to give into him, while making her think life with him meant some pretty disgusting things. “I should show you around.”

      “You should,” she said with a sigh. It was hard for her to hold him off when he was up on her that way. She really wanted him, but it was the idea of the bet that stopped her.

      He took her hand, leading her through the large and dimly lit house. “Through here is the way to get to the back of the house where the milking barn is. That’s where the money is made.”

      “Milking?” she asked.

      “Yeah, milking,” he said with an evil grin. “I’ll show you. There’s a video out there. It helps the bulls get randy.”

      “Randy?” she asked, as she didn’t have a clue what he was talking about.

      “Horny,” he said.

      She laughed. “And why would they need to be horny, Griff?”

      “Because we have to get them to give us their sperm. That’s what we sell.”

      She stopped and looked at him as if he was insane. “No, you don’t. Come on; stop messing with me.”

      “I’m not messing with you,” he said as he pulled her along. “And everyone in the family has to know how to do it. No one gets out of the dirty work.”

      “You can’t mean that you take the bull by the …” Jess cupped one hand to show what she meant. “Do you?”

      “I do mean that. There’s a chute that holds them still for that. And once you start fondling them, they calm right down and actually seem to enjoy it. As you can imagine, the females of the family manage to get them to give more sperm with their tender touch than the men do.” He laughed, and Jess gagged.

      “You’re messing with me. I know you are. There has to be a machine that does that,” Jess said as she shook her head. “People don’t do that for real.”

      “There are other ways to get it, but our way works the best. We get a lot more than other producers do. And all because we aren’t afraid to get our hands dirty.” Out a door they went, and into a fenced area that had a large barn at the back if it. “I’ll let you watch the video first, then you can try it.”

      “No way in hell, Griff!”

      “Baby, come on. You’re into animals anyway.”

      She stopped dead in her tracks. “Not into them in that way! That’s bestiality, Griff. It’s sick!”

      “It’s not considered that, and it’s not sick. It’s profitable.” Pulling her along with him, he continued to take her to the barn.

      “How about I watch you jerk the cow off?” she asked as they got to the barn where she could hear the cattle mooing.

      “We don’t jerk off the cows, Jess.”

      “Bulls. Whatever. You know what I’m saying. Let me watch you do it.”

      He eyed her as he opened the large door, letting a burst of livestock odor pour out. Griff wasn’t about to put his hands on any bull’s cock, but he was about to watch Jess do it. “Inside, baby. You see, I’m itching to see if you can do this. It’s a thing each family member has to do, and I wanna see if you have what it takes to be a Houser.”

      Jess eyed him and was unsure if he was being serious or not. He’d overheard them talking about the phony marriage scam. Was he into it, or was he going to try to use his own fake marriage proposal to win the bet he had with his friends?

      “I’m not about to put my hands on a bull’s anything, Griff. Furthermore, I’m not interested in being a Houser.” She leveled her eyes on him and put her hands on her hips.

      “You sure, baby?” he asked as he gathered her up in his strong arms. He’d heard her and her sisters loud and clear. He knew she wanted to get married.

      When he moved his mouth past hers and went straight to her neck to kiss and nibble it, she couldn’t help wilting in his arms. He did know how to work her body; that was true. “Griff,” she moaned as she ran her hands over his tightly muscled back.

      The bulls that were in the pens began to get louder as they mooed. Griff whispered in her ear, “We’re making them get all hot and bothered, baby. That’s a good thing. It’ll make your job easier.”

      Pressing her up against the wall, he kissed her long and hard. He was going to work her up into a frenzy and win the bet while he planted the seed of doubt in her head about making him her husband.

      Jess was finding it harder and harder to keep her wits about her when Griffin kissed her and handled her in a way that made her insides turn to butter. His mouth was hot and demanding as he kissed her. His strong hands gripped her waist, pulling her up. She wrapped her legs around him and felt the swell of his cock as he pushed it against her.

      They were completely alone, save for the bulls, and she was losing the battle. Moving her hands through his thick hair, she moaned as he rubbed himself against her. Over and over, his throbbing cock moved, making her lightheaded and all thoughts ceased, except the one. The one that told her to let the damn bet go and find out what Griff could do for her.

      Raking her nails along his back, she gasped when he bit her lower lip then nibbled his way down her neck. “Griff …”

      “Shhh,” he said as he kept going. “Just let things happen, baby.”

      Her brain was swimming in a sea of lust. Her body was on fire, and Griff was the only man who could douse those flames. She knew, without a doubt, that he’d be the best she’d ever had. And she’d held off for as long as she could.

      When his fingers moved down her throat, all the way to the top button of her shirt, she let him unbutton it. Each button got him that much closer to the prize. Stopping to cup one breast, he groaned with how good it felt in his hand.

      Griff had to admit that things with Jess were going great. If he could have gone back in time, the one thing he’d have done was make sure he hadn’t overheard the girls’ conversation about roping them into marriage to pay their bills.

      And with that thought, he lost the feelings he’d had. He let her breast go and stopped kissing her neck that was so sweet and tempting. Griff reminded himself that the woman who was holding him was a money grubbing liar.

      “So, you ready to get handsy with one of the bulls? I’ll let you pick him out.”

      “Griff, no,” Jess whined. She was wondering what the hell had happened. They’d just been making out hardcore, and she’d been about to give into him.

      “Yes, Jess,” he said as he stepped back, moving her legs off him.

      “Griff, what’s wrong?” she asked as she knew something had to have gone through his head that had him stopping. Then she knew he’d been thinking about the marriage thing and it’d shut him down.

      All she wanted to do was end the charade. Tell him she knew about the bet and how they’d gotten back at them for it. But Griff seemed set on trying to make her whack off a bull as he dragged her along with him to the first pen. “Come on. You have to do this. If you want me, then you’ll have to do this.”

      Stopping short, Jess made a drastic decision. She was going to tell him the truth. Tired of keeping so much bottled up was taking its toll on her. “We need to talk.”

      Griff turned around and eyed her warily. Somewhere, deep inside, he knew she was about to confess, and he knew he should too. “About what, Jess?”

      A door on the side of the barn flew open and in came a tall man with a gun aimed right at them. “What the hell are you two doing in here?”

      “Who the hell are you?” Griffin asked as he quickly moved Jess behind him.

      “Never mind that,” the stranger shouted. “Get on the ground and put your hands behind your heads.”

      Griffin had no idea who the man was or what the hell he thought he was doing. Jess looked at him with wide eyes as she said, “You don’t live here, do you?”

      

      Chapter 31

      

      Bouncing in the pickup truck Phoenix had rented at the airport, Cait looked out the window at the desolate area he was taking her to. “So, this is the land that’s made you so rich?”

      “It sure is,” he said with pride in his deep voice.

      “It’s not much to look at,” Cait commented on the drab gray trees that were short with thin leaves on them. The tan color of the dirt made everything blend in. Nothing stood out. “Does it get any better?”

      “Hell, yes, it does,” Phoenix said as he went around a corner and the pavement ended, white caliche rocks began, and the ride became even bumpier.

      “Are we going off-roading now, Phoenix?” Cait asked as she grabbed the bar above the passenger side window. “Now I know why this was installed.”

      Phoenix laughed as he shook his head. “This isn’t off-roading, Caity-cat. This is one of the many roads the oil company put down when they were drilling the wells.”

      “This is not a road!” she said as she hung on for dear life to the bar and pressed her feet against the floorboard in a vain attempt to steady herself. “This is worse than driving on the dirt, Phoenix!”

      Rounding another curve, he pulled to a stop in front of a giant see-saw like structure. “This is the Nelson number one. The first oil well they drilled on this property. It makes roughly 40 barrels of oil a day for me.”

      “I can see why you like the land for that purpose, but for any other purpose, it’s more than fairly undesirable. You sure you want to make a home for yourself here?” she asked him as she looked around, desperately trying to find anything of beauty at all to make her understand what he saw in the place.

      Phoenix was happy with her dislike of the scenery. He was set on showing her that if she was looking for a husband, he wasn’t going to be the man for her. But if she wanted to play, he was game for that.

      “This is where it all started, Cait. I want to make a home for myself and a family right here, where it all began,” he said, then pulled away from the pump and headed down the bumpy road again.

      Cait clung to the bar as she thought about why in the world he or anyone else would want to live in the middle of nowhere with only a bunch of machinery as their neighbors. And when he pulled up at a small, white house with the paint peeling, exposing old, gray boards underneath, she was thoroughly confused by the man. “What’s this?” she asked.

      “This is the house the property came with. I stayed here a lot when I was first given the property. I want to make this place into a home. Come on, Cait. Let me show you around,” he said, then jumped out of the truck.

      When he opened the door for her, the most awful smell hit her like a brick. “Oh, Lord! What’s that smell?”

      “That’s the smell of money, Cait,” he told her as he helped her out of the tall truck.

      “It’s more like rotten eggs and tar.” Cait looked around to try to find out exactly where the odor was coming from and couldn’t pinpoint it at all. “It seems to be coming from everywhere.”

      “Well, that’s because it is,” he told her as he led her into the ramshackle dump of a house. “That’s the gases that come up with the oil. He pointed to a row of tan painted huge tanks that were not too far away. “That’s where the oil is pumped to. So, that’s why the smell is so strong here. You get used to it. You’ll see. Now, let’s go inside so I can show you the house and get your take on it.”

      Cait pinched her nose shut as she went with him. She was pretty positive she’d never get used to that stench. And when he opened the door, she was met by three scurrying mice and let out a scream. “Rats!”

      “Nah, those aren’t rats,” he said as he pulled her inside. “Rats are a lot bigger. Those are just mice. Once we move in here, they’ll move out.”

      “We?” she asked as she looked at him, her fingers still holding her nose closed, making her sound stuffed up. “Phoenix, what the hell are you talking about?”

      “You and me, of course. That’d be the next logical step, wouldn’t it? Moving in together?” he asked her as he watched her eyes get big.

      “We’re not anywhere near that place yet,” she said.

      And he had to wonder, if they weren’t near that place, then why was she talking to her sisters about marrying him?

      Taking her into his arms, he pulled her close and kissed her on the forehead. “Maybe soon you’ll be closer to wanting us to be a thing. A real thing. A lasting thing.”

      “Not here,” she said as she looked at the empty house. “And to be perfectly honest, this place needs to be torn down. Bulldoze it. And don’t start over anywhere near here. I’m pretty sure breathing in this air is not good for us.”

      Phoenix was pretty sure it wasn’t either, but he said, “You really can’t see yourself living here, Caity-cat?” He rocked her back and forth as he looked into her eyes.

      “I really can’t. We should go see that beach house you have.” She let her nose go and gave him a smile and then a kiss to see if she could get him to take her away from the horrible place. “I know I’ll feel a lot better with the salty air blowing around, instead of this.”

      “You don’t even wanna spend one night here?” he asked. “Just to see what it’d be like?”

      She shook her head. “No, and you shouldn’t either. This isn’t a place to build a home and raise a family. This place looks like rattlesnake heaven. A terrible place to raise kids.”

      Cait wasn’t wrong about the snakes. Phoenix knew that each year the oil field workers killed five to ten of the poisonous creatures on his place, alone. Her instincts were right.

      Everything about the girl was right, except the conniving part of her, Phoenix thought. “I tell you what. You and I are going to the little town that’s just a piece down the road and have some dinner, then maybe get a room in town for the night. I really do want you to get to know this place. This is where my future will be. Maybe I could buy a house in town. Maybe that’d be more your style.”

      “You keep talking like I’m about to move down here with you. I’m not,” she told him. “I’m still in school, and that’s my top priority.”

      With her words, he let her out of his hold. “About school. I suppose you’ve gotten into a real financial pickle with all those student loans. I’d like to help you out with them.” Phoenix eyed her to see if she’d accept his help and let the marriage thing go.

      He wanted them to stop the playing against the other thing they’d been secretly doing. Phoenix wanted things to be real between them. A thing they were far from at that moment.

      Cait was wondering what he was up to. She placed her hand on her hip and shifted her weight. “I don’t need your help, thank you very much.”

      Moving around her like a cat stalking its prey, he said, “I think you do. I think you need my help very much. You have to admit, it’d help your father out tremendously if I settled your debts. Don’t you want that for him?”

      She gulped as Phoenix circled her then stopped in front of her, taking her by the chin, making her look into his eyes. Cait was on the verge of telling him the truth. The only thing keeping her from blurting it all out was the fact that he was hanging on to his secret too.

      “My father wouldn’t want me accepting that kind of money from a man.”

      “But a husband, he surely would,” Phoenix said then smiled.

      “What are you getting at, Phoenix?” she asked him, as she knew he didn’t want to marry her. And she didn’t want to marry him. It was all too soon, and there were lies in their way.

      A loud popping sound made them both jump and Phoenix ran outside to see what was making the noise. Cait followed, and the two found one of the tanks had a small lid that was blowing up as each pop sounded. “I need to make a phone call,” Phoenix said. “We should get out of here.”

      Hurrying to the truck, Cait climbed in on her own so they could get out of there faster. Phoenix got in the driver’s side and pulled out his phone as he pulled away from the area. “Why do you think it’s doing that, Phoenix?”

      “I have no idea.” He gave her a look that told her more than he’d been telling her.

      “You’ve never stayed out here, have you?” she asked him with a frown. “You’re trying to make me think this is what you want, but it’s not, is it?”

      “Um, uh.” He had no idea what to tell her. He drove away from the smell and the noise that he knew damn good and well he never wanted to live around. And suddenly he felt he had to open up and be honest with the young woman. “Let me make this call to the oil company and then you and I are going to have a long talk.”

      Cait nodded and leaned her head against the headrest. It seemed they were finally going to get to the truth. Or so she hoped.

      

      Chapter 32

      

      After a long day of visiting with Ethan’s fake family, although Kel was unaware of that fact, she was tired and ready for bed. Ethan walked her down a long hallway where many pictures lined the walls. “And who’s this?” she asked about a lovely young woman in a black and white photo, framed in gold.

      “Um,” he mumbled, as he had no idea who any of the people were in any of the photos. The fact was, he was growing tired of the charade. Kel had been the epitome of class as she handled the shenanigans the acting troupe put her through. “Not sure about that one, love.”

      Kel stopped and turned to face him. “How’s that, Ethan? I have to tell you that I feel like something’s not quite right here.”

      He gulped and felt a weight on his back the likes of which he’d never known before. Taking her hand, he led her into one of the bedrooms. “I think I can finally be honest with you, Kel, seeing as I have you too far away for you to grow furious enough with me that you’d run out and hide away from me.”

      She sat on the bed, watching him as he began to pace with a slightly nervous expression on his handsome face. “Be honest. I never run from honesty, Ethan.”

      He laughed with an oddly loud and abrupt sound. “Oh, I think you’ll be pretty mad at me, my love.”

      “I’ll hold my temper.” Kel got up and put her arms around him. “You can be honest with me.”

      He stroked her soft cheek and looked into her eyes. “I think I can, but I’m still afraid you’ll end this.”

      “And why would I end something this nice?” she asked him, then leaned her head to rest on his broad chest. “Just tell me. You really can tell me anything.”

      Taking her hands, he held her away from him. “Take a seat.”

      She did as he’d said to and sat on the edge of the bed. “Okay, spill it, Ethan.”

      “My friends and I overheard you and your sisters talking about something that has us all doing some kind of crazy things to you girls.” He began to pace again, putting his hands behind his back as he weighed what he wanted to say.

      Kel held her temper, but the fact was that she was getting irate that this was the thing he wanted to be honest about and not the bet he and his friends had. “You and your friends are doing crazy things to me and my sisters, Ethan. Please go on. And what did you hear us talking about?”

      Ethan stopped and leveled his eyes on Kel. She looked so small and innocent as she sat on the bed, waiting for his explanation. “Marriage, Kel. Marriage and how you three plan to get us all to marry you and pay your damn bills.” His face was turning red as he grew angry.

      Kel’s face began to turn red too. “Anything else you’d like to be honest about, Ethan?”

      “These people aren’t my family. I hired them to play the role. I wanted you to think I came from looneys and stop trying to get me to marry you. I actually come from good stock. No Americans are in the mix at all. And no mental illness, either. I’m not proud of what I did. And I wanted you to know that. I want us to be honest with one another. Would you like to confess now?”

      Heat filled her as she stood up. “Me? You’re not nearly finished with your confession!”

      Ethan grabbed her wrists, as he feared she might try to hit him. “Look, I told you about the fake family and why I did it. There’s no more. I’d like for you to admit that you planned on tricking me into marrying you.”

      “I admit it,” Kel spat at him. “Before I ask for your forgiveness for such a thing though, I want more of that honesty you spoke about. I want to know it all, Ethan Southern. Every last bit of it!”

      “Well, Griffin is going to make Jess think she’ll have to jack off bulls to be his wife. Phoenix is making Cait think that she’ll have to live in the middle of a stinking oilfield if she wants him to marry her. We all came up with ideas that make us seem less attractive as husbands.” He sat her back down. “There you have it.”

      “I’m going to let you have it if you don’t come clean, Ethan. You have mere seconds. I’m about to count to three, and if I get to the last number and the whole truth hasn’t begun to pour from those lips then you will feel my wrath. You and your friends!” The look on her face made him think she knew about the bet.

      But how could she? Unless one of his friends had told one of her sisters. That would be the only way, in his opinion. “Who told who what, love?”

      “One!” Kel shouted at him.

      “Damn it! Kel, you have to tell me what you know,” he shouted back at her.

      “Two!” she said through clenched teeth. Her eyes were growing shimmery with what he was sure were angry tears. And when a woman cried those kinds of tears, anything could happen. Thr—”

      “Stop!” he shouted as he held up his hands in surrender. “Stop counting. We had a bet.”

      Kel couldn’t stop the tears as they crept out of her eyes. He’d finally been honest. “About?”

      “About getting laid. Who’d get laid first.” Ethan got on his knees in front of her and took her hands in his, pulling them up to his cheeks where he rubbed them to his face. “We picked the women for each other. You were chosen for me. Kel, I swear it to ya, I’ve never met a woman more perfect for me.”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Ethan, finally. We’ve known since the first night. That’s why we led you all on then left you. The bartender is our cousin; he overheard you and told us. Damn, that feels awesome to get off my chest. The marriage thing we were talking about was to get even with you all.”

      Ethan nodded. “That sounds more reasonable than thinking you three strong women wanted what you were talking about.”

      “I’m going to call my sisters and tell them to come clean. I can’t imagine the torture their men are putting them through. And you call your friends and let them know the bet’s off.” Kel pulled her hands away from Ethan, but he came along with them and kissed her with a passion he’d never felt before.

      The woman was his equal in all ways. And the bet was behind them. The truth had been exposed, and he was about to make sure she knew how he really felt about her.

      

      Chapter 33

      

      Jess cringed as the tall man with the gun walked over to them as they laid on their stomachs on the floor, hands behind their head. He was still pointing it at Griffin, who said, “I’m Griffin Houser. And who the hell are you?”

      “Oh, shit!” the man whispered. “Sorry, sir. Here, let me help you up!”

      “Don’t bother,” Griffin growled as he got up and helped Jess up too. “And you are?”

      “The new head of security. Donald Noland.” He extended his hand for a shake, and Griffin just looked at it.

      “I don’ think so,” Griff said as he glared at the man. “My fucking pictures are all over the house. Don’t try to tell me you had no idea who I was.”

      “No, sir, really,” Donald said. “This is my first night to work. I was hired on to secure the outside, the animals. The inside is still your security guy you’ve had for years. Mr. Stout is the one who hired me to take care of the outside. I haven’t even met your family yet.”

      Griffin’s cell phone rang, and he took it out of his pocket. “It’s Ethan.”

      When Jess’ cell rang too, she pulled it out of her pocket and saw it was Kel. “I hope nothing’s happened!”

      Griff gave Donald a nod. “Go on about your business. We’re going inside, anyway.” He led Jess out of the barn and back toward the house as he answered his phone. “Griffin here, Ethan.”

      “The jig is up. Time to tell Jess about the bet,” Ethan told him.

      Jess was listening to Kel as she told her, “I got it out of Ethan about the bet. It’s off. Tell Griff about the fake marriage scam.”

      “Wow,” Jess said as she followed Griff into the house. “You’re remarkable.”

      “I know. See you on Monday when we come back. We’re going to stay the weekend in this mansion he rented and send his fake family home. You get to have some real fun now that the lying is over. Love you, sis.”

      “Love you too,” Jess said, then ended the call. She found Griffin putting away his phone. Then he turned to look at her.

      “You knew about the bet all along, Jess?” he asked her, afraid to pull her into his arms the way he yearned to.

      “I did,” she said and took a step closer to him. “And we made up the phony marriage thing to see if you guys would run. But you didn’t.”

      Ethan looked at her with a sheepish grin. “We all kind of adore you girls. And we all took you on these horrendous dates to make you think none of us were great marriage material.”

      “So, the bull-jacking thing is bullshit?” she asked him as she took another step closer.

      “It’s a load of it. We do have machines that take care of that task. Can you ever forgive me for almost making you touch a bull cock?” he asked, as he wasn’t sure she’d forgive him or not.

      Jess closed the gap between them, wrapping her arms around his neck and gazing at him in a new light. An honest light. “If I’d had to touch one then I can’t say for sure. Since I didn’t have to, the answer is yes. I forgive you, Griff. And can I ask you to be honest about how you feel about me?”

      His hands tangled in her long blonde hair as he whispered, “I’m crazy about you, Jess. That’s the truth. And how do you feel about me?”

      “Oh, I think you’re just about the best thing since sliced bread, Griff.”

      He kissed her then. Their first honest kiss. Neither had expected the fire that ripped through them as their tongues danced and their bodies stretched, trying to feel every part of the other’s.

      Griff pulled his mouth away and said, “In the spirit of being honest … What are the chances you and I can go up to my bedroom and spend this entire weekend making sweet love to one another?”

      Jess winked at him. “I’d say there is a one hundred percent chance of that happening.”

      Breathing out a sigh of relief, Griff picked his girl up and carried her away with him. It hadn’t been that long in reality, but it had seemed like forever since they’d met. And things were finally going to be real between them. Griffin was set on making Jess see how he really felt about her.

      

      Chapter 34

      

      Pulling the truck to a stop just outside the gate that secured Phoenix’s oilfield, he looked at Cait as he blurted, “We had a bet. Whichever one of us got laid first would win. It was stupid; and this whole lying to you thing is stupid; and I just want to end it. I know about how you and your sisters want to trick us into marrying you. That’s why I brought you out here. I don’t want to live out here at all. But I don’t know if you and I will work out, either. The fact that you’re a scheming little witch is a thing I can’t take.”

      “Whoa!” Cait gasped. “Okay, first of all. You used me in a bet. Second of all, you lied first. That’s why we came up with our lie about getting you guys to marry us. We knew about your bet, and we came up with something to run you all off. Only it didn’t run any of you off.”

      Phoenix blinked at her a few times. “You knew about the bet? Since when?”

      “Since the beginning of it. Our cousin overheard you guys and told us about it early on. So, we fooled you all into thinking you were going to get lucky.”

      “Then you ditched us.” Phoenix nodded as he recalled it all. “You little sneaks.”

      “Um, hey, you guys started it,” Cait reminded him. “So, do you want to take me home now or what? Are we done?”

      “Is that what you want?” he asked her as he found his heart pounding.

      “Is that what you want?” she asked him as she watched his face go blank. Cait had no idea what he wanted, but she knew she wanted to see where things would go with the man.

      When he shook his head, she smiled. Phoenix got out of the truck and went around to her side. Opening the door, he pulled her out of the truck and held her tight. “Cait, I think I might love you.”

      “That’s nice to hear. I think I might just love you too, Phoenix. Now, how about we go to your beach house and spend this weekend in a more appropriate way? You know, playing fetch with your dog.”

      He laughed and hoisted her up, then kissed her hard. When he released her lips, he said, “How about I let the neighbor continue to take care of him so I can play some sex games with you, my little Caity-cat?”

      “I say, okay. Take me to your lair; make me your woman.”

      Phoenix hoisted her back into the truck and groaned as he ran his fingertip over the top of her breast. “I’m going to rip those clothes off you and not allow you to get dressed at all for the next two days.”

      “Promise?” she asked with a grin. “Climb up in this truck and take me home, baby.”

      Phoenix closed the door and felt the weight of their lies had lifted completely. He was going to finally get to have Cait the way he’d wanted to since he met her. And the best part of it was that they’d gotten the lies out of the way. And who knew where things would lead with all the baggage gone?

      Just as he got back in the truck, both of their cells rang. Cait pulled hers out of her purse as Phoenix picked his up out of the middle console. “It’s Ethan,” he said.

      “Kel’s calling me.” Cait answered her phone, “Hey.”

      “Hey, you need to tell Phoenix the truth,” Kel said.

      “Just did. You have ESP or something?” she said with a laugh.

      Phoenix laughed when he heard Ethan say, “The bet’s off.”

      “I just told Cait about the whole thing. And she let me in on their secret too.” Phoenix blew a kiss to Cait. “And things are great between us now. I’m taking her to my real home. And I may just keep her there forever.”

      “Good luck with that, my friend,” Ethan said. “You two have fun. Bye.”

      They both ended their calls as Cait gazed at the handsome man she had finally admitted to loving. “This is nice, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “What, being honest?” he asked as he reached over and took her hand, holding it between them as he drove away.

      “Yes, being honest. Honest about everything. I think this is going to be a great weekend.” She gave his hand a squeeze.

      “I know it is,” he said, then sped up. “Now to get you to my bed!”

      She giggled and knew things would be going very well for them very soon.

      

      Chapter 35

      

      Candles lit up the bedroom as Jess came out of the attached bathroom and into Griffin’s bedroom. He’d stripped and was lying naked on his bed. Jess took in her breath sharply. She had a towel wrapped around her and let it fall to the floor.

      Griffin moaned as he took her all in. “My God, you’re gorgeous, Jess.”

      “You are too,” she purred as she made her way to him. The carpet tickled her feet as she walked across the floor. “The candles make you glow, Griff.”

      “I think it’s you who’s doing that,” he cooed as he got off the bed and went to her, taking her into his arms and loving how right she felt in them. Their skin was all that was between them, finally.

      Their lips met, and they both knew something was happening that had never happened for either of them before. A bond of sorts had been formed. Something neither had ever had before.

      Griffin eased backward with Jess as he took her to his bed. He felt compelled to tell her, “You’re the first woman I’ve ever brought home.”

      Jess stared into the dark pools of his eyes. “I’ll be the first to make love with you in your bed?”

      “You will,” he told her as he pushed back her hair. “I want you to know that I think you’re special and this isn’t where things will end for us. I see this is just the beginning.”

      Running her hand across his back, she said, “That’s good to hear. I want things to keep going as well.”

      Picking her up in his arms, Griffin kissed her again. He wanted her to feel every last feeling he could send to her. He wanted her to know he felt more for her than he’d ever felt for anyone before. And he wanted to use his body to show her that, instead of words.

      Easing her onto his bed, he placed her head gently on the fluffy pillow. For the longest time, he looked into her eyes, trying to convey his feelings. She stroked his cheek as she returned his loving gaze.

      Griffin took her hand, delivering a kiss to her palm. He licked it, then ran his tongue up her arm. Giving her small bites along her neck, he heard her moan, and her body arched up.

      He took her hands, holding them down over her head as he kissed and nipped her neck. Griff let them go as he moved down her body, kissing every inch as he went. Spreading her legs, he kissed her pearl, and she moaned with the sensation, “Yes.”

      “You taste like sin, Jess. It should be illegal to taste this damn good.” He took the swollen bud between his lips and rolled it between them, making her moan and his cock grow.

      It was a sweet agony he was putting her through. Jess wanted to feel his large cock inside of her. But his intimate kiss was more than exciting. His lips moved on her sex with a determination, but also with ease. He put her in a relaxed state as he gently kissed her. Her body was rolling with small waves as the pleasurable sensations flowed through her.

      When he licked her warm folds a few times, he ventured down to her vagina and forced his tongue inside of her. She squealed with pleasure. In and out he went until she came with a shout and dug her nails into his shoulders. He licked her until she was a quivering mess. Then he pulled his hot mouth off her and looked at her as he said, “I’m about to ruin you for other men.”

      Jess held out her arms and moaned, “Go on and ruin me, Griff. Settle that fat cock into my aching pussy. I’m yours.”

      Moving up her body, he pinned her to the bed, forcing her legs even wider. “You ready for this, baby?”

      “More than ready. Give it to me.” She gritted her teeth, readying to feel the heat she was confident she’d feel as he stretched her to fit his erection.

      The tip slid in, and she felt the pain already. More moved in as she hissed with the fire it created inside her. “You can take it,” he whispered in her ear. “Just breathe, baby. You can handle it all.”

      “It’s so big, Griff,” she moaned. “I can’t wait to see how full you make me feel.”

      “Yes, baby, that’s the right way to think about it.” He pushed in harder and pulled back without going all the way in. Over and over, he teased her that way until she arched up to him, making him go all the way into her tight walls.

      “Griff!” she shrieked as her breathing went ragged. “Oh, God! Oh, baby. Oh, yeah! Do it, baby. Shit, you feel good.”

      The groan he made, shook them both as he began thrusting as he held her shoulders to the mattress. She moaned with every one of them. He knew she wasn’t faking. Her face glowed as she let him handle her the way he’d dreamt of from the first time he saw her.

      “Your tight pussy was made for my cock, Jess,” he told her as he watched her expression as she held her eyes shut. She couldn’t hide the ecstasy she was feeling. The way he made her feel was unlike anything she knew existed. “I fucking love the way you feel!”

      She moaned, “You fuck like a pro, Griff. I feel like you’re making me yours.”

      He growled at her, “Because I am. No other man will ever be able to satisfy you the way I can.”

      Her eyes flew open. “Then I guess you’ll just have to keep your bed open for me.”

      “I’ll keep more than that open for you. I’ve never felt like this.” He strained his body to force his cock into her as deep as he could go. “You’re bottomless. I can go all the way in. Not a thing I’ve been able to do before.”

      Her lips quirked up to one side. “Seems I was made to handle that massive cock you got going on. So fuck me, Griffin Houser. Fuck me hard and long and as much as you want to. Because I fucking love the way you feel inside of me. I love the way your muscles ripple when you move. I love the way you smell, and the light sheen of sweat that covers your body, making ours slide smoothly together.”

      Griffin found the words coming out of his mouth as he thrust harder and felt the climax beginning deep in his core, “This is insane! It feels so damn right!”

      Her heart was pounding as he slammed into her. She felt his dick jerk inside of her, and it made explosions go off in her. An orgasm of unheard of proportions went off inside of her, making her scream out, “I love you, Griffin!”

      His body flushed his hot juices into hers as he groaned, “I love you, Jess. I can’t ever let you go.”

      He fell on top of her in a heap. Their breathing filled the room, and their bodies were spent. No more lies, no more secrets, only truths of how they felt were left on the table. And both felt more relief than either knew was possible.

      

      Chapter 36

      

      Silver lumens moved through the waves as the moon’s light penetrated the blue waters of the Gulf of Mexico. Phoenix held Cait in his arms as they stood on his balcony and gazed at the breathtaking view nature seemed to have made just for them that night. His lips pressed against her neck, then he whispered, “Are you ready to go to bed?”

      Cait turned in his arms and kissed him. He’d been more than patient with her as she made him show her all around his massive beach house. Lastly, they’d visited his bedroom and she’d had had to go out on that balcony to catch a whiff of the salty air, reminding her of home. When she saw the way the moon had converged with the ocean, she had to take a moment to look at the majesty of it all.

      But when she turned to look at Phoenix, she knew he too was a work of art by nature. Tall, almost elegant, if a man could be called that, Phoenix was more than she’d ever dreamt of. He was masculine to a T and more gorgeous than any man she’d ever seen.

      And he loved her!

      Her heart raced as she began to think about what they were about to do. She’d wanted the man since she first laid eyes on him. She was sure he’d wanted her too. With the lies behind them, nothing stood between them but their clothes.

      In the cool night’s breeze, he pulled her dress up over her head, leaving her in a white bra and panty set. She’d ditched her flats when they’d come into the house. There was such a grand feel to what she referred to as a mansion; she wouldn’t dare keep shoes on and mess up any of the expensive looking floors.

      Phoenix stepped back, taking Cait in as the moon’s light bathed her in gray shadows. The hollows of her cheeks pulled in the blackness, and the high ridges of them glowed like mother of pearl. She was stunning, and she loved him.

      When she gestured for him to take his shirt off, he did so as Cait marveled at how his body was muscled. Taut lines ran through his stomach, separating each muscle. His arms looked like those of a monster, they were so well defined and hugely muscled.

      Cait’s mouth began to water as he dropped his jeans, revealing a lack of underwear and getting right to the good part. His enormous erection nearly called out to her to take it into her mouth.

      Without any hesitation, Cait went to him, kissing his mouth, then moving down until she was on her knees, worshipping at the altar that was her man. He took her by the shoulders as she took his cock into her hands. Soft strokes started the process of sizing up what she would attempt to take all in.

      She looked up at him. “You’re massive, Phoenix.”

      “You don’t have to do this,” he told her.

      With a slight laugh, she said, “Oh, but I so want to.” She kissed just the tip of the perfect part of the man. His grip on her shoulders tightened as she kissed all the way down the long shaft.

      Phoenix watched how the moonlight caught certain strands of her auburn hair that were golden. They shimmered as she ran her lips back up the length of him then took him into her mouth. He wanted to watch, but his eyes closed involuntarily as he groaned with how awesome it felt.

      Her mouth was hot and pliable as she sheathed her teeth with her lips. Long and slow strokes made him ache for her to speed up. Cait ran her hands around him, grabbing his ass; she held him still then sped up, deep throating him and loving the noises he was making. Over and over, she ran her mouth up and down his shaft until he was holding her shoulders so tight, they were becoming numb, and he shouted, “Fuck, you’re fantastic!” Then she drank down what shot out.

      Typically, his legs would’ve gone weak with the ejaculation, but he was pumped and still highly aroused. Picking Cait, up, he held her like a baby, carrying her into his bedroom. Their breaths mixed as they panted and looked at one another.

      When he laid her down on his bed, he stripped away her bra and panties, then looked at her beautiful body as she was spread out on his bed. He couldn’t believe he’d found someone so right for him. Cait was gorgeous, willing, and wanting, while maintaining her independent way of thinking and acting. She was the complete package. He’d never known anyone like her.

      He moved his body over hers, hovering for a moment before he eased his hard cock into her hot, wet opening. Cait sighed as she felt the emptiness inside of her fill with the man. He was inside of her in more ways than one. Phoenix was in her heart as much as he was in her body.

      Holding his face between her palms, she pulled him to kiss her. Their tongues mingled as he moved his body over hers, his tight stomach rippling with every movement. She’d been positive she and he would have something unlike anyone she’d ever been with, and she’d been right.

      The way their bodies moved with one another was like an erotic dance. He ebbed, and she flowed. Every touch brought out sensations neither had felt before. It was magical and other worldly how they made each other feel.

      Softly, he eased their kiss. Then Phoenix kissed a path over her shoulder before he bit it gently and held her as he moved faster, harder, more fevered as his body needed more. His inner core wanted Cait to know she was his and only his. He plunged into her, dominating her in a way that silently let her know no other would ever be allowed to touch her in such a way again.

      Using not one word, Phoenix conveyed his need for her while showing her he’d not be allowing any other man to have what she knew he was already considering his.

      Cait was all right with that. She didn’t want to have to worry about another getting to the man she considered hers. She allowed him to take her with a hard conviction. She could’ve stopped him if she’d wanted, but she wanted him to know that she was allowing this to happen. She wanted it to happen.

      His cock was branding her with his hard thrusts. His eyes bored into hers as if daring her to tell him a thing. Most would’ve been intimidated and shouted for him to stop. Cait wasn’t afraid, she was mesmerized by the sheer power he exuded. The man was positively animal, with a river of humanity running through his ancient soul. Phoenix was wild at heart and soft spoken on the outside. Only Cait would get to see this raw part of the man.

      And she was gloriously happy about that fact. She arched up to him in complete surrender as she whispered, “I am yours, Phoenix.”

      No smile curled his lips as his eyes pierced her soul and his words came out like the tongue of a serpent, “You are mine, and I will kill for you.”

      Cait thought most women would hate to hear such a thing, but she loved it. And she soothed the beast he’d become as she said, “And I’d die for you, my sweet man.” She ran her hands over his flushed cheeks.

      With her words, Phoenix’s eyes went soft in an instant. He felt the love in her voice. She wasn’t lying to him. Cait loved him, and she loved the intense way he could be at times. He’d never felt such an urge to dominate a female. But he wasn’t lying when he said he’d kill for her, and he felt the truth in her words as well.

      With a soft kiss to her forehead, he whispered, “I’d die for you too, Caity-cat.”

      His moves turned to loving and easy strokes. He caressed her cheek with one hand as he held his weight off her with the other. She pulled at him to let his weight fall on her body. Cait yearned to feel all of him.

      She was strong; Phoenix was sure of that. She was strong enough to take him, and she was strong enough to make him into the man he knew he could be. The life he’d known would be far behind him, of that he was sure.

      Cait had taken him into her heart and soul, a place he wanted to reside in forever.

      

      Chapter 37

      

      The smell of roses wafted past Kel’s nose when she opened the yellow draperies that hung in the bedroom she chose for the night, exposing an open window. A lovely, candlelit dinner of steaks and steak frites had filled the evening at a local restaurant. Then Ethan had had the driver bring them home and had asked Kel if she’d like to spend the night with him.

      Kel had told him no. She didn’t want to feel forced to have sex with the man. No matter how honest they’d finally been with one another, the fact still stood that Ethan knew how to lie better than most. And that made her afraid of the man.

      Not to mention the fact that she felt so much for him. The fact that his touch filled her with frantic butterflies that were electrically charged. The fact that his kiss filled her in such a way that the planet seemed to disappear. Ethan was a man she should fear. Her heart was too fragile for a man like he was.

      After changing into a pink satin nightie that went to just above her knees, Kel brushed her hair and teeth, then climbed into the large and soft bed. The face of her cell phone lit up, and she picked it up off the nightstand. There was a text from Ethan. –

      May I come in and give you a good night kiss, love?

      Kel hesitated before answering him. His kisses were magical. One good night kiss might not suffice. Her fingers lingered over the screen’s keyboard. Hovering over the letter n, she thought about how nice he’d been that night at dinner. How romantic he could be when he put his mind to it.

      Even hiring actors to play some crazy relatives was filled with forethought. Her fiancé hadn’t given much thought to anything he’d ever done for her. Presents were the usual and expected things. Flowers on Valentine’s Day; a piece of not-so-expensive jewelry would come on Christmas and her birthday. No trips of any kind were ever planned by her ex.

      Kel had a man within her grasp who could put significant thought into things that concerned her. Sure, everything up to that point had been to win a bet, but Ethan had it in himself to think deeply about her and make plans that were out of this world.

      A soft knock came to the door. “Kel, can I please come in? Just for a second.”

      She put her phone down. Ethan wasn’t going to wait for her answer. “It’s not locked, Ethan.”

      The door opened and in came the tall, well-built Scot. His auburn hair was a mess of waves that flowed to his broad shoulders. It looked as if he’d run his hands through his hair numerous times. Kel saw the worry on his handsome face as he got closer, coming into the light the small bedside lamp gave off.

      “Kel, I can feel a disturbance in the Force, love,” he said with a weak grin.

      Kel laughed a bit, but he was right about a disturbance. Things were real after all the lies had been confessed by them both. And real was scary to her. She pulled herself up to a sitting position, then patted the bed for him to take a seat. “Ethan, I think I should be truthful with you.”

      Taking the seat, he said, “Please do, my love.”

      His words were a thing that worried her, so she told him, “Ethan, you’ve called me love since you met me. Am I to believe you, or is that just a thing you call all women?”

      Ethen inched his fingers over the pale blue blanket that enhanced the color of Kel’s dark blue eyes. Eyes that he noticed were a bit squinted as she watched him, looking for signs of truths and lies. He took her hand and held it to his whiskered cheek. “Kel, I’m not going to tell you what I think you want to hear. It’s true, I’ve called many a woman, love. And I used that to reel you in, or to try to anyway. But as time has gone on—and I know it’s not been much—I’ve grown to mean it when I call you my love. Is that so hard to believe?”

      She nodded. “It’s very hard to believe.” She curled her fingers into his beard, loving the way it was so soft. With a sigh, she whispered, “My heart hurts, Ethan.”

      He pulled her hand to his plump lips and kissed the tips of her fingers. “Perhaps it hurts because it’s holding your words within it. The heaviness is most likely what’s making it ache. You should probably just spit those words out and allow them to fall where they may.”

      “What’s the plan, Ethan?” she asked. “I need to know if you have a plan.”

      “What’s your plan, Kel?” he shot back at her. “You see, you’re the wildcard, in my opinion. Your fear of love is a thing that, quite frankly, frightens me.”

      “It frightens me too,” she confessed.

      His lips moved softly over the top of her hand. Then he ran them up her arm until he was close to her face. “Kel, my plan is to be with you wherever and however it works out. And I want you to know that I do love you. I can’t think a thought that doesn’t have you in it.”

      Kel stared at him, wanting to be as honest with him as he was being with her but that fear was so intense, it kept her heart from doing what it wanted to. “So, you’ll move to Ashby? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I don’t see why I couldn’t. And I don’t see why you couldn’t move in with me.” He looked deep into her eyes as he went on, “Kel, I want you around all the time that I can have ya around. I want to see ya each mornin’ when I wake up and kiss your lips each night before I fall asleep. Do you want that with me?”

      “You’re talking about something that’s far ahead in the future, Ethan. We have to get to know one another much better. I knew my fiancé for …”

      His lips pressed against hers to stop her from saying any more. He pulled them away, only a bit as he whispered, “I am not him. Don’t make me pay for his debts, love. I’m not saying we need to rush to marry, but I am saying I want you in my bed. I want you there every night.”

      The thought made her body flush with heat.

      He wanted her in his bed!

      She’d never shared a bed with her ex. They’d never taken the step of moving in together. And that was her doing. She’d refused to move in with him when he’d asked her to. She’d been worried about what people might say.

      With Ethan’s body so close to hers, her hands moved on their own, running over his shoulders that were covered in a loose fitting, soft T-shirt. His pajama bottoms were soft too, she found, as her hands flowed down his sides to land on his thighs. Large thighs that told her he could dominate her in bed.

      Ethan was a beast of a man. Easily twice her size. But his heart was softer than any she’d ever known. She felt the honesty in his words, and her heart sped up, shooting the words out of her mouth, “I’d like that, Ethan.” Averting her eyes, she let the rest come out, “And I do love you. You consume my thoughts.”

      “At last,” he said, then pulled her chin to make her look at him. “Say it again, love. This time I want to see your eyes when you do.”

      “I love you, Ethan Southern,” she said as a tear ran away and he kissed it away.

      “No tears are necessary, my love. The past is gone. Your future is before you, and I’m smackdab in the middle of it. What do you say to this becoming our first night together? One of many.” He waited patiently for her answer as he secretly prayed she’d say yes. His body ached for her. If she said no, he’d get little to no sleep as he would surely toss and turn in his bed, knowing she was within his reach but refusing to allow him her company.

      Kel knew she was taking a risk. She knew things could all go south for them. But somewhere, deep inside, she knew she’d be a damn fool not to give the man a chance. Raising her arms up over her head in surrender, she said, “Pull my nightgown off and see what you’ll be getting when you get me in your bed every night.”

      Ethan stared at her, as he was kind of in shock and unsure if she was being sarcastic or not. “Kel, are you saying that we can spend the night together in this bed and that you want to make love?”

      “Do you want that?” she asked as she waited with her arms still in the air.

      “More than anything,” he told her. “But only if you do.”

      Tired of waiting for him to undress her, Kel took the nightie off, leaving her in only pink silk panties. She watched his eyes grow in size as he took her nearly naked body in. “Ethan, I’m all in. I want you to make love to me and stay with me in this bed. I want to wake up to your handsome face. Show me what life will be like if I live it with you.”

      “You will not be sorry, my love,” Ethan said, then stood up and removed his clothing as she watched him.

      Kel had been fairly sure the man was well endowed but still gasped when the underwear dropped and what swung between his legs was massive in all ways. “Ethan!”

      Tossing back the blankets, he pulled her down in the bed and took her panties off. “Don’t worry. I can be very gentle. Now let’s get rid of these so I can get to my prize.”

      Kel giggled at his words, then the giggle turned into a moan as his lips pressed against her clit. The memory of the orgasm he had given her came flooding back, and her body took over. “Ethan …” she moaned, then ran her hands through his thick mane as she gave into the feelings that she’d been keeping at bay.

      Ethan caressed her smooth, creamy thighs as he kissed her into a heated frenzy of lust and desire for him. His tongue flicked at her pearl like a serpent, teasing it until she was writhing with the climax that was building in her.

      His cock was fully engorged as she shrieked his name with her orgasm. Ethan wasted no time fooling around; he quickly moved to get on top of her and thrust his cock into her wet and hot tunnel. She gasped as he spread her open.

      Clutching his biceps, Kel looked into Ethan’s eyes, hers wide and a bit pained. “Oh!”

      He waited a moment to let her body stretch to fit his. “You’ll be fine, love. You’re already accommodating me as we speak.”

      Taking a deep breath, she said, “Go slowly at first, Ethan. The burn is pretty intense.”

      With slow movements, he eased his cock up, then back down. “You okay?”

      She nodded. “Seems I have me a massive man in all ways.” A light laugh came from her, and she gave his arms a squeeze as he kept the slow strokes going.

      Little by little, the burning sensation went away, and she felt full with him inside of her. Closing her eyes, she let her body feel every bit of him. The way his muscles moved as he moved his body over hers was intoxicating. When his lips met with her neck, she sighed and let it all go.

      He moved like a giant between her legs. Long strokes had her breathing rapidly. The way her breaths came in short bursts let Ethan know she was good to go. The hard part was over and done with, and there would be smooth sailing from then on.

      Kel’s body was tight around his cock, making it want to release, but Ethan was dead set on holding onto his release for her to have hers. Placing his lips to her ear, he whispered, “You feel like heaven, love. You’re tight and toned and pure bliss.”

      She ran a foot up the back of his leg as she opened up wider for him. He groaned as his cock moved into her deeper. “You fill me completely up, Ethan. This feels so right.”

      Up and down he went as he cooed, “You feel so right.”

      A wave of heat moved through her body as he kissed her neck and moved faster and harder until she was clawing his back, screaming his name, and falling into a deep abyss she hoped she’d never come back out of.

      Ethan’s dick felt the wash of wet heat that came from her body as she gave him what he’d craved since the first time he’d met her. His cock exploded into her, mixing with the juices he’d made her release. It was official. They’d made love, consummating a real relationship. One that he never saw coming but was damn glad had.

      

      Chapter 38

      

      Small waves lapped at the shoreline as Cait threw a Frisbee into the ocean. “Get it, Toby!” she shouted as Phoenix’s black lab took off to retrieve it.

      Cait laughed as Phoenix came up behind her, picking her up and twirling her around. “He loves you too, Caity-cat!”

      Her bare feet touched the sand as he let her down and turned her in his arms to face him. His lips met hers as he just couldn’t seem to get enough of the young woman who’d stolen his heart entirely.

      When his only companion for the last few years, his dog Toby, had instantly fallen in love with Cait, he’d known he had someone special. And he was aware that she had to leave the next morning to get back to school and her real life. Phoenix was missing her already.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with just as much desire as she had the night before. They both let out long sighs when the dog dropped the Frisbee at their feet and yapped up at them to pay attention to him.

      Cait reached down and ran her hand over his head as they ended their kiss. “Toby, do you want me to throw your toy again?”

      A couple of quick barks let her know that was exactly what he wanted. Phoenix bent over, picking up the flying disc and handed it to her. “Let it fly.”

      Cait tossed it out into the water as she said, “Man, I’m gonna miss him.”

      “He’s going to miss you too,” Phoenix said as he wrapped his arms around her from behind. “We both will.”

      “Like we talked about,” she reminded him. “You set up the ride, and I’ll come see you every weekend that I can get off.”

      Phoenix wasn’t happy with their arrangement. It wasn’t going to be enough for him, and he knew it without a doubt. “You should think about transferring to a college here. You could stay with me and …”

      She reached back and ran her hand over his cheek. “That’s sweet of you. But I want to stay where I’m at. MIT is the perfect college for me, since I’m majoring in food engineering. You can understand that, can’t you?”

      “I can,” he said then turned her around to face him. “You can understand that I want you around, right?”

      “I do,” she said then kissed him again. The fact was she wanted him around too, but had no idea how their worlds could be combined.

      The day went by with them playing in the surf with his dog and lying on the sandy beach, exchanging kisses and hugs. Everything felt sweet and extraordinary. Neither wanted it to stop, but both knew the weekend would end and reality would set in.

      When the sun set, finding the couple still on the beach, Phoenix let his thoughts be known. “Cait, I’ve been thinking. That’s pretty much all I’ve been doing today. And I believe that you and I can make this work. I mean really make it all work.”

      “I think we can too,” she agreed. “We’ll figure things out. I’m sure.”

      Leaning over her, he rolled her onto her back, making her giggle as he moved his body over hers and the dog began to bark at him. “Toby, be quiet! I want your new mom to hear this loud and clear.”

      Cait ran her hands over his clean-shaven face. “Hear what?”

      His eyes were pools of dark chocolate, conveying more to her than his words ever could. She saw the love in them. She felt loved in his arms. And she knew he wanted nothing separating them. But she didn’t know how that could be changed. She had school, end of story.

      “Come with me tonight to Las Vegas. Marry me tonight, Cait.” He didn’t blink as he waited for her answer.

      “Tonight? Get on a plane and go to Vegas and marry you tonight?” she asked to be sure she’d heard him right.

      He nodded and waited as Toby watched her too. Both of them wanted to keep her in their daily lives. Both were waiting to see if she’d accept that role.

      Cait’s head swam with what he wanted. Only a day ago, he’d been set on making her not see him as husband material and there he was asking her to marry him right away. But there still was the distance thing to think about.

      “Phoenix, getting married won’t stop the fact I have to finish school. And there are no companies here for me to work for,” she told him.

      “We’ll work that out as we go. And I want you to finish school. But mostly, I want to change your last name.” He kissed her sweetly on the lips. “I want to make you mine in all ways, Caity-cat. Will you marry me?”

      Her heart was racing, and she was unsure if it was because it wanted her to say yes or was trying to tell her things were moving way too fast. But then her mouth opened and the word came out, “Yes.”

      Phoenix found himself laughing as he got up and pulled her up with him. Picking her up in his arms, he carried her to his house, Toby following along, yapping up a storm. It was as if the dog understood that Cait was going to be a part of his family too.

      As he took her to the house, he said, “We’ll go to Vegas and make it legal tonight. Tomorrow we’ll take another private jet back to Ashby and start looking for us a home. In the meantime, we’ll stay at the bed and breakfast. And you’ll quit the job at the pub, because my money will be your money.”

      Cait stopped breathing as that reality settled into her brain. “Phoenix, I’ll be rich like you?”

      “You will be rich like me, Caity-cat.” He kissed her again. “But let me tell you something, I’ve never felt wealthier than I do right now, knowing you want to be a part of me forever. It’s worth more than all the money in the world.”

      Things didn’t feel real to either of them, but they forged ahead anyway. The euphoria kept them moving on. It would either be a love affair to end all others or a tragedy worthy of writing about. Whatever their future was, both were excited about and willing to take the risks that came with it.

      

      Chapter 39

      

      “What do you mean, stay here, Griff?” Jess asked as she rolled over in his bed and looked at him.

      Griffin pushed her hair back off her face as he told her once more, “I want you to stay here, Jess. Live here with me. I can honestly say that this place has always been my home, but it’s never felt more like home until I brought you here.”

      “How could I stay here?” she asked. “I have school and work, Griff.”

      “You can change schools. We have lots of colleges here where you can continue with your animal biology degree. And as far as work goes, we could give you an internship with Montana Matrix which will give you tons of experience working with animals. You’d get a better education here, anyway.” He ran his hand over her cheek that was pink where his beard had rubbed it. “So say you’ll stay with me, baby.”

      “What would your family think, Griff?” she asked as she looked into the hazel of his eyes and saw pure happiness in them.

      “This place is monstrous. Mom, Dad, and my younger brother are the only ones who live here. And I know they’ll all love you. And you want to know the best part?”

      She laughed at how enthusiastic he was. “What’s the best part?”

      “The best part,” he said as he pulled her close to him, “is that I get to have you in my bed each night and work with you each day too. It’s been forever since I was interested enough to put actual work into the company. But with you by my side, I think I’ve found interest in it again.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Dad,” Jess said. “Those student loans are …”

      He kissed her to shut her up, making her quiver as she felt his cock thump against her. When he ended the kiss, he said, “As part of the internship, we’ll pay off those loans, and we’ll pay for the rest of your college, Jess. There’s absolutely nothing to lose by accepting both of my offers. The first, being my girl and moving in here with me. The second, taking the job. We pay our interns. We aren’t like other companies who pay little to nothing.”

      “Money, a good man, and an education?” she asked. “Did I die and go to heaven?”

      “Nope, just Montana,” he answered with a chuckle. “So can I take that as a yes, baby?”

      “I’d be an idiot to turn all this down, wouldn’t I?” she asked him as she moved her body as close to his as she could get it.

      “You would,” he answered as he eased her onto her back, covering her with his body.

      “I’m no idiot,” she whispered. “Internship or not, I’d be a fool to turn down the offer of being your girl, Griff.”

      With a smile, he kissed her, sealing their deal. She’d be staying; he’d have his first real relationship. He’d thought he’d be more afraid to make such a commitment. But with Jess, it was as easy as riding a bike.

      His only worry was how her family would take the news that he’d taken the baby girl of the family away with him.

      

      Chapter 40

      

      Ethan and Kel pulled up in front of her family’s home right at dinner time. A cab was dropping Phoenix and Cait off and behind that was a town car that was about to drop off Jess and Griffin. All were back home as promised when they left. All had big news to tell.

      It was Kel who spotted the rings on Phoenix and Cait’s fingers. She grabbed her sister’s hand as they met at the front door. “What’s this mean?” Kel asked.

      Phoenix smiled as he said, “I think you know what it means, Kel. We’ve just come back from Vegas.”

      “No!” Kel shouted, and then the front door opened.

      Their father stood at it, wearing nothing but a pair of gray-striped underwear and a white T-shirt. “Home so soon?” he asked as he backed up so they all could go inside.

      Kel walked in first and kissed her father’s cheek. “Are we interrupting something, Dad?”

      “No, why do you ask that?” he asked as he made his way to his recliner.

      All his daughters and all their men had made it inside and found their mother coming down the dark hallway. “I have a pot roast and potatoes almost ready. How were your weekend dates?” She stopped short as she looked at Cait. “What’ve ya done?”

      Cait smiled and held up her left hand. “Phoenix and I got married last night.”

      Mrs. Flannigan felt faint with her daughter’s news and landed on her bottom on the staircase. “You’ve what?”

      Mr. Flannigan turned down the television and asked, “What’d you do to your mother?”

      “Tell your father, Cait!” her mother shouted.

      “Dad,” Cait said as she and Phoenix walked up to him.

      Phoenix put his arm around her shoulders. “Mr. Flannigan, your daughter and I got married last night in Vegas.”

      Mr. Flannigan sat still and blinked with the news. “Married?”

      “Married, Dad,” Cait said.

      “But you share a bedroom with your sisters. What’re they supposed to do now?” he asked, as he seemed more than a bit confused.

      “Um, we have news too, Dad,” Kel called out.

      “Not you too, Kel,” her mother whined. “You’re the level-headed one of the bunch.”

      “No, we didn’t get married,” Kel told her mother. “But we are going to move in together. As a matter of fact, Ethan and I are going to be staying at the O’Toole’s Bed and Breakfast while he looks for us a house here in town.”

      “Then I suppose you and your husband can sleep in the bedroom and we’ll put Jess on the sofa until you two find your own home,” their father said.

      “No, we aren’t staying here, either,” Cait said.

      Phoenix added, “We’ll be at the O’Toole’s as well while we’re looking for a suitable home.”

      Jess looked up at Griff, then whispered, “Should I tell them about us?”

      He nodded. “Might as well get all this out in the open, baby.”

      “Mom, Dad,” Jess said, taking their attention. “Griff and I would like to spend the night here. Will that be okay?”

      “I don’t like it!” her mother shouted. “Not one bit!”

      “Now you’ve gone and made your mother mad,” their father groaned.

      Mrs. Flannigan began her sermon, “My youngest wants to bring a man to sleep with her in the bedroom she’s shared with her sisters since she was born. My middle daughter has eloped with a man she barely knows, and who we know next to nothin’ about. And my oldest and most trusted child is moving in with a man, to live in sin. At least Cait’s married to her man. What have I done to deserve this punishment, Lord?” She looked up and raised her hands as if asking for help.

      “This isn’t about you, Mom,” Kel hissed. “Can’t you tell any one of us congratulations?”

      Jess stood still and quiet, but Griff thought their news should be out in the open so the parents could deal with it all. Much like one rips a bandage off to deal with the pain all at once. “Um, just to let everyone know what’s going on here with us,” he said as he pulled Jess closer to him, wrapping his arm around her, tightly. “Jess is going to change schools and come live with me in Montana. She’s going to take an internship with Montana Matrix, my family’s company.”

      “No!” her mother shouted and got up. “She’s a baby! She can’t go!” She walked straight up to Griffin, shaking her finger. “You cannot have her!”

      Jess was red with embarrassment. “Stop, Mom! Damn!”

      With the curse word hanging in the air, Mrs. Flannigan went red in the face and walked silently to her husband’s side. “Fix this.”

      Her husband looked up at her and shrugged. “They’re grown. What would you have me do?”

      Kel went to her mother and pulled her in for a hug. “Mom, this is all great news. Your daughters have all found good men. Great men, actually. And what’s more is they’re all financially stable. You don’t have to worry about any of us.”

      Ethan came to Kel’s side, adding, “We’re more than financially stable, Mr. and Mrs. Flannigan. All three of us are billionaires. And the debt of their student loans will no longer be a burden to you.”

      Phoenix pulled Cait along with him as he stepped forward. “Along with that taken off your plate, we’d like to buy you a new home for your thirtieth wedding anniversary that Cait told me was coming up this year.”

      Griffin saw an opportunity to win some brownie points and pulled Jess to step up with him as he said, “And Jess and I want to give you both new cars for that prestigious thirtieth anniversary. Not many make it that long. It’s a great achievement and deserves great gifts.”

      Jess gave him a smile that told him she approved of his gifts. And all thought things were going well as Mr. Flannigan began to laugh. “Really? No more student loan debt? A new house and cars? Really?”

      Mrs. Flannigan pulled away from Kel and left the room in tears. Silent tears, the likes of which none of her family had ever seen. “My God, we’ve killed her,” Kel whispered. Then she ran after her mother, who’d gone up the stairs to her bedroom.

      Kel tapped at the closed door and got no answer. So she went in anyway. She wasn’t going to let a rift grow in their family merely because all the sisters had managed to find love at the same time.

      She found her mother lying face down on the bed. Placing her hand on her mother’s shoulder, she said, “Mom, I know this is a lot to take in all at one time. We’re all leaving the home you made for us. A great home that we’re all thankful for having come from. We’re thankful for you and Dad and all you’ve done for us.”

      “Then why are you doing this?” her mother mumbled as her face was buried in the mattress.

      “Because we’ve all found love, Mom. Why else?” Kel kissed her mother on top of the head. “I’ve never felt happier. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      She rolled over to face her daughter as she asked, “Don’t you recall what happened the last time you put your faith in a man, Kel? It ended with devastation. Live at home, let the man get himself a place, and you two can date and see what happens. What will people say to two of my daughters living in sin? One here and one so far away?”

      “I waited before, and I lost my man, Mom. I don’t want to lose Ethan, and I don’t want to wait to start our life together,” Kel told her.

      “Then tell him to marry you,” her mother snapped. “Let him know that you’re not a piece of trash. Make him marry you if he wants the goods. Why buy the cow …”

      “When you can get the milk for free,” Kel finished the term her mother used often. “You see, Mom, times have changed. I don’t want to make Ethan marry me. If we decide to marry down the road, then that’s our decision to make. I don’t want to marry a man just because you think society dictates that.”

      “So I am to hang my head in shame when I see anyone?” her mother asked. “Is that what you want me to do?”

      “I can’t not live my life the way I want to just so you feel like you can hold your head up. That’s your thing to work out, not ours. Not many see living together as shameful anymore, Mom. For a lot of years now, it’s been considered something that was okay to do. Even smart, for some couples.”

      Her mother sat up, suddenly and took both of her hands. “Promise me that you’ll get married before you have children. I think I can accept this if you promise me that!”

      Kel stood there staring at her mother. And it hit her just how much she and her sisters had done as their mother had said to. All three of them had wanted to live in the dorms when they started college. All were told they couldn’t. It was dangerous.

      Kel recalled a time when Cait had wanted to take a job close to her college in an upscale restaurant that used cutting-edge equipment and products to make their meals. Being as that was Cait’s passion, she had wanted to get some insight into what people would eat and not eat. But she was told that would take away from their restaurant, and it would be selfish to do such a thing.

      So Kel looked into her mother’s eyes and, for the first time ever, she let her know she was done following her orders as she said, “Mom, I love you. I really do. And I know you mean the best for us with the things you say and want from us. But we’re not without brains. We’re not without morals. And we are not going to be told what to do with our lives any longer.”

      “So you won’t promise me this one thing?” her mother whined. “One little thing! Get married before you have kids!” Her voice grew louder. “One little thing!”

      Kel wasn’t going to be bullied into another thing by her mother. “I will not make you a promise that I don’t intend to keep. I have no idea how things will work between Ethan and I. I can promise you that we will make the best decisions we know how to. Now, can we put this drama to rest and go eat dinner as a family? Or will you pout in your room like a spoiled child?”

      “I am no spoiled child!” her mother said as she found herself incensed.

      “Then prove it,” Kel said as she stepped back and began walking to the door. “Tell your daughters that you’re proud of them and that they’re still your children, no matter what. And try telling our men thank you for all they’re doing for you and Dad. I’ll see you at the table if you decide to take hold of your temper.” Kel left the room and her mother staring after her.

      

      Chapter 41

      

      Jess and Cait had set the table and placed the steaming pot roast and potatoes in the middle. Kel grabbed a bottle of wine off the counter as she came through the kitchen, noticing her father had changed into pants and a button-down. “I see you decided to get dressed, Dad.” She filled a glass with red wine and handed it to him. “This isn’t a bad thing, you know.”

      He nodded and took the glass from her hand. “I do. But your mother will be …”

      “What will I be?” Mrs. Flannigan asked as she came into the room. Her head was held high and her shoulders were squared.

      “Um, nothing, my sweet,” he cleverly remarked. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes, I am. Much better.” She held out her arms to her oldest child. Kel moved into them, giving her mother a hug. “Thanks to a little lecture from my oldest and most respected child, I am doing much better.” She let Kel go, but held her hand. “You’re right about me acting like a spoiled brat. I suppose I thought I’d get to keep you all here with me forever. That was a foolish thought. And most of you will be around town. I should be thankful.”

      “And you can go up to see, Jess,” Kel told her. “It’ll be like a vacation.”

      Her mother huffed as she tried hard to accept the fact that her baby girl would be leaving them for extended periods of time to live in the wilderness. That’s how she thought of Montana: wild territory with wolves and bears, and she had no idea why anyone would even want to live there.

      But she was trying hard to put that out of her mind. She took her husband’s hand and whispered as they followed Kel into the dining room, “Soon it’ll just be us. Our son will be grown up and gone before we know it.”

      “That’s a little scary, huh?” he asked, then reached around to pinch her on the bottom.

      She yelped and smacked him on his arm as she blushed and thought that being alone with her husband after all those years might not be so bad after all.

      Mrs. Flannigan ran her hand over each man’s back as she walked around the round table. “I’m sorry for my outburst. The news took me by surprise. That said,” she said as she took the seat her husband had pulled out for her, “I expect you three to do right by my girls. They’re good girls, with level heads, and all three of them are smarter than your average woman.”

      Griff gave Jess’s hand a squeeze as he whispered, “That you are.”

      Jess smiled at him as her cheeks went pink. “Oh, Griff.”

      He kissed her cheek, drawing her mother’s attention. “So, this Montana Matrix, tell me what the company’s about, Griffin.”

      “Well, it’s pretty exciting, cutting edge kind of stuff. We were a cattle company, you know, all about the meat and little else,” Griffin told her. “A few years ago, my father stumbled onto something even more profitable. It seemed we had some great bloodlines that other ranchers all over the world were willing to pay high dollar for. So we got into the breeding business and found that was a huge pain in the rump roast.”

      “Ha, rump roast,” Ethan laughed. “You’re a funny fella, Griffin.” Mrs. Flannigan had to give Ethan a smile as he passed her a plate he’d already filled for her. “Here ya go, Mrs. Flannigan.”

      “Thank you, Ethan. You have lovely manners,” she remarked as she picked up her fork. “So you went out of the breeding business then, Griffin?

      “No, we went tech with it, extracting our prize-winning bulls’ sperm and shipping it wherever anyone wanted it. And it turned out that many want it. Jess can gain a wealth of education from working for our company,” Griffin said, then kissed Jess’ cheek again. “And I really love this girl, Mrs. Flannigan.”

      “You both glow,” Mrs. Flannigan said, then looked around the table where only their son was absent as he had a baseball game he was attending that night. “You all are glowing. You men must be magical. All of my daughters look happier than I recall seeing them look before.”

      Cait ran her hand across Phoenix’s cheek, the light reflected off her diamond wedding band. “I am happier than I’ve ever been.”

      Phoenix left a little kiss on her lips. “Me too, Mrs. Nelson.”

      Kel giggled as she watched her younger sister look at her husband. “I can’t believe you two did that without telling a soul,” Kel commented.

      “They’re pretty sneaky,” Ethan said. “Not a peep out of either of them.”

      Phoenix looked at Mr. Flannigan and said, “Sir, I’d have waited to ask for your permission, but I was champing at the bit to get a ring on Cait’s finger and make it all official. I’ve never known something was so right until I met your daughter.”

      “Aww,” Jess said as she laid her head on Griff’s shoulder. “That’s so sweet.”

      Cait smiled at Phoenix as she said, “It is, isn’t it?” Then she shook her head as if clearing it. “Oh, and he has a dog too! We’re going to get him from his neighbor’s whenever we find a house of our own. Isn’t that exciting?”

      “A dog?” Mrs. Flannigan asked. “What in the world do you need with a dog?” She’d never allowed her children to have pets of any kind. She didn’t see the use in it.

      “Oh, he’s the sweetest thing,” Cait said. “Mom, I dare you not to fall in love with him once we bring him to our home.” Giggles erupted out of her. “Our home! That sounds so weird!”

      Phoenix just laughed and pulled her in for a hug, leaving a kiss on top of her head. “It doesn’t sound weird at all. It sounds right.”

      Griffin and Ethan exchanged glances. Both of them felt a little cheated that Phoenix had made such a huge step, leaving them out of what he was doing. They both felt a bit badly about merely moving in with the women instead of making the grand commitment Phoenix had.

      Griffin took Jess’s hand under the table and whispered, “You’re not upset that we’re not married, are you?”

      “God, no!” Jess blurted out, gaining everyone’s attention.

      “Care to elaborate, Jess?” Kel asked, then took a bite of the roast. “Mmm, great roast, Mom.”

      “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Flannigan said. “So, what was that about, Jess?”

      “Um, uh,” her cheeks grew red as she mumbled.

      Griffin saved her as he took the attention away from her. “I asked her if she was upset about us not getting married. Because we could.”

      “Us too!” Ethan quickly added. “I’d marry Kel in a heartbeat. I would!”

      Mrs. Flannigan put down her fork as Kel watched her mother with increasing worry. “Ethan, Griffin, I want you both to know that I am trusting you to make good decisions where my daughters are concerned. That said, I don’t think it’s wise to rush into something as important as a marriage just because someone else did it. I hope all goes well for Phoenix and Cait; I really and truly do. But I think each of you will know when the right time for you to make things permanent occurs. Don’t rush or hold back. That’s my advice.”

      “And sage advice it is,” Ethan agreed, then took Kel’s face between his palms. “But I want everyone at this table to know that I love this woman with all my heart.”

      Kel blushed and smiled. Shyly, she said, “Oh, Ethan, stop.”

      “Never,” Ethen said with a laugh. “I’ll never stop proclaiming my love for you.”

      His words had everyone laughing, and the mood had changed drastically from when they first let out the big news. It seemed they could expect quick heat from Mrs. Flannigan, but she was fairly quick to cool too. Things would work out; all of them had faith in that.

      

      Chapter 42

      

      The barking of a dog filled the room as Phoenix strode into the living room of the mansion he had bought in Ashby. “Shh, Toby, be quiet,” he told the dog as it came running to him.” He beamed as he looked at Griffin and Ethan. They’d gotten up when he entered the room and were looking nervously at him. “She did it, guys. We have a daughter.”

      The men cheered and raised their glasses of beer as they toasted the news. “Congratulations, man,” Griffin called out as they all gathered in a group hug.

      Kel came out of the room where Cait had delivered their child. She was carrying a bundle of pink in her arms. Jess followed close behind her, cooing at the baby, “You’re so adorable, Rosaline.”

      “Meet your uncles, Miss Rosaline,” Kel said as she went to the huddle of men. “This big brute here is your Uncle Ethan. He and I will be giving you a cousin in about six months.”

      Ethan kissed the baby on the forehead. “Hey there, little beauty. We’re having a boy to pester you. Sorry about that.”

      Griff laughed as he pulled Jess into his arms. “You ready to share our news yet, baby?”

      Jess batted at his chest. She knew he was eager to let their cat out of the bag, and he’d been more than patient with her when she asked him to wait on telling everyone their news. “I suppose so.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a wedding ring. Griff did too, and they placed them on each other.

      Ethan and Phoenix both chuckled as Ethan said, “It takes more than exchanging some wedding bands, guys. Take it from me. Our wedding cost us a small fortune.”

      Kel nodded. “But it was worth it. Right, honey?”

      “Worth every cent, my love,” Ethan agreed.

      “Well, we didn’t want a big wedding,” Griffin told him. “We had a small ceremony at our ranch. Only the immediate family was there, and Jess’ favorite horse.” They all laughed.

      Kel cocked one brow as she looked at her sister. “How long have you two been married?”

      “Only a week. I didn’t want to take away from Cait and Phoenix and their big day with little Rosaline here.” Jess let the baby hold her finger and couldn’t quit smiling at her very first niece.

      “That was sweet of you,” Phoenix said. “And Cait will be happy to know Griffin finally made an honest woman out of you, Jess.” Phoenix kissed her cheek then shook Griffin’s hand. “Welcome to the fam, bro.”

      Ethan clapped Griffin on the back. “Yeah, welcome to the brothers-in-law club. What was once a group of rogue bachelors is now a pack of settled down husbands, and now we’re all going to be fathers.” He patted Jess’s round tummy.

      Griffin placed his hand on his wife’s stomach. “One more month and little Darla will come out and meet all of us.”

      “But at a hospital in Montana. None of this birth at home, midwife thing for me. Cait’s brave,” Jess said.

      Kel nodded in agreement. “That she is. But I think I like the idea better than a hospital. I believe we might be having our baby at home too. What do you think, Ethan?”

      “Oh, you’re letting me have an opinion?” he asked with surprise.

      Kel scowled at him. “As if I don’t confer with you on every important topic.”

      “Well, you picked out some wallpaper for my son’s room that is questionable,” he reminded her.

      “How so?” Jess asked. “Is it a bit girly?”

      “No, it’s a bit demonic. Reds and blacks,” Ethan told her.

      “I want him to be strong like his father is.” Kel made her argument.

      “I want him to be sweet like his mother is,” Ethan said, then reached for the baby. “Let me have her. I need to get used to this.”

      Phoenix and Griffin laughed as he took the baby and held her to his chest. The man was monstrous; the baby looked minuscule against the backdrop that was her uncle.

      All had married; all were moving into parenthood; and all were happier than they’d known was possible. Everything was great except for the fact that Mr. and Mrs. Flannigan had yet to show up for the birth of the baby and that was a thing Kel was beginning to grow worried about.

      

      Chapter 43

      

      The sound of the Maserati pulling into the circular drive of the Flannigan’s newly built mansion on the outskirts of Ashby had Mrs. Flannigan peering out her second-floor bedroom window. She watched as her husband Josh got out of the new car he had been given by their daughters and their men. He’d changed so much in the last year, she barely recognized the fit man who was wearing a two-thousand-dollar suit.

      The suit was no gift; he’d purchased that on his own. With the student debt out of his hair and time to spend doing some much-needed things with his wife, the man was living the dream. He’d joined a gym at the prompting of Ethan and Phoenix. He was in the best shape of his life. And the visits to the salon had his hair and skin looking exemplary. His wife had started calling him her James Bond.

      Mrs. Flannigan had made a major transformation as well. Her auburn hair had been returned to what it once was, only a bit better, if you asked her husband of thirty years. She’d gone to a nutritionist when Cait became pregnant and wanted to go to one to find out how to eat optimally for the baby. When she’d accompanied her daughter to the visit, she found herself intrigued by what the nutritionist had to tell them.

      With a new way of eating and a new attitude on life in general, the couple, who’d been a bit too involved with their children and not nearly enough with one another, suddenly found themselves full of energy. They found things that interested them they had never thought about before.

      Beth watched her husband as he glided up to the front door. A smile moved across her face involuntarily. The couple had found a lot out about themselves as money moved more freely when the business boomed.

      Phoenix and Ethan had joined their partnership, making it into a full-fledged company that had allowed them to open three more bars in the last year and five more were scheduled to open in the coming year. There would soon be Flannigan’s Pub and Grill restaurants up and down the Eastern coast. And one in Corpus Christi, Texas, where Phoenix still had his beach house. Money was pouring in, and things felt right.

      Scott had been accepted at MIT, and they had allowed him to move into the dorms, a first for the parents of four. They’d begun to see themselves as a couple rather than merely as parents. A couple who absolutely adored one another.

      Beth had forgotten how smitten she’d been with Josh when they met in Dublin, Ireland, at a street fair. With the kids gone and time on their hands, they’d rekindled the flame that had begun when they were young, and things seemed to heat up all over their new mansion.

      Josh found his wife waiting in their bedroom, a place where they now spent a lot of their time. “I see you were looking out the window and saw me come in, yet your clothes are still on. What gives, toots?” he said with a crooked smile.

      “I was waiting to see if you were in the mood, Big Daddy,” she said as she got up out of the lounge chair that was strategically placed by the window that overlooked the entrance.

      Taking his jacket off, Josh laid it over the back of a chair and made his way to his wife, who was wearing a robe and nothing more, just as he’d instructed her to when he’d run to the bank to do a bit of business before the day got started.

      He kicked off his shoes and expertly pulled his black socks off, using his feet to do the chore. Then he slowly unbuttoned the white dress shirt he’d worn under the suit jacket. That was Beth’s favorite part. Watching him unveil the fantastic body he’d built.

      “Slower,” she cooed at him as she took his fine physique in. “Damn it, Josh! You keep getting better and better with age. Like a fine wine.”

      “It’s not the age that’s doin’ it, love. It’s the workouts. But I’m glad you like it.” He tossed the shirt away and took off his slacks. In one fell swoop, he moved across the room to get to her. His boxers and the robe were all that was left between them.

      The telephone rang, and Beth looked at it. Josh’s hand caught her face and pulled it to look at him. “Whoever that is will wait. You’re mine right now. Now turn around and let me take that robe off you. I want you on your hands and knees on that bed.”

      Beth couldn’t help but smile as she turned around and he pulled the robe off her. The phone kept ringing, and they kept ignoring it. Inch by inch, Josh kissed his wife. First her shoulder, then all the way down her back, then he picked her up and placed her on the bed.

      She looked over her shoulder at him and whispered, “Take me, Master.”

      A swift slap met her ass, and a growl came from Josh as he dropped his boxers and took his hard dick into his hand. “You ready, Slave?”

      Beth’s body was already hot and ready. “For you, I’m always ready. Show me who I belong to.”

      Another slap on her ass heated it and she was dripping wet with need for her husband. He toyed with her for a moment, playing with her clit as he ran his hand around her. She moaned, and he slapped her ass again. “Bad girl.”

      “I’ve been very bad. I think I need you to punish me, Big Daddy.” She said with a saucy tone to her voice.

      “And what kinds of bad things has my slave done to be punished for?” he asked her as he gripped her waist and pulled her back so the head of his cock was at the edge of her vagina, making her ache to have it inside of her.

      “I’ve lusted after another man, Master,” came her response.

      He slammed into her. “This is the only cock you get, Slave. Who have you lusted over?” He smacked her ass and gave her another hard thrust, making her breathe out with a loud gasp.

      “This morning the weatherman was talking about rains in New York and winds in Delaware. And he kept brushing his cock when he clicked the thing in his hand. It made me want to know what his cock would feel like inside of me,” she said, to provoke his jealousy.

      Josh rammed into her as he held her waist tight in his hands. “Mine is the only cock you will ever feel.”

      His was the only one she’d ever had. She was a virgin when she married the man she’d been with for over thirty years. Beth wondered if the ten years that had gone by with them having no sex at all had actually helped them to have the sex life they’d found again. The truth was, she didn’t care what had made them find one another again; she was just damn glad they had.

      “Only you, Master. Only you!” she squealed as he banged into her with a force she marveled at.

      “Damn right, only me!” Josh kept it going, then reached around her to play with her clit as the climax was beginning in him. “You get ready to cum on my command, Slave. I want your pussy to cum all over my cock.”

      “Yes, sir,” she moaned as she moved her body back even more to give him complete access to her personal pleasure button. “Oh, baby, fuck me. Fuck me hard. Teach me not to lust after other men.”

      Her words about lusting after other men had him seeing red and his cock seemed to grow more just to prove to her she didn’t need to lust after anyone. He could be more than enough for her.

      Suddenly, he wanted to see her face when she gave him what he wanted. He pulled out and tossed her onto her back, then moved quickly to mount her. She gasped again as he slammed into her. “You are mine. No one else can have you.”

      She gripped his strong arms and looked him in the eye as she whispered, “I am yours. Only yours.”

      With a sigh, Josh ground his cock into her, making her moan with the sensation. “You like that, huh? You like that fat cock all up in you.”

      “I do,” she moaned back.

      He ground it into her again, going deep and loving the way she was taking the punishment he was putting out. “Am I better than the weatherman, Slave?”

      “Way better,” she said as she groaned and arched up to him. “Big Daddy, my body is racked with need. Please let me cum.”

      “Not yet,” he told her, then kissed her with a hot kiss that melted anything that was left cool in his body. His heart banged in his chest as he took her with a furious pace.

      The phone began to ring again, and it took his mind off the impending action. “Damn that phone,” she said as she held her hands over her ears.

      He kissed her again, trying his best to make them both forget the damn ringing phone. Moving faster and harder, he felt his cock jerk, then pulled his mouth off hers as he shouted, “Cum for me, Slave!”

      “Yes!” she screamed as she let her body go. He’d trained it so well to orgasm only on his command.

      Beth was proud to say that he could call her on the telephone and talk dirty to her then tell her to cum and she’d have an orgasm. He’d trained her very well, and she was happy he had.

      Their bodies shook with the intensity of the climax. Both were out of breath as he collapsed onto her. She loved the way his weight pinned her to the bed. The helpless feeling elated her. Beth could feel her juices spurting and making an incredible wetness that saturated them both.

      Running her hand through his hair, she muttered, “Time for a shower, Master. Your slave has to clean you all up.”

      He raised his head and kissed her. “And your master needs to clean you all up. To the shower, Slave.”

      Getting off his wife, he picked her up and carried her to the shower. For so many years they’d held so tightly to their children who had grown up. So many years had passed with them looking past one another to see what others were doing.

      Josh would never let his wife look past him again. He’d move heaven and earth for the woman he had thought was long gone. He had thought the man he once was had vanished too. He’d been wrong. They both had.

      The real them had been there all along, lingering beneath the surface, hiding behind problems like money and work and kids. But they were still there. It took a bit of digging to find themselves again, but they’d done it.

      Everything would be all right. Both were sure of that.

      Beth stroked her husband’s cheek as he carried her to the shower. The phone rang again. “Should I go answer that before we take a shower?” Beth asked him.

      “No, this is you and me time,” Josh told her. “Not a soul can get in our way when it’s our time. Not anymore. You’re my world, baby. I never want either of us to forget that ever again. It was you and I who came together, finding love in the first place.”

      “I remember how into each other we were,” she said as she thought back to when they were young. “We were only nineteen when we got married, and you took me to your bed. My Lord, you were a handsome man.”

      “And you were and still are the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever seen. I was over the moon that I’d gotten you to marry me. And I hold myself responsible for letting us go for a while there. I won’t ever let that happen again.”

      The phone rang and rang as they showered each other with water, soap, and love. When they found themselves satiated, they emerged from their shower feeling refreshed and revived while also feeling satisfied.

      Beth went to the phone as it rang once more and she answered the call without checking to see who was calling. “Beth Flannigan here.”

      “Um, yeah, I know who you are, Mom,” Kel said. “Where are you guys? I talked to Dad over an hour ago. He was going home to get you and bring you over here. Cait went into labor, and she’s had the baby, Mom. You guys missed it.”

      “You told your dad she was having the baby?” Beth asked.

      “Yes. He said he would grab you and get you over here. But you missed the birth,” Kel told her.

      Beth smiled as she looked at her husband. “Is the baby okay?”

      “She is. Will you be coming soon to see her?” Kel asked.

      “We will be there soon, dear. Bye,” Beth said, then ended the call as she made her way to her husband.

      “Now, don’t be mad, baby,” Josh cautioned her.

      “I’m not,” she said, surprising him. “I think you’re the smartest man in the world. You knew I’d be wringing my hands and worrying over our daughter. And you kept me occupied until that part was over, didn’t you?”

      “Wow. I didn’t think you’d take my little plan so well, Beth. Yes, that’s exactly why I didn’t tell you about the call and that our first grandchild was on its way. I knew you’d get upset and worried. And I’m damn glad to see you’re not mad at me for my devious behavior.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him, then rested her head against his. “Baby, you are my other half. My smarter and stronger, other half. And I’d be lost without you.”

      Josh was more than relieved that his wife was taking it so well. Things had changed, and they’d been afraid of it all in the beginning. Like most changes, things usually get better with time. And his marriage and family were no exceptions.

      Josh silently thanked the man upstairs for all he and his family had been given. He knew it was time for him to be thankful for the happy times his family had been blessed with.

      And they all loved happily ever after.

      

      The End
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        Collateral Damage Part One

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      ‘It looks like it might rain’, Aulora thought as she idled at a stoplight. She waited for the green arrow to signal so then she could turn into the parking lot where she worked, becoming more frustrated with each passing moment that the road on both sides stayed empty and that the light stayed red. “C’mon,” she mumbled to herself. “I’m gonna be late.”

      Finally, mercifully, the green arrow appeared and she turned across the wide street into a sloped parking lot outside Tackleman’s, the grungy sports bar that had helped her pay her bills for the past two years. The gravelly noise in her engine was back, she noticed, as she situated herself in her favorite parking spot. It’s just because it’s cold, Aullie told herself. She couldn’t afford any significant repairs.

      The dated, blue Accord was on its last legs and she was firmly in denial about it. It wasn’t like she had the money for a new car.

      Twisting the keys out of the ignition, she snatched her black, canvas, serving apron off the floor from under the passenger seat, amidst an array of discarded receipts and crinkled plastic water bottles. The door creaked as she opened it and again as she slammed it behind her and manually locked it.

      The air was crisp and cool, making her snuggle into her fleece-lined hemp hoodie as she crossed the mostly empty parking lot. ‘Great…’ she thought as the chill bit the tip of her nose, ‘…another slow night’.

      The front door, a heavy, scuffed monstrosity with fading brass handles and a white TACKLEMAN’S decal, peeling off from the dingy windows, groaned as she yanked it open and a blast of heated air warmed her chilly cheeks. Inside, feel-good music played quietly on a constant loop in the dimly-lit bar.

      Tackleman’s boasted thirty-six beers on tap. They were usually out of about twelve of them. A full wet bar, all house liquors, loomed behind a colossal wooden bar plastered with tacky sports memorabilia, flickering neon signs and celebrity mug shots. Worn tables, most with an aged and peeling finish, were scattered around the bar in a sort of ‘wherever it fits, it goes’ design. A low stage sagged into the back corner, near a small, pathetic excuse for a dance floor.  It was usually lonely, except for the wretched weekend nights when local bands of graying wannabes did their best to rupture Aullie’s ear drums.

      “Hey, Aullie!” a baby-faced blonde called out, galloping up to the front of the bar with an enthused smile. Dammit, Aullie thought, she had really been meaning to learn the new host’s name.

      “Hey,” she said vaguely, with a half-assed smile, hoping the girl wouldn’t notice that she hadn’t said her name back.

      She didn’t. The girl just rested her elbows on the weathered wooden podium used as the hostess stand. The dusty chalkboard on the front advertised the daily specials in colorful chalk, and whoever had done it that day had some very big, very loopy handwriting done in pink.

      “Long time, no see! Am I right?” Blondie tried for a lame, over-friendly joke. Aullie wanted to roll her eyes but resisted the urge. “But hey, look. You’ve got, like, a really good section tonight.”

      “Yeah, I would hope so. I told Napoleon I would come in early and close tonight,” Aullie said, peering over the host stand to scan the table chart. Five tables, all large, somewhat clean booths near the bar, plus whatever came in after everyone else was cut. She could work with that.

      “Hopefully it gets busy, I’m sooo bored,” the other girl whined.

      “Yeah,” Aullie replied bluntly, breaking off the conversation and making her way past the bar and around the tables, to the back.

      Some Tackleman’s guests weren’t even sure the bar had a kitchen because it was tucked way back in the far-right corner. There was a short, metal expo line where the kitchen served up the food. Around the corner, it opened to a semi-cramped kitchen that had probably once been pristine and white but was now stained, yellowed and dirty.

      One by one, the on-duty cooks acknowledged her, their greetings ranging from ‘Yo, Aullie!’ to a sultry ‘Hey, girl!’ and she nodded or waved in return. Most of them had worked there as long as she had, and some were even like family.

      The kitchen backed up to another partial wall, behind which were the manager’s office and two rows of coat hooks for the staff. Several jackets and various sizes of backpacks hung from the hooks already and Aullie wriggled out of her sweatshirt and hung it off one of the hooks on the lower rack. She tied her apron around her waist, securing the strings with a double-knotted bow under her belt buckle and tucking it under the flap. She checked her pockets; coasters on the left, order book in the center, and a cluster of pens in the right. She was good to go.

      The door to the manager’s office was most often closed but not on that night. Through the opening, she heard a familiar voice call out, “Aullie, is that you?”

      The nasally utterance grated on her nerves. She took a deep breath and rolled her eyes, then crept up to the door and peeked around into the office. As per usual, it was tiny, cramped, and the desk was littered with papers. Shelves on the walls were packed with books and binders and there were six huge bottles of pineapple vodka, leftover from another promo flop, crowded in the back corner.

      A very short, very thin, very pockmarked man in a stiff, charcoal gray button-up with a pair of wiry glasses sat in the bulky, black office chair, typing furiously on a keyboard attached to a clunky desktop monitor.

      “What do you need, Eric?” she asked, the airy, pleasant professionalism in her voice masking her deep, preoccupying loathing for the tiny man and his huge attitude.

      “Hey, I just wanted to say thanks for coming in and helping me out tonight. We had two servers call in tonight if you can imagine that, and as always, I just wanted to thank you for all your hard work and being such a team player.” Eric said it all without looking away from the screen. The lack of eye contact only added to the professional yet wildly insincere tone that he always seemed to have.

      “Yeah, of course,” she replied. “You know me, I need the money.”

      “Yeah, art majors usually tend to need help with that.”

      “Yeah,” she replied bluntly. “Can you come clock me in?”

      Eric stood and Aullie, at only five-foot-seven, could see straight over his head. His height, or lack thereof, coupled with his hair-trigger temper and inflated self-importance had earned him the nickname Napoleon, among his staff. As they walked together back up to the point-of-sale computers, Aullie nursed her battered ego.

      She wished his playful jab at her chosen career path still hadn’t damaged any hope she had harbored for making it as an artist, but after the show that weekend, there wasn’t much left there for him to damage.

      Truth was, she was coming up on three years of learning to draw, and to paint, and which colors to do it with, and which artist was responsible for every painting. Three years of late nights spent sketching, erasing, re-sketching, smudging, coloring, color-mixing, painting, and swearing. Three years of smudged fingertips, washing brushes, and praying countless stains come out in the wash or the shower. And in three months, when she had walked across the stage to receive her fine arts diploma, she knew that she was walking into an unforgiving world whose approval she would need if she ever hoped to pay her rent.

      Sure, she had known that going in but she hadn’t really known it until she’d put her heart and soul up on the walls in front of gallery owners and private buyers and walked away with only sixty dollars and not a single showing contract. It had been five days since the show but the wound still sucked at her gut like a raw, angry hunger.

      ‘I’m going to be waiting tables forever’, Aullie thought morosely. She pictured herself as an old woman, liver spots on her pale, slender hands and shots of gray through her inky black hair, serving Irish car bombs to college boys and her heart sank halfway to her knees.

      She tapped her login code, 8134, into the POS which popped up a window that read, ‘Clock in time was: 4:30 PM. Are you early?’

      Eric swiped his manager card to complete her clock-in and she was good to go. Ready to serve all of the tables that weren’t there. Awesome!

      “Where’s your name tag?” Eric barked, short and snappy like a little Yorkie.

      With a resigned sigh, Aullie said, “In my pocket.” She began to dig it out.

      “Why isn’t it on your shirt?” Eric asked, smugly.

      “It’s getting there,” Aullie said, locking eyes with him as she fussed with the magnetic back to attach it under her collarbone. Her tone was playful but her eyes said beware. Eric turned and walked away, an ugly, smarmy smile on his little face.

      Nobody else would be there until five and she had forgotten to ask Eric what the new host’s name was. Aullie didn’t really want to talk to her anyway, so she wandered around the restaurant wiping crumbs off chairs with a wet rag, refilling the already full ice bin, brewing new tea they probably didn’t need, anything to keep her mind off her failure as an artist.

      Not a failure. She chastised herself for her negative self-talk. A lot of the greats didn’t make it big at first. The thought perked her up a little bit; it was true, a lot of stellar artists weren’t big and famous right off the bat. She was only twenty-two, she had time to get better, right? A sinister voice nagged at the back of her head. A lot of the greats still didn’t make any money either.

      The next few hours dragged on. There was supposed be a pot for the football game at seven, but at a quarter-til, there was still only about one table per server and a few bearded men cluttering the bar. Aullie had only made thirteen dollars in almost three hours and once again, she was regretting helping Eric out. She practically lived there, especially on the weekends, and she was beginning to wonder if she should try to find another job.

      As if on cue, about four minutes to kickoff, a small herd of men in team colors lumbered into the bar. They yelled, high-fived, back-clapped, and whooped as they all blazed past the host stand and began seating themselves at random around the bar.

      Aullie exchanged looks across the drink station with Brittany, a beautiful, full-figured Latina who was probably Aullie’s only real work friend. They rolled their eyes in sync. The two of them straightened out their aprons, allowing the men to settle themselves in as the other three waitresses hovered around as they all readied to strike.

      Three of Aullie’s booths filled up and she started at the furthest, number eleven.

      “Hey there guys.” She switched into server mode: perky, smiley, and just a little bit flirtatious. “I’m Aullie, I’m going to be taking care of you. What are we drinking?”

      The order; three Coors lights and two jack and cokes. The second booth at table twelve were all older, overweight, married men who leered at the low-V neckline on her work shirt. They ordered two pitchers of beer and a round of fireball shots. She shuffled down to table fourteen, ready to gear up her spiel and take some more orders but suddenly her breath was sucked away.

      There were four men at the table. The first man had a rough beard and wore a classic plaid flannel, semi-hot in a hipster lumberjack sort of way. The second man was clean cut, blonde and baby-faced wearing a crisp oxford. The third had a mess of unruly bushy hair escaping from an upside-down and backward sport visor. He was wearing a hockey jersey for some reason. But the fourth man.

      The fourth man was a dream come true.

      Even though he was sitting down, she could tell he was tall. Aullie had always been a sucker for tall guys. He was long and lean, with great posture. He wore a fitted Henley that hugged his thick, athletic arms. The thin fabric strained against his swollen pecs. He had that brownish-blonde hair that women paid good money for, but Aullie was sure it was natural.

      His golden hair was barely brushed. Thick, prominent brows framed a stunning pair of practically gold hazel eyes. His full lips were twisted in a predatory grin as those gold eyes bore into her so intensely, Aullie couldn’t breathe. Something about the man struck her to her core. He looked at her the way a leopard would a gazelle, and she was startled to find she felt almost... aroused.

      The spell was broken, thankfully, when Visor Boy leapt up. His knees jostled the table, he pumped his fist in the air, yelling, “WOOOO DOGGY! Yeah! Go boys, go boys!” His fist pump narrowly missed Aullie’s head. The sudden commotion distracted her and gave her heart a different reason to race. Golden Eyes still watched her, before he chuckled slightly and she felt heat rise in her cheeks.

      “Sorry about that,” he apologized, with a smooth British accent.

      ‘Of course, he has a British accent’, Aullie thought lustfully. “Oh, it’s no problem,” she stammered. “I’m Aullie, I’ll be taking care of you guys.”

      “Well, that’s a weird way to spell it,” Visor Boy cut her off, leering at her name tag. “Isn’t that a boy’s name? Like O-l-l-i-e?”

      “Usually, yeah,” Aullie replied, hoping her to make her irritation sound light-hearted. “So, can I get you guys something to drink?”

      Lumberjack wanted a Sam Adams, Baby Face got a gin and Tonic, and Visor Boy got a double Jack and Coke. Golden Eyes asked how she got her name.

      “Oh, uh,” she stuttered. “My real name is Aulora, like Aurora but with an L in the middle? But I end up getting called ‘Laura’ a lot and I just prefer Aullie.”

      “Beautiful,” his sexy accent purred. “And so unique. I like it. Could you get me a short stout and a shot of Jameson?”

      “Which stout? We have…”

      He cut her off. “Surprise me.”

      The way he said it, the wicked gleam in his eye, the sensuous curl to his lips, and that voice. Aullie wasn’t usually one to get so star-struck by men, but she wanted to surprise him with so much more than just a beer. She tapped away at the POS. Thankful she had written everything down before Mister British scrambled her brain.

      Brittany walked up behind her, flicking overflowed beer off her manicured hands. She examined her precious fake nails, currently Tiffany-box blue with sparkly silver bows ironically adorning her third fingers.

      “Hey, Brit,” Aullie called, wiggling her fingers in front of the screen.

      “Yo,” Brittany joked in her fake Chola voice.

      In more of a commanding tone than she meant to use, Aullie ordered, “You have to run my drinks to table fourteen.”

      An instant glare moved over the other waitress’s, overly made up, face. “Bitch, why? Do your own job.”

      “Bitch, because there’s a guy there. He’s built, hot as hell, and British.”

      “Oh, honey, consider me there.” She sashayed her voluptuous buttocks over to the bar to snatch the drinks before someone else could. Aullie laughed and shook her head as she finished ringing everything up.

      Aullie began filling fifteen waters, hoping to keep everyone at least a little sober. Cutting people off was a hassle that she wasn’t feeling up to. She took them to her other tables first, ensuring that Brittany could get in on the eye candy. Then she took some orders for potato skins, hot wings, and fried cheese. She walked straight past table fourteen when she saw Brittany at the computer. If she’d been paying attention, Aullie would’ve noticed the dreamy British hunk watching her like a hawk.

      “So, what do you think?” Aullie asked Brittany with a wicked smile.

      “Oh my god, girl, total ten. Get his number and send me pictures when you do him,” Brittany said. She waggled her perfect, penciled-in eyebrows and bumped her hips against Aullie’s suggestively as she worked the computer.

      “Oh, whatever,” Aullie laughed. “Guys like that don’t leave me their number. Guys like his weird buddy in the visor leave me their number. And I am not going out with him.” She shuddered at the thought of spending an evening with that buffoon.

      Brittany clucked disapprovingly. “Next time you go shopping make sure you find some confidence that fits you, girl. You could totally bag that. Oh shit, some dude’s waving me down. Asshole,” she muttered under her breath as she wandered off toward an acne-ridden blonde who was staring her down as though she were a chunk of meat.

      ‘Gotta love the bar business’, Aullie thought.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Appetizer orders in, Aullie took another trayful of waters back to table fourteen, where she was actually grateful to see the men all invested in the game.

      “Here are these for you guys, just in case,” she said cheerfully as she arranged the glasses in front of the four men, snatching away the Brit’s empty shot glass. The TV was behind her and none of them looked away, except for Golden Eyes. His smoldering stare made her feel warm, almost feverish.

      “Thank you,” he politely said. When no one else budged, he spoke a bit louder to his friends. “Thank the lady.”

      The three of them seemed to reanimate from their dumbstruck sports faces, and a chorus of quiet, habitual thanks were heard round the table.

      “So, are we eating? Or…”

      Before she could finish, Aullie was once again cut off by Visor Boy. “Fuck yeah, let’s get some wings! Like, a butt-ton of wings!”

      “Dylan, what the hell is wrong with you? I’m sorry about him, Miss Aullie,” the way Golden Eyes said her name with a formal title tickled her a little. She wasn’t exactly used to manners in the dive that she worked in. “I’m Weston, by the way.” Not only was it kind of a sexy name, but his accent really gave some body to the ‘W’, making it sound almost regal.

      “Nice to meet you, Weston,” Aullie could practically feel her nervous knees knocking together. Get a grip, Aulls, she silently told herself to pull herself together. “So. Wings. What flavor? What sauces for dipping? How many? What are we doing?”

      There was some grumbling between the men. Clearly, no one was prepared, and as much as Aullie enjoyed being in Weston’s presence, she did have other things to do. She hoped her anxious jiggling and flicking eyes weren’t too noticeable, but finally the conclusion was come to that they would have one pound of medium and one pound of sweet and spicy Thai with ranch and bleu cheese. She jotted a note on the pad in her order book, promised them it would be right out, and turned to leave.

      Before she could take even two steps away, Dylan raucously called, “Oh yeah, and some shots! Make it a round of Jame-o!”

      Though irritated, Aullie turned, smiled and scribbled on her pad to acknowledge that she’d heard. Weston glared at his friend, shaking his head and smiling as he brought the glass of thick, dark beer to his lips. Aullie wondered briefly how two such different men had become friends.

      Orders were taken, drinks and food were run to tables, and eventually the bar settled back into a lull. The waitresses hung out in hidden corners, gossiping, giggling and complaining out of view of their tables. Aullie’s feet had begun to ache and she was startled to see that it was already half-time.

      With eleven and twelve managed, Aullie sauntered over to table fourteen. Though Weston was definitely the highlight of her night, Dylan had wasted no time getting half-cocked on shots and it turned out that he was even more obnoxious when he was intoxicated.

      She approached with caution, asking, “Everything alright over here?”

      The question was met with an enthusiastic, “Woo!” right into her face. Dylan’s breath stank of hot sauce and whiskey.

      “So, I’ll take that as a yes?” She was trying for coy, hoping her exhaustion and annoyance weren’t showing yet.

      “We’re great,” the lumberjack said. “I’m sorry about him, I don’t know why he’s acting like such a dick.” With the last word, he turned angry eyes on Dylan and kicked him under the table.

      “Really, it’s fine. He’s super mellow compared to what usually goes on here. You guys are first timers, huh?”

      She’d directed the question at the group, hoping Weston would answer for them, but unfortunately, it was Dylan who said, “Nah, we’ve been in a few times before but didn’t even realize this was, like, the place to watch the game. You guy’s got a great set up here.”

      “Oh, you mean all these?” Aullie held her hands out and gestured at their TV collection. It really was ridiculous, there were more TV’s in the bar than there were tables. On days when there were multiple games, it actually got super disorienting with all those colorful bodies moving out of sync.

      “Yeah. Those.” There was a libidinous tone to Dylan’s reply, and his muddy brown eyes were squarely on her chest.

      Aullie narrowed her eyes. “Too bad those aren’t for public viewing,” she spat. Before he could annoy her any further, Aullie stalked away. Some girls thrived under that kind of attention, and Aullie really didn’t understand. It just felt so… smarmy.

      The second half of the game sounded like an exciting one, lots of table pounding and drawn out ohhhhh’s in the dining room. However, Eric had decided to cut the floor so that everyone could get all of their side work done by the time that their tables finished so then everyone could clear out and stop wasting his labor hours on a bunch of table-campers.

      Aullie rushed around, almost frantically, assigning and checking everyone else’s little chores for the night and scribbling her messy signature on checkout forms. Fully aware of how much she had been neglecting her tables, she regretfully marched down the row of booths, dropping off checks and hiding her worn-out soul behind a peppy little mask.

      Eleven and twelve were both ready to tab out, thank God, and she approached fourteen to find Weston gone. The other three men made signing motions in the air and Lumberjack said, “All on one check.”

      Aullie wondered idly where he’d gone, but was frankly too tired to care anymore. After a long day of classes, studio time, and then a work shift, she was completely worn out. Plus, like she’d told Brittany, it wasn’t like anything would ever happen between them anyway, so it wasn’t like his being there was going to change anything.

      Aullie passed out tabs, collected cards, ran cards, returned tabs and, bid all her happy patrons a good night, all without another sighting of Weston.

      ‘Oh well’, she thought. Dylan had paid fourteen’s tab, and Aullie watched him from the POS as he continued to scribble on the receipt long after he should’ve been finished signing it.

      “Told you I’d get weirdo Visor Boy’s number,” Aullie grumbled to Brittany, who was slipping into her coat to leave for the night.

      “Bummer girl, I’m sorry,” she replied. Suddenly, Brittany perked up, pointing a bright teal finger in the air. “Unless! Maybe British Dream had to leave early on some kind of emergency or something and dipshit over there is giving you his number instead!”

      “Yeah, ha ha,” Aullie’s voice was dripping with sarcasm and she rolled her eyes. She hugged Brittany goodnight and waved at the other girls who were heading out the door.

      Eventually, Dylan and his friends left too. Aullie walked the row of booths, tucking checkbooks into her apron pockets and balancing cold, dirty glasses in her arms. The bar stank of fried food and spilled beer, and the air was hotter and muggier than it had been before the rush.

      She carried her mound of glassware to the dish pit in the back, the humidity was almost choking. Water rushed through the pipes, the pressure-washing dish machine whirred. It was only ten, so the bar wouldn’t close for two more hours, but the kitchen had begun shutting down most of their stations.

      Tackleman’s late-night menu, like most sports bars, consisted of just a few low-maintenance fried appetizers but no one expected it to get busy again.

      They were right, too. Aullie and a tall, ginger-haired bartender named Danielle, fielded the five men, total, that came into the bar once everyone cleaned out. By closing time, the bar was swept, mopped, vacuumed, and scrubbed from top to bottom and Aullie had Eric clock her out.

      “How was your night?” he asked, not looking up as he flipped through the pile of receipts in her checkout.

      “Another night in paradise,” she said with a weak smile.

      “Did you want this?” he asked, holding up a receipt.

      “Want what?” she asked, but looking closer she saw it was table fourteens receipt. “Oh that, no thanks.”

      “You sure?” Eric said jokingly. “You’re just gonna ruin poor Mr. uh…” he squinted through his glasses, “Weston’s night.”

      Aullie’s eyebrows shot up. “Is it actually Weston’s number?”

      “That’s what it says.”

      Aullie snatched the slim sheet of paper away from him. She honestly hadn’t even read what was on the back, and she couldn’t believe that Brittany may be right.

      But there it was; a note and ten digits in a very traditionally male chicken scratch:

      Weston had 2 go but wanted me to leave u his #

      

      Chapter 3

      

      “You should call him.”

      “I’m not gonna call him.”

      “But you should.”

      “But I’m not gonna.”

      Aullie smiled. She and Brittany sat together in two oversized, worn leather chairs inside their local Starbucks. The air smelled pleasingly of coffee and all around them, people of varying ages, genders, and nationalities tapped away on MacBooks and sipped from white cardboard cups. The seasonal flavors were back and Brittany had practically begged Aullie to go get her first pumpkin spice latte of the season. Aullie wasn’t much of a Starbucks fan usually, but she had wanted to tell Brittany that she was right about Weston. Plus, a peppermint mocha had sounded pretty good.

      The receipt with Weston’s number scrawled on it was wrinkled slightly and sat on the tiny end table between them. Despite herself, Aullie couldn’t help staring at it as though it was magically going to start talking to her.

      “But you have to call him,” Brittany whined.

      “I don’t have to do anything,” Aullie said, sucking down some creamy, mint-chocolatey goodness. “Why would I want to go out with some guy who can’t give me his number himself? Ten bucks says the number is actually his weird-ass friend, pretending to be him anyway.”

      “But what if he really had to leave? What if he’s like, a surgeon or something? Running off in the dark of the night to go save lives.” Brittany, with her usual dramatic flair, placed a hand over her heart.

      “Good, then I’m definitely not interested,” Aullie laughed.

      “Oh yeah.” Brittany’s face soured. “I forgot you’re weird and don’t like rich guys.”

      It was true. When Aullie’s mom, Evelynn Greene, was in her twenties, she had wanted nothing more than to be an actress. She worked hard slinging coffee and eggs at a diner in the mornings so then she could spend her afternoons on stage, doing plays for small local theatres.

      During her moving performance as a schizophrenic in The House of Blue Leaves, she had caught the eye of a man in the audience. The man was Charles Wohrl, a tall, dark, and handsome stereotype with family money who didn’t have to try hard to win her heart.

      Two years later, they ended up with the lovely baby; Aulora Jane Wohrl. From the time that she was born to the time she was fourteen, Aulora had lived a wealthy life of big houses, private schools, and nice cars. She hadn’t known anything different until her mother came into her room one day, in tears, explaining that her father had gone.

      As it turned out, Evelynn had been so enamored with Charles, that she had accepted his plans to never marry. When it turned out, after fourteen years, that having a family was too much of a financial inconvenience and her father had simply walked out. Some say he moved, some say he just kept himself cleverly hidden but either way, he was gone and Evelynn and Aulora were left penniless.

      The women had pulled themselves up by their bootstraps and got Aullie through public school in a tiny apartment. She and her mother were able to make do. But ever since, she had harbored a bitter dislike for rich men. She had even changed her name. Aullie was determined to never depend on a man. Financially or otherwise.

      “Well, what if he’s like, a plumber or something? Yeah, like a sexy British emergency plumber who saves people from late night septic tank disasters.” The excitement in Brittany’s voice was endearing, even though the idea was ridiculous.

      Aullie appreciated Brittany’s vested interest in her love life, but she really hated dating. Plus, that guy was way too sexy to be a plumber.

      “Seriously Britt, it’s probably just his dumb trashy friend. I’m not letting that guy have my number.”

      “Well fine,” Brittany said, snatching the receipt off the table and swiping open her phone. “He can have mine.”

      “No!” Aullie shouted, springing up from her seat and reaching for the little device as Brittany brought it up to her ear and blocked it with a girly little giggle.

      Aullie sat back heavily in her own chair with a resigned sigh. She was fully aware Brittany was unstoppable, once she got moving with an idea.

      “It’s ringing,” Brittany hissed, an ecstatic twitter in her voice. Aullie dropped her head into her hands. She was embarrassed for Brittany who, now that she thought about it, had probably never even felt embarrassment before in her life.

      Suddenly, Brittany gave an excited little cry and slapped her hand over the microphone. She squealed, “British!  Take it.” She tossed her phone at Aullie.

      She barely caught the sparkly pink phone and shot a giggling Brittany a death glare. “Hello?” she asked lightly, bringing the phone to her ear. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      “Hello? Is someone actually there?” There was a hint of a smile in the smooth British voice and Aullie’s hammering heart was soon met by a flutter of butterflies in her stomach.

      “Um, yeah, hi,” she stammered. Brittany looked on, wide eyed with glee, and Aullie turned herself sideways a bit, so she felt she had some semblance of privacy. “It’s, um, Aullie. From the bar, last night? I think your friend left me your number.” She was fully aware and swollen with instant regret for how utterly stupid and ridiculous she sounded.

      “Oh, Aullie! Great, I was pretty bummed out when I had to step out and didn’t get a chance to speak with you again. I was somewhat worried that you wouldn’t call.”

      “Yeah, well, here I am,” Aullie said with a forced laugh.

      He returned the laugh politely. “Yes, here you are. Now I know this is a long shot but is there any chance you’re free tonight? I’d love to take you out to dinner.”

      “Oh, shoot, um, I actually have to work tonight.”

      “NO, SHE DOESN’T!” Brittany yelled almost directly into the mouth piece.

      Aullie covered it and shot her a dirty look. “Can you hold for just one second?” She didn’t wait for a reply, just stuck the phone on mute.

      “Britt! What are you doing? I, one hundred percent do actually work tonight.”

      “Not anymore,” Brittany leered, with a Cheshire Cat grin. “I’m taking your shift and you’re going because he is hot and British and you haven’t had a date, or even a night out, in how long?”

      “I can’t, come on, you know how badly I need the money.”

      “No. Stop. You’ll make money on both your doubles this weekend. You’ll be fine. What you need is some time for you. You’re going!”

      Brittany was right. It had been a while. She un-muted the phone and brought it back to her ear. “Well, I guess I got the night off tonight. I’d love to go to dinner with you.”

      Weston chuckled and said, “Great. I’ll pick you up at say, half past seven?”

      “Sounds great. I’ll text you my address from my real number, this phone isn’t mine.”

      “Excellent. I’m glad to have heard from you Aullie.” The way her name rolled off his tongue made her feel weak. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Bye,” she squeaked. She hung up the phone and tossed it back to Brittany. “Well, I hope you’re happy.”

      She smiled back, her full, flawlessly-lined lips twisted devilishly.

      “I’m thrilled actually. And one of these days, probably tomorrow, you’re going to be thanking me.”

      “Whatever,” Aullie rolled her eyes but she knew Brittany was probably right. If she was being honest, she was pretty excited. “What am I gonna wear?”

      “Let’s go shopping and find out.” Brittany winked. The girls tossed their empty white cups in the trash can, gathered their purses, and headed out to Aullie’s groaning little Accord.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      ‘This was a mistake’, Aullie thought, once again straightening the hem of her dress. Her raven hair fell stick straight halfway down her back, her straight-cut bangs brushed her freshly plucked eyebrows. Her fair skin was subtly made up and her steel-colored eyes lined with subtle little black wings.

      She wore a high-cut, sleeveless dress the color of an eggplant that hugged her slender body, with an asymmetrical skirt that showed a little more of her long, porcelain thigh on one side than she was used to. Since she was already bordering on tall for a girl, she had tried to convince Brittany that flats were a better option. Britt had simply said, “In a dress like that, heels are the only option.” So there Aullie was, teetering slightly on a pair of strappy black wedges.

      She stood outside her apartment complex, hoping to spare poor Weston the chore of finding her cramped little studio apartment. Her nervous eyes watched the traffic, worrying that he either wouldn’t show or worse, that he was going to show up in some flashy, rich-boy car.

      The seconds ticked by painfully slow. She checked the time on her phone in her small black clutch for the hundredth time and it was still only seven twenty-four. Why had she come out so early?

      Suddenly, a car rumbled to a stop near the curb in front of her. The beaten Volkswagen bug looked like a bulbous little dinosaur. It quite possibly could’ve been one of the first bugs ever made. The exterior was dinged up and painted sunset orange. The artist in Aullie fell in love with the unforgettable little car immediately, the rest of her soon followed suit when the passenger window rolled down and Weston ducked his head to look out and greet her. He reached across the interior of the car and pulled the handle, the door swung open and he tapped the passenger seat, inviting her in.

      Her heavy shoes clicked against the pavement as she trotted over and climbed in. The worn, sun-bleached brown leather covering the seats was soft and had been well maintained. The whole car smelled hearty and delightfully old. Then, there was Weston.

      Even in a simple navy striped button down and crisp dark jeans, he looked like a living, breathing GQ cover. His hair was swept back neatly but didn’t look too heavily gelled, which Aullie was happy with. Nothing grosser than trying to push your fingers through a sticky mess of gel, she thought. His almost inhuman golden eyes flashed in the last bits of evening sun, up this close, Aullie noticed a ring of green around his pupils. And his smell, boy was it heady. Warm, musky and manly. His lips were set in an easy-going smile as his eyes took her in, from her metallic purple toenails all the way up.

      “You look amazing,” he said.

      ‘God, your voice is like honey’, she thought to herself, suddenly desperate to taste his mouth. “Thank you,” she said, bashfully looking down into her lap. “You do too, seriously.”

      “I knew I’d have to be standing next to you all night, so I did my best.” He set his wide hand, with its long delicate fingers, on the gear shift and wiggled it around. His knee jerked as he pumped the clutch and with a low groan and a pungent blast of diesel smoke, the ancient bug shifted into drive and then merged onto the street.

      “I do have to say, I really love this car,” Aullie said.

      “Thank you,” Weston said with a wide, genuine smile. “I actually rebuilt it myself. Always had a thing for VW beetles. My brother and I were big into the ‘slugbug’ game when we were younger. I always told him I was going to get one when I was older so that I’d always see at least one in the morning so I’d have a head start.”

      Aullie laughed. “That’s cute.”

      “When I saw this one it was basically a pile of rust, but I saw it’s potential and, well, here it is. Up, running and all.”

      “So, you painted it bright orange?”

      “Yes,” he said, abashed. “I thought it would be fun. Don’t see many orange ones anymore do you?”

      “Haha, no. It’s funny, though, orange is one of my favorite colors. It’s just so… I don’t know. Happy.”

      “Happy,” he said, nodding as he considered it. “Well, I guess that’s the perfect word for it. I’m honestly just happy that it runs.” As if to illustrate his point, the car screeched as they pulled up to a stoplight, the brakes clearly weren’t as happy as he was that the ancient car was running.

      “So, where are we going?” Aullie asked. The ice still hadn’t quite been broken. She was definitely nervous. Weston was not the usual caliber of man she went out with, physically at least. He was so good-looking that she almost wondered if she was dreaming.

      “Actually, we’re not going anymore,” he said with a smile.

      Alarm exploded through Aullie. “What do you mean by that?” I knew he was too good to be true. I feel for this attractive little trap, and now he’s some kind of serial killer. He’s kidnapped me. I’m going to die in this little orange bug!

      “Because we’re here.” The slyness in his eyes acknowledging that he’d heard the mild panic in her voice and that his little joke had been a success on his end.

      The adrenaline that had surged through Aullie’s veins seemed to instantly dissolve. She gave a shaky laugh, feeling an embarrassed blush stain her cheeks.

      Weston worked the vintage bug into a parking spot on the side of the two-lane street. As it turned out, he was not a very adept parallel parker. Thankfully the bug was small, so he was able to maneuver it in without hitting the parked cars in front of and behind them.

      “Wait here a sec,” he said, opening the door and stepping out. Aullie watched him curiously as he walked around the front of the bug. It was only when his hand touched her door handle that she realized what was going on. He was opening the door for her.

      Who says chivalry is dead?

      She had a fairly active dating life, although not quite as much in the last few months with her heavy school load and ever-increasing financial demands that kept her practically living in the bar to get by, but no man had ever done this for her. She was thoroughly impressed, and still a little blown away as he took her hand and helped her out of the low little car.

      Aullie stumbled slightly on her heels but wasn’t sure whether the wedges or Weston’s warm smile that was making her knees wobbly.

      ‘Those are some straight, white teeth’, she thought, alarmingly aware of how smitten she was with this man that she knew almost nothing about.

      Weston had parked in front of a local strip mall, a block long congregation of small local businesses. Taking Aullie’s arm in his, he guided her to a hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant that she had never been too. Making for an interesting first date location.

      He pulled open the door, which tinkled a little bell. He gestured for Aullie to enter before him and she gave him a small nod, an involuntary smile playing at her full lips. She caught Weston’s gaze, resting hungrily on her mouth and knew the deep red lipstick had been a good choice.

      The decor was tacky and colorful. Big, flashy sombreros, rough oil paintings of Aztec warriors, landscapes dotted with small adobe buildings, and beautiful handmade clay plates covered most of the wall space. Bright fake parrots hung from the ceiling on little metal swings. The paint behind them was deep, golden yellow with ornate white trim along the ceilings and floors. The air inside was warm and smelled heartily of spice and meat, and Aullie immediately felt her mouth water.

      Weston pulled her chair out for her, earning him, even more, brownie points. He took his seat across from her and said, “I love this place; it’s a little, under-credited gem. The family migrated here from Mexico about fifteen years ago, if I remember correctly, and they’re very cultural. Their food is also all totally traditional and amazing. Best refried beans I’ve ever had.”

      “Well, I’m definitely excited to try them then,” Aullie said, her nerves beginning to relax a bit. The atmosphere there was so welcoming, so full of life, she couldn’t take her eyes off the eccentrically decorated walls. “I love the little parrots,” she said, pointing to the plastic birds.

      “They’re something, aren’t they?” He chuckled. Lowering his voice, he said, “I’ve actually named them.” He pointed from bird to bird, first a green one, then a blue one. “That’s Miguel, that’s Juan.” Then to a red one. “That’s Rosalita.” Lastly to yellow one. “And that’s Steve.”

      Aullie couldn’t help a burst of laughter. “All those traditional names, then Steve?”

      Weston shrugged and gave her a wink. “Why not?”

      Aullie couldn’t fault that logic, she thought with a giggle. She shook her head at him with a playful smile. He was just so charming and funny too, and she could listen to that smooth, lilted voice all day.

      A short, squat Mexican woman in a frilly red blouse, tight black skirt and flesh-colored hose with clunky black shoes approached the table. Her hair was scraped back into a severe bun and she wore a large fake flower behind one ear.

      “Hola,” she greeted them, placing a large one-page menu in front of each of them. “Can I get you something to drink?” she asked with a heavy accent.

      “You a margarita fan?” he asked Aullie.

      “Oh yeah,” she replied.

      “Make it dos margaritas,” he said, no shame in his broken Spanish. The little woman nodded with a toothy grin and scampered away as quickly as she had come.

      “So, Aullie,” The way his beautiful mouth said her name still really got to her. “Tell me about yourself.”

      So, she did. Just the bare bones, that she was a waitress full time and enjoyed it well enough, that she lived alone with a fat gray tabby cat named Bruce, and that she was going to art school.

      “Art school huh? That must be fulfilling. Interesting too, I bet.”

      Aullie batted the comment away, still nursing disappointment and doubt after the show last weekend and not really wanting to talk about school or her art. She hadn’t even been able to paint for a week, she’d been so distraught. Usually, she did two or three a week. “It’s alright, not quite what I’d imagined it would be.”

      Thankfully, before he could probe further, the waitress set two massive margarita glasses in front of them. ‘Good thing I’m not driving’, Aullie thought.

      “Are we ready to order?” the waitress asked, wide smile firmly in place.

      Aullie wasn’t, she actually hadn’t even touched the laminated menu the woman had set down before. She was about to say no, when Weston asked, “You trust me? I could order for you.”

      Surprised again at his gentlemanly manner, she nodded and agreed, “Sure.”

      His ability to pull off a take-charge attitude without being oppressive really impressed her. She felt like a woman in good care, not smothered. Something she wasn’t sure that she had ever actually experienced with a man but she was definitely a fan.

      “How about that plate with a bit of your best dishes, Senorita?”

      With a nod, the waitress scurried away and Aullie’s eyes fell back on the handsome man who sat across from her. “Your turn,” she said. “Tell me about yourself, Weston.”

      “There’s not much to tell, honestly,” he said with a semi-shy smile. But, it turned out he had plenty to tell. “I work for an internet start-up my dad created, which is wonderful because I get to do most of my work from home. I won’t bore you with the details about that, though. In all honesty, it isn’t a very exciting job. I have a thirteen-year-old chocolate lab named Titan. He’s my little buddy, and quite possibly the coolest dog who’s ever lived. We play fetch in the park twice a week. You already met my mate Dylan.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Yes, I sure have. How did you two meet? You seem, um... very... different,” she said, struggling not to sound offensive.

      He laughed. “Yeah, you could say that. We met in school. I spent my younger years in England, with my mother. My parents split when I was little. Dad moved here to chase some ‘American Dream’ fantasy. Mum passed when I was fifteen. I’ll stop you right there, don’t apologize. Unless you’re responsible for cancer, I really don’t need to hear it,” he said with a genuine smile. “But once I moved here, I struggled for a while. I was always quiet and not very quick to make friends. Long story short, Dylan befriended me and we went through a lot of our wilder years together, and a couple of tough times too. Hard to break a bond like that, even if you’ve matured faster than the other person, you know?”

      “I understand that,” she said, nodding. The guy was deep, and she was entranced by him. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but how old are you?”

      “I’ll be twenty-nine in a week,” he replied. “How old are you?”

      The difference in their ages didn’t bother Aullie much, she actually preferred older guys, though seven years was a decent gap. “Twenty-two,” she answered. “I hope the difference doesn’t bother you?”

      “Not at all, though I would’ve pegged you to be a little older. Twenty-four or five. But no, it doesn’t matter. You’re mature for your age, though.”

      “Thank you,” Aullie responded with a grateful nod. It wasn’t the first time she had heard that.

      The conversation flowed; relaxed, comfortable, and Aullie had so many more questions. She wanted to learn everything she could about the gorgeous man. Before she could, however, two steaming plates were placed between them. Her empty stomach took over. There was hunger in her stare as she took in the assorted plate of glorious Mexican food that the waitress had placed in front of her.

      “I wasn’t sure what you liked, but now you’ve got options,” Weston laughed. He pointed to the food as he described it; one cheese enchilada, one small chicken burrito, a chile relleno, and a beef empanada all slathered in various sauces and arranged next to a mountain of refried beans topped with a sprinkle of yellow cheese and red Mexican rice. It looked and smelled divine, and Aullie thanked him as she dug in.

      The tastes, the textures, the spices, the stretch of the stringy melted cheese, every single detail fired up her senses and she couldn’t help the delighted moan that slipped out. Weston smiled, digging into his food with nearly the same enthusiasm. Their conversation comfortably stalled as they ate, the vocal silence punctuated by the clink and scrape of silverware against plates.

      As the wolfing and chewing began to slow, the conversation resumed. The amicable conversation covered their tastes in music, TV, and books. It turned out Weston was an avid reader and, as they pushed the cleaned plates to the edge of the table, he detailed his specific love for Shakespeare.

      “I don’t know what it is about his work,” he gushed. “The man was a genius, really. He managed to capture every human pain; jealousy, greed, betrayal. And managed to make it all into art, you know?”

      “Yeah,” Aullie said, dreamily. She was lost in his voice, as smooth and sweet as melted caramel. The fact he could speak so beautifully was nothing compared to the passion behind the voice. She had finally met someone else who understood the power and majesty of art, of creation.

      The waitress approached, taking the plates and offering dessert. Weston insisted on an order of fried ice cream despite Aullie’s complaints that she couldn’t possibly handle even one more bite. She narrowed her eyes playfully, shaking her head at him.

      “You’re trouble,” she accused.

      “Why do you say that?” he asked, with a laugh.

      “You know exactly why,” she said, slyly.

      Before Weston could reply and hopefully continue the flirtation, a massive sphere with a beautiful crispy golden crust drizzled in zig zags of runny chocolate syrup was placed on the table between them. Despite her bloated middle, she couldn’t help the rush of saliva to her mouth. Two spoons rested in the white porcelain dish, and before long the two warred with their spoons, vying for the bites with the most chocolate and laughing hysterically as they did so.

      A few minutes later, crunchy bits of fried crust floated in a rich, white puddle of melted ice cream. Weston locked spoons with Aullie, his flashy hazel eyes enraptured her.

      “You know, I have to say, Aulora…” His use of her full name sent a shiver down her spine, “I am quite bewitched by you.”

      Aullie dropped her eyes, wishing she could come up with anything to say that would have half the suave or class that he did. “Thank you.”

      Weston paid the tab, which Aullie was grateful for, given that she’d had to take the night off work to be here. Though on the other hand, she wouldn’t have traded the night for anything in the world. He walked her back out to the car and opened the car door for her, yet again. As she sat alone, in the dark, waiting for him to walk around the car, she took a deep, contented breath.

      The air was cool, the car smelled like old leather. Aullie truly couldn’t remember the last time she had felt so ethereal, almost as if she were floating. He hopped in the car, started it up, and after a few semi-concerning pops from the engine, and a humble smile from Weston, they were off. Entirely too soon, they were back to a row of short, ugly brick buildings, one of which happened to house Aullie’s one room box of an apartment.

      Weston jerked the ancient bug to a stop on the side of the road. The engine grumbled as the heat built between them in the tiny car. That Margarita had been strong, Aullie thought. She felt a pleasant buzz, enriched by the fact that she was with a man she didn’t need to keep her guard up around.

      “So,” he mused

      “So,” she replied.

      She had thought he was just being coy but one of his wide, warm hands was on her jaw and he pulled her in for a kiss. His lips were soft, the intensity behind it was flaming. She could’ve melted into his arms just then. She was no stranger to sex on the first date, but this guy was different, and as his tongue began to sensually push its way through her plush red lips, she knew she had to bring a stop to it. Make sure he wanted to see her at least one more time before she gave it up. She pulled away, regretfully, and couldn’t help a little shiver of delight. Every nerve in her body was overloaded, especially the ones that mattered.

      Weston blinked a few times, as if regaining his composure. “I said it once and I’m more than happy to say it again,” his silky voice was deeper, huskier. “Absolutely bewitching.”

      Aullie smiled back shyly. “Good night, Weston.”

      “Good night, Aullie.”

      Getting out of the little orange bug was one of the hardest things Aullie had done in a while but she did it. She felt the heat of Weston’s watchful gaze until she rounded her neighboring building, the only one visible from the street. As she did, she heard a metallic screech and then a rumble as the little bug shifted and drove off into the night.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      The date had ended at a logical place for a first date, Aullie thought, though it was only ten. Without work, she had nothing to do with the rest of her night, but she felt more inspired after her night with Weston than she had in months.

      She peeled off the tight dress, which was tighter now after all that food. Digging through the dirty laundry pile on the floor near her bed, she found a pair of wrinkled, striped pajama pants and a baggy spirit shirt from her college, both of which were spattered with dried paint. The light fabric was soft against her skin, allowing for great ease of movement as she pushed her bright paisley couch up against the back wall to open up the sitting area for her easel.

      Once set up, she selected a twelve by twenty-four-inch canvas out of the pile of blanks she kept stashed in her storage closet. She prepped it, propped it up in the easel tray, and then it was time for paints.

      She was feeling very… warm. Very red. She squeezed and squirted tubes and her palette was soon covered with little piles of yellow, orange, purple, and different shades of red. Using her palette knife, she scooped and mixed different colors together, waiting as usual for the color that perfectly fit her mood to appear. Then, it did. Crimson and violet, with a huge glob of white, she had mixed them and the perfect shade of fuchsia was born.

      Once the ball was rolling, she couldn’t stop. She played music on a low volume, hoping not to disturb her neighbors, and the classical notes swirled around her.

      Before she knew it, the canvas was covered; a beautiful first layer of fuchsia and red, with little yellow and white sunbeams. Though it was beautiful, it had emotionally exhausted her and she eventually realized it had been almost three hours since she started. Time always flew when she painted, but not quite like that.

      Tired, and covered in paint, she began to pack her things away when she heard a buzz from her phone on the counter. Must be Brittany checking how her date went, Aullie thought, taking the time to wash the thick oil paint off her fingers to avoid staining her phone screen. Once they were more or less clean, she scooped up the device and unlocked it. But, it wasn't a text from Brittany.

      It was Weston!

      -I can’t stop thinking about you. When can I see you again?-

      Aullie grinned and blushed, happy to know he was feeling the same way she was. She considered her schedule, and the next night she had free was Monday.

      She typed a quick text back

      -Good, glad I’m not alone :) My next night off is, Monday. We could do something then?-

      He replied that was great, and that he couldn’t wait to see her again. She said she couldn’t wait either and to have a good night.

      His last text came in, making her heart race.

      -I’m sure it’ll be a great night, considering I’ll probably be dreaming of you :)-

      On that note, tired and aware of her long work day coming up, Aullie stripped down to her panties and fell into bed. Curling up in her soft sheets, she was still smiling as she quickly fell asleep.

      

      The weekend passed in a blur. It was a busy one, thankfully, so Aullie at least made some good money on her back to back twelve hour days. When she could, which wasn’t often, she had exchanged flirty texts with Weston and it was clear that they were both excited for date number two.

      That night, she opted for more casual attire. She wore a pair of medium-waisted bell bottom jeans, with a lace pattern she had bleach dyed herself down the front. The deep fuchsia peasant blouse she wore hung off both shoulders, accentuating her long neck and pronounced collar bones. The color reminded her of the impassioned painting she had done after their first night together, still drying on the easel in her living room.

      She’d pulled her hair back, neatly braiding it down her back in a perfect fishtail. Around her neck, she wore a wire-wrapped amethyst on a thick black leather cord she had made in her jewelry class at school, and a pair of silver hoops adorned her ears. Aullie was excited for him to see more of her true style, and she was also eager to share her art and things she had made with him.

      Hurrying out to the curb after a text from Weston, she scanned the empty street for the beaten down bug. It was nowhere to be seen, the only car that stood out was a shiny silver Aston Martin that looked wildly out of place on her weedy, crumbling, low-income block.

      ‘Spoiled asshole’, she snipped in her mind. Even just seeing the car called up memories of her snake of a father, his equally snaky friends and their awful fake wives.

      The selfishness, the obsession with image, the toxicity that came with wealth, they were all represented in this gaudy, environmentally-unfriendly car. It was disgusting!

      Suddenly, the window of the shiny car rolled down. Aullie’s stomach twisted uncomfortably when she saw Weston in the driver’s seat. As she closed the distance to the car, she did her best to justify the car.

      Her mind spun a yarn to cover for the man, she thought she knew. Maybe it’s not his. Maybe he borrowed it from a friend or relative. He’s probably just trying to impress me, he doesn’t know about my family or my money issues. It’s all fine.

      As before, he reached across the car, though this car was definitely wider, and popped the door open from the inside. His smile was wide and excited, he was formally dressed again in a silvery gray button down and a dark pair of trousers. Aullie tentatively sat down in the seat; the car reeked of expensive leather and premium carpeting. The smell was almost nauseating to her, reminding her of her father.

      “Hey!” Weston sounded very excited. “Sorry about all the flash, I had to spend a few hours in the office today.”

      Aullie’s brow furrowed. “Where do you work, exactly?”

      “Ever heard of the Calloway building?”

      Boy, had she. It was a massive skyscraper in the heart of downtown. One of the biggest trade and marketing companies in the nation. “You work there? I thought you worked for your dad.”

      Another sly smile. “I do, my dad is James Calloway.”

      Aullie’s stomach dropped into a free fall. His dad was worth a few billion dollars the last she had heard. If Weston was his son, he probably wasn’t worth much less. She suddenly felt suffocated in the fancy car, desperate to get out.

      At her lack of a response, or maybe trying to remedy the panic in her face, he asked, “So, what do you wanna do tonight? I booked us a table at a formal restaurant downtown. Based on your dress on Friday, I figured you’d be dressed a little more formally. It’s not really a jeans type of place. Maybe we could go bowling?”

      The mention of her jeans was the last straw. Aullie felt silly, like a child, sitting there in her informal clothes. “No,” she said firmly. “No, thanks. In fact, I’m not feeling well. I think I have to go.” She opened the door and made a move to step out, but Weston lightly grabbed her arm to stop her.

      “No, wait,” he begged. “What happened? What's wrong? Let me fix it.”

      “Maybe I’m just coming down with a lack of class,” she said, snidely. Pulling away from him, Aullie marched away from his desperate cries for her to wait.

      Rich men were cheaters and liars, she wasn’t about to waste her time!

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Toss of a Coin Part Two

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      A deep, mechanical buzz sounded and Aullie Greene rolled her eyes. Her phone vibrated hard against the dull, Formica counter top in the tiny closet she called a bathroom. She lined her eyes, some called them blue but she’d always thought they were more of a gray color. The dramatic, thick black liner coupled with her blunt, straight black bangs made her eyes glow like moonstones.

      In the mirror, she caught sight of the infuriating painting. The pinks and reds and yellows mocked her, mocked the passion and hope she’d felt after their first date.

      ‘Fuckin’ Weston’, she griped to herself. Ever since she’d stormed out of his car, he’d been reaching out to her every five minutes. Or, at least it felt like it. She’d considered answering up to the seventh call after she initially marched away, but after that, she just felt too pressured.

      Aullie wanted to tell herself that ‘damn, if he was this clingy after one date then you probably dodged a bullet there’, but she didn’t feel it. Sure, she hardly knew him but every time he called or texted, she felt a little stab in her chest. After four days, she still couldn’t help but see the sickening Richie-Rich kid side of the man she’d thought she might like.

      Checking her watch, and realizing that she was running late and frowning at the mirror one more time, she clicked off the bathroom light and headed out the door. Aullie struggled with the zipper on her fuzzy jacket, bright and yellow like a baby chick, as she shuffled down the stairs. Her nonslip shoes clanged noisily on the cold metal stairs. A chill wind ruffled her dark bangs as she searched the lot behind the building for her rickety old Accord. She found it, rattled the door open and dropped heavily into the driver’s seat.

      ‘Another night at work’, she thought, forlornly. Her day of classes had been long, she was still smarting from her Color Theory teacher’s lecture that her shades were consistently too dark. Aren’t artists supposed to be dark and brooding?

      The dinged-up silver Accord let out a raucous screech as it came to life but it started, so that was something. As she rumbled down the street to work, Aullie said a little prayer to her own agnostic God that she would finally make some money. To cap off her struggles with Weston, the bar had been slow, tips had been low and her rent was due in a week.

      Yeah, see? I definitely have more important things to think about than some boy.

      She jerked to a stop in the depressingly empty parking lot behind the bar. Bundling up, Aullie headed into the bar. She said hello to the young blonde host, turned out her name was Calli, and made her way to the back, where the smell of rancid fry grease hung heavy in the air.

      Clearly glum, she nodded and grunted hellos to her various co-workers as she shrugged out of her coat and hung it up. As she secured her apron, a nasally voice dropped her low spirits into the gutter.

      “See you’re going for the depressed goth-girl look. Again.” Eric wore his trademark sly, demeaning grin. “Yeah, you got that brooding look down to a T.”

      “Guess it’s hard to ignore the hunger pains, being a starving artist and all,” she smarted off, meeting his smug little eyes with a steely glare. ‘I need to start selling some art’, she thought, ‘if for no other reason than to get away from this tiny prick’.

      Eric chuckled at her dry joke, though she hadn’t meant it to be funny. Rolling her eyes and shaking her head, Aullie turned to walk away from him. Before she could, he said, “You gonna be grumpy all night? Cause that might affect your tips. Wouldn’t want you to have another bad night.”

      How could a person be so insensitive and infuriating?

      She strode away, not dignifying his bloated ego with a response. She furiously tapped at the POS computer, clocking in, for what she had already accepted was going to be a long night.

      One slow hour later, Brittany walked in the door in a flamboyant faux-fur jacket. It was what Britt charmingly referred to as cheap-chic and she actually pulled it off rather well.

      Aullie nodded a hello, felt like her first in ages. Brittany had been upstate, visiting her loud, lovable Latino family all week, so Aullie hadn't even had anyone to vent her boy woes to.

      After Britt ditched her stuff and clocked in, she made a beeline for Aullie, an anticipatory gleam in her dark chocolate eyes. “How’s it going?” The simple question was clearly not intended to glean information about Aullie’s current state.

      “I don’t know. How are the cold, dried up piles of shit in your yard?” Aullie said, sarcastically. Britt lived in a tiny townhome with a tiny yard that was constantly littered with tight coiled little waste piles from her massive pitbull mix named Tinkerbell.

      Brittany’s face fell. “What happened?”

      Aullie appreciated her empathy but could only muster a shrug. “Well, he came to pick me up Monday. In an Aston Martin.”

      Brittany’s jaw dropped, she was obviously thinking about the crappy car Aullie had described the first night and looked as confused as Aullie had been. “Yeah, that’s pretty much what my face did too. So, I tried to play it off, got in the car and he proceeds to tell me that he’s a Calloway.”

      She let that sink in. Brittany’s brows knitted, and she suddenly blurted, “Wait, like the Calloway building?”

      “Yep! So, he’s not some fancy surgeon or anything like you guessed, he’s actually way richer than that!”

      “Only you would sound disgusted by that,” Brittany laughed. “That is really big, though. That’s like… A lot of money. So, let me guess.” She tapped a finger to her full lips. “You got the hell out of dodge didn't you?”

      Aullie sighed. “I tried to stick it out. I really liked this guy. And I was all decked out in some of the clothes I made.”

      “You should really sell your stuff on Etsy,” Brittany interrupted quickly. “It’s really cute. Anyway, go on.”

      “I’m getting a table, shit,” Aullie glanced at the back of a lone man, Calli was guiding to one of her open booths. “Long story short, he made a comment about my clothes not being nice enough, I got mad and stormed off like a child. Felt bad at first, but then he called me eighty-seven-million times and I just haven’t answered. So, that’s that.”

      “God, I just can’t stand it when they’re too dirty stinking rich.” Brittany winked. “I am sorry, though. Go get ‘em, tiger.”

      Aullie snagged a few coasters in case her new table occupant had some joiners. She was powering up a phony megawatt smile, but it dropped almost immediately.

      “What are you doing here, Weston?”

      His unkempt hair hung loose, it was longer than Aullie thought it was and the floppy cut made him look younger, a little softer, and almost more human somehow. He smiled, bitterly, “Obviously, you didn’t listen to my last voicemail.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t listen to most of them,” Aullie snapped. She was furious that he was there. It wasn’t going to be any easier to get over him if she could see him, especially since she had spent so much time trying to forget him that she had forgotten just how attractive he really was.

      “Why not?”

      “Because I didn’t want to.”

      “Why not?” he repeated.

      Because hearing your voice would’ve made me want to call you back. “Does it matter why not? I didn’t want to because I don’t want to. I’m not interested, ok? You’re not my type. I’m sure it won’t be hard for you to find another woman who wants to slobber all over you and all your money, so I would appreciate it if you would just leave. I have a job to do.”

      “But I don’t want to leave. And, considering that you’re a waitress and I’m seated at a table in your section, why don’t you go get me a beer?” he said, smiling like a fox.

      In lieu of a response, Aullie stormed away. Hot rage burned down to her fingertips.

      How dare he? What an entitled prick!

      She’d meant to find someone else to take the table but found herself angrily jabbing her fingers at the POS screen, ordering him a stout. In the midst of cursing him, she cursed herself for remembering his order from his previous visit. Once the beer was rung in, she printed the elderly men’s tab, she’d also been waiting on just to waste more time.

      Striding over to the bar, she drummed her short nails against the metal grate. Recognizing her nervous habit, Brittany appeared behind her. “What’s wrong?”

      Still seething beyond the point of words, Aullie jerked her ponytail backward toward her table and waited while Brittany scoped out the table.

      “Oh, shit! That’s him, isn’t it?” she replied, appropriately surprised.

      “Yep,” Aullie spat. The rhythmic clackety-clack of her nails against the metal did nothing to soothe her agitated state.

      “I’ll take him if you want.” Brittany’s eyes were still fixed on Weston.

      Aullie was suddenly prickled with a very surprising and unwelcome jealousy. “No, it’s fine. I’ll deal with him.”

      The bartender, a blonde named Teri with a tragically crooked boob job, set the frothy glass on the well. Aullie grabbed the dark beer and thumped it on the table in front of Weston. She had a new table and, anxious to walk away anyway, she asked impatiently, “Need anything else?”

      “Not presently,” he said, that smooth British accent sounded even better than she had remembered. “Seems as though you’ve gained another table of customers, peach. Attend to them, I’ll still be here. You can come check on me later.” Then he winked.

      Infuriated, she hissed, “Don’t count on it… Wait, why do you know my section?”

      “Checked the host stand when I got here. Wanted to know when you were busy and had valid reasons not to be talking to me.” His grin was sly enough to make her fury grow.

      “Any reason not to talk to you is valid,” she snarled, stalking away.

      Thankfully, in her years of waitressing work, Aullie had learned to fake a good mood and quickly. She cheerfully greeted her table, a foursome of preppy college boys and checked their IDs. When she brought them their pitcher of beer, she could feel the warmth of Weston’s gaze upon her back, which she purposely turned to him. It sent a shiver down her spine. Despite being thoroughly creeped out that he was there, she was actually a little flattered that he cared enough to show up.

      The Friday evening drinking crowd began to filter in. The more bodies that packed into the tiny bar, the hotter it got and the muggy air began to smell more like body odor and beer.

      Cooks yelled at each other in the kitchen while fryers sizzled, waitresses bickered and shoved each other around. The bar was in chaos but Aullie was actually grateful, not only for the distraction from Weston but from the high-income potential.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Weston typing swiftly on his phone with his thick brows furrowed. His glass was empty, save for a thick layer of tannish foam. Hoping that whatever he was doing wouldn’t be easily interrupted. Aullie stopped next to the booth, arms laden with dirty dishes, with sweat beginning to bead under her thick bangs.

      On her next trip to the computer, Aullie printed a tab and slapped the flimsy scrap of paper down next to Weston’s finished beer.

      Before she could walk away, he asked, “What’s this?”

      “Your tab,” she replied. “Shouldn’t you be going?”

      “Actually, no,” he smarted off. There was that sexy, devious little smile again that made her heart beat a bit harder. “I’m actually fairly hungry. Can you bring me a menu?”

      “You’re not staying.”

      “As a matter of fact, I am. I’ll be here until you crack and talk to me.”

      “What’s there to talk about?” she asked, exasperated. “You’re not my type, ok?”

      “You’re intimidated by my money,” he stated with a flat expression which told her he was well aware of why she’d run.

      “No!” Well, yeah. “Personally, I’m just not a fan of the whole flashy car, fancy dinner, entitled men thing. Plenty of women are, though. I bet you could pick up any of the other waitresses, or patrons, in this building and they’ll be all about it.”

      “I’m not here for them. I’m here for you.” The sincerity in his eyes, mixed with a little bit of hurt and sadness and slight desperation, softened something in Aullie but she did her best to shake it off.

      “Why me?” She was surprised by the way her voice broke as she asked it.

      “I already told you,” he said with a heart-stopping smile. “I’m bewitched by you.”

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Aullie sighed, defeated and speechless. “Do you want another beer or something?”

      “Yes, please,” Weston gave her a wicked smile. “Flattered that you remember my beer, by the way.”

      Aullie rolled her eyes and walked away. She couldn’t believe the boldness, the audacity, the clearly crazy man was displaying. However, she’d wasted too much time talking to him and had some catching up to do.

      Weston moved quickly to the back of her mind as she made her rounds through the bar. Food, beer and, liquor orders were taken and delivered, credit cards were run and returned. Weston ate and Aullie wished he would leave, but he didn’t.

      Over an hour later, she brought him his third beer. “So, when are you leaving?”

      “I don’t know. Depends on when I get to see you again.”

      “You’re actually just going to sit here until I agree to go out with you again?”

      “Yes. I have emails to catch up on anyway.”

      “Oh, from your little work from home job?” Aullie glared as she mocked his lie-by-omission he’d told on their first date.

      “Hey, I do actually work from home most of the time,” he defended himself. “So, when’s it going to be?”

      “Ugh. Fine. I’m off Monday night again. I’ll text you or whatever if you just leave.”

      “Why? Am I distracting you?” he asked, wickedly.

      “Ugh, whatever, yes. Go,” Aullie urged.

      “Good, I’ll see you Monday then.” He looked smug as he slipped a bill from his wallet under his glass and stood to leave. Before Aullie could protest, he put a hand up and said, “Before you get all huffy about the money, I occupied your table for hours and that’s a fair amount, considering. Now, you have a good night. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      Oh, that purr in his delightfully foreign voice. He stood so close, even in the packed, stinky bar, she could smell his musky scent. It took everything Aullie had to maintain her aloof air. “Yeah. Bye.”

      Torn between relief and disappointment as he left, Aullie went back to work. She wasn’t closing, which she thanked God for. Her feet ached but she still had a few hours left to go, so she sucked it up. Rent, rent, rent, she chanted to herself as she picked up other people’s trash. Her job wasn’t a source of pride in her life, but the mundane nature of the work left plenty of free space in her mind to ruminate over Weston.

      Was she really going to text him? If she didn’t, would he come back? Did she want to see him? Yeah, kinda, she internally admitted.

      The last two hours at work dragged painfully by. Men whooped and hollered, glasses clinked, and chairs scraped the floor. The noise died slowly as drunk patrons stumbled their way out the door.

      The music was almost overbearing in the quieter bar, and Aullie caught the bartender’s attention. She made a twisting motion with her fingers to mime adjusting the volume.

      “So, how was your night?”

      The chair across from Aullie squawked as Brittany sat down across from her. Two large gray tubs full of forks and knives, a mountain of napkins, and a box of sticky tabs occupied the table surface between them. With a clink, a swoosh and a stick they fell into the tedious rhythm of rolling silverware together. This nightly ritual had become prime gossip time among the girls at Tackleman’s. As each of them joined in to finish up their side work, everyone got filled in on the Weston saga as Aullie vented out her frustrations.

      “Ooo, British accent huh?” a chubby redhead named Tasha asked, as she wore a dreamy expression.

      “Yeah, but I don’t know. Isn’t this all kind of stalkerish? Seems like a red flag.” Aullie usually didn’t care to open up to her co-workers but it felt good to get it off her chest.

      “I don’t know. I can’t even get a guy to text me back. That sounds way better. Plus, again, British.” said Janelle, the whippet-thin mom of a darling two-year-old boy.

      Brittany nodded. “His accent is nice.”

      The gaggle of girls clucked away, and before long the mountain of silverware before them had been rolled and placed in baskets. The general consensus had been that, at the very least, she should give him one more chance because he was so committed, and yes, the British thing came up a lot.

      Aullie considered this as she wrapped up her night. After she shrugged into her coat, she took the plunge.

      -Hey- was all that she texted to Weston. Aullie plunged the phone into her pocket and bundled out into a dark, freezing rain.

      ‘I won’t look at it the whole way home’, she promised herself. ‘I’ll make him wait’. Despite her promises, her phone burned a hole in her pocket. Every red light and stop sign she almost justified checking it, but instead turned up the radio and powered through.

      The roads were slick and shiny under the dingy yellow streetlights and rain rhythmically drummed against the windshield. Thankful to finally be safely home, Aullie parked her car and trotted up the stairs to her cement box of an apartment with a white-knuckle grip on the slick rail.

      She flicked on the switch and her tiny haven came to life. The light, coupled with the bright variety of colors, were a stark contrast to the melancholy world outside. Any wall space that wasn’t occupied by a painting or a pinned-up sketch was draped with colorful tapestries. Her full-size mattress, dressed in paisley sheets, sat atop a bunk bed type piece of furniture with a cluttered, messy desk underneath.

      Instead of a living room, Aullie had built a small variation of a dining room. She wasn’t much into TV, so she didn’t own one, not that she could afford cable anyway. Instead, a massive turquoise dining table that Aullie had bought from goodwill and spray painted herself, dominated the space across from the bed.

      On one side sat a bright yellow couch printed with Aztec-style flowers, where her massive gray cat Bruce lay curled up on his favorite corner. On the other side sat two clunky chairs that came with the table. The table top was littered with random art supplies and pieces of various sculpture and ceramic projects Aullie had been required to do over the years. Anyone that opened the door could tell an artist lived there, and Aullie loved it that way.

      She hung her wet jacket on a coat rack made of real broken branches wrapped in rugged rope. As she slipped out of her work shoes, she pulled her phone out of the pocket and illuminated the screen.

      A hearty rush of breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, flooded out of Aullie. There it was.

      Or rather, there they were. A -Hey!- and a -How was work?- both from Weston, four minutes apart. Though she was happy to hear from him, she wanted to remain standoffish.

      -Fine. How was the rest of your night?- She typed back.

      She left the phone on her counter next to the fruit bowl and stripped down to shower all the restaurant off her. Under the warm drizzle, the crappy shower didn’t really get hot as she scrubbed at the grease, beer, and ketchup that always seemed to stain her worse than her paints did.

      Thanks to her quick bathing session, she burned off a few more minutes which kept up her intended aloofness. She changed into a pair of oversized, black and white checked flannel pajama pants and a baggy university shirt stained with red, white, and yellow paint. Aullie scooped her phone off the counter and checked it again, giddy to see the two text notifications.

      -Not nearly as good once I couldn’t see you anymore :)- followed seven minutes later by -Sorry, was that too much?-

      Aullie smiled. Her little game was working. She decided to make him wait a few more minutes, filling an old metal teapot with water and putting it on the stove to boil. Grabbing a yellow mug with a black smiley face, she dropped in an herbal tea bag from the stack of boxes on the counter. She picked up her phone and typed back just two little words, -It’s fine-

      Minutes passed, long enough for the water to boil. Aullie pulled the whistling pot off the burner and poured the hot water into the mug, the tea began to steep and a cloud of steam rose. She wondered idly what she was going to do with her night. Bedtime usually wasn’t until two or three in the morning, she did her best work at night, so she had a few hours to kill.

      She checked her phone, but there was nothing. Surprised and a little disappointed, she booted up her laptop on the desk under her bed. It was her fault anyway, really, for toying with Weston the way she had.

      It was late, most normal people were in bed. After a few beers, and assuming he actually didn’t do anything else after he left, it made sense that Weston would have fallen asleep.

      At least, that’s what Aullie told herself as fifteen minutes without a response became thirty. She scrolled through her Facebook feed, got distracted by a couple of random news stories that had been shared by her friends. She sipped her tea and the warmth and familiarity of her nighttime routine helped relax her. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched her phone, willing it to light up with a text.

      To no avail, unfortunately. She grabbed a weathered sketchbook and a pencil off the desk, took a hearty slug of her cooling tea, and climbed up the ladder to her bed.

      Her mattress was worn-in and soft and a massive mountain of pillows adorned the head. Aullie scooted into her padded little nook and thumbed through the graphite stained pages in the sketchbooks until she found a blank one.

      She tapped the screen on her phone, pulling up a free music app. An edgy, modern classical music underscored by techno beats, flooded out of the tiny speaker. Music like that, dynamic and free flowing, was Aullie's favorite art music. The ever-changing beat was great fodder for ever-changing inspiration and ideas.

      The inspiration, however, wasn’t coming. Her blank, dark phone screen had her feeling very distracted. She finally turned it over, willing herself to focus.

      She started by scribbling. Just scribbling. Slowly, as she began to lose herself in the music, the erratic lines began to take form. The raw sketch took the shape of a deer, a beautiful, thick chested stag with a wide set of antlers. His noble face, and the collar of light flowers that seemed to just appear around his regal neck occupied her entire mind.

      It was over an hour before the spell was broken and she jerked away, breathing heavily. She loved getting lost in her work and she shamelessly admired her newest creation. She’d finished the head and the body down to the fluffy tail, but the beefy stag stood on little outlines of unfinished legs. Suddenly exhausted overwhelmed by the music volume, Aullie picked up her phone to turn it down.

      She broke into a grin.

      -Do you still want to see me? You can pick what we do- Forty-five minutes earlier. Then, twenty-two minutes later. -I’ll bring the bug, I promise-

      Maybe he’ll assume I’m asleep too, Aullie thought as she turned out the light and wriggled under the covers. She was too tired to respond anyway and happy to keep the rich boy waiting until morning.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      The next morning, Aullie was thankful for her indigo curtains. Not only was the dark color beautiful but the thick silky fabric blocked out all the blaring sunlight that came through her East-facing window. Since she was such a night owl, and her job rarely required her to be up before eleven, she enjoyed her ability to sleep in.

      After she rolled out of bed around ten-thirty, she brewed a cup of coffee. While the dark liquid trickled slowly into yet another eccentric mug, Aullie pondered what she should say to Weston. She still wasn’t one hundred percent sure that seeing him again was what she wanted, but she was probably up to about eighty percent and figured that was enough.

      -Sorry, I passed out early last night. As long as you bring the bug, we can do whatever you want :)-

      As soon as the send button was pushed, she instantly regretted it. Not only was her hard-to-get game ruined but she had meant to come across as flirtatious, not sexual. The way she had worded that could totally be taken that way.

      ‘Shit’, she thought, wondering if maybe she should just drop the whole thing. Until recently, Aullie wasn’t really the dating type. She liked to meet guys, befriend them, have sex with them and then keep it that way. It wasn’t that she was a slut, she just usually preferred to keep things low stress.

      With her ever-climbing mountain of student loans and their subsequent pressure, it wasn’t like she could afford the drama, and all this unnecessary stress with Weston was exactly why.

      “This isn’t who I am,” she grumbled to herself as she choked down the bitterness of cheap black coffee. Perching her perky little butt on top of the huge turquoise table, she considered the painting she had done the first night she had really met Weston. She reminisced about their time together; his fun little slug bug, the unique hole-in-the-wall place he had taken her to, his names for all the plastic birds.

      Aullie had thought she had an idea about the man. He was smart but quirky, down to earth and working hard to make his own way, just like she was.

      He was not only rich but practically famous. She wondered what he actually did for work, if anything, considering how loaded his family was, what his house looked like, and if his Aston Martin was even his only fancy car.

      She had let herself feel, so strongly and recklessly, that she had attached herself emotionally to a man she hardly knew. Stupid, stupid, stupid, was becoming her mantra.

      It was time to shower if she was going to make it to work on time, and she didn’t even bother checking her phone. After her little rumination, Aullie was no longer so sure about what she really wanted. She thought and brooded through her shower, scrubbing her body clean and working her rosemary-mint shampoo into her long black hair. After she dried off and blew her ebony mane dry, she stared at herself in the mirror.

      Aullie could admit that she was pretty, but more like waitress-in-a-bar pretty not pretty-pretty. She had pretty, slightly hooded eyes and full lips, but her nose was a little small and she hadn’t quite kicked her acne yet, so she was usually adorned with a few noticeable blemishes.

      Why me?

      If this man, this rich, sexy, accented man, wanted any woman in the world, he could probably have her. Exotic beauties, waif-like supermodels with extreme cheekbones, or curvaceous centerfolds. He had said something about liking her for not being interested in his money but she just didn’t understand why he was so fascinated with her.

      As she fastened the buckle on her belt, Bruce emerged from whichever of his many hiding spots that he had been enjoying all morning and came to rub against her legs and purr like a little Diesel engine. While his concern that her jeans weren’t covered in enough cat hair was touching, she shooed him away.

      As she gathered her keys, coat, and wallet, she also grabbed her phone. There were two texts, one from Brittany, asking if she wanted anything from Starbucks, the other was from Weston.

      -Well I have a few ideas :)- he had typed, Aullie was grateful it was a smiley face and not a wink. -I’ll call you on Monday, we can work out a time. However, I’m about to catch a flight, I may be out of cell range through tomorrow night. Have a great weekend.-

      Aullie was actually grateful to have a few days to herself, to decide if pursuing a relationship with a man so far out of her league, who apparently also traveled for his fancy-schmancy job, was a good investment of her time and effort.

      Problem is, she thought with a sallow smile as she walked out the door, we artists aren’t known for being especially logical thinkers.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      The weekend passed in a blur of work, coffee, and sore feet. Monday morning broke, and Aullie was actually happy to get an email that her Monday class had been canceled. Though she usually resented any stolen opportunities to create, but she was so tired and achy that she almost hoped that Weston wouldn’t call so she could just lay in her blanket burrito all day.

      Of course, the sexy Brit was a hot topic of gossip with the Tackleman’s crew. Aullie was so thankful that Brittany had known better than to tell everyone about his money too. If she had, Aullie imagined that most of them would fall in love with him right then and there, then she’d never get them to shut up. However, their encouragement had built up her confidence in her choice to see Weston again.

      Around noon, semi-surprised she hadn’t heard from him at all yet, Aullie finally decided to get up. She brewed some energizing tea and lit some incense, happy that she had a little break to do some yoga. She powered up the yoga app on her phone and spent half an hour bending, lunging, stretching and moaning for the first time in weeks.

      As she lay in savasana, consciously relaxing from her toes to her fingertips, she turned her mind inward. She realized how many parts of herself, of her life, that she loved and that she wasn’t making time for lately. No wonder I’ve been so moody, she thought.

      Standing up, with a heady rush of endorphins, Aullie wandered into her little excuse for a kitchen and checked her fridge. There wasn’t much there; she really needed to go get some groceries. Her hunger overrode the nagging voice in her head that reminded that she really should try to eat better, though, as she nuked a frozen dinner in the microwave. It’s just a chicken breast and some mashed potatoes, how bad can it really be? She justified to herself.

      Bruce stood up and stretched, his stripy gray back arching up toward the raw concrete ceiling, as Aullie plunked down next to him on the couch. The soft plastic slid and bent as she cut her food into bite size pieces and mixed it all together into a brownish, gravy soaked pile.

      She ate, her lazy, exhausted body thankful for the bland food, and checked her phone. It was just past one, and still nothing from Weston. She wondered if she should call him but immediately dismissed the thought. This whole thing was his idea, and he had been almost too insistent.

      Hmm, what to do now, she thought. There was a home painting project due in her class next week that she foolishly hadn’t even started yet. Her medium of choice had always been oil paint, the texture, and depth it provided was unmatched, but it was infamous for its incredibly long dry time. She’d have to do a quick drying base background layer in acrylic, then layer the wetter paint on top in order to finish it.

      Once her easel was set up, over a tarp to prevent staining the floor, Aullie selected a medium-sized canvas from her stockpile. Often, she took advantage of art sales, she usually bought tons of them at a time and never seemed to be out of them, which suited her just fine.

      The theme of this painting was structural abstract, which meant a lot of free reign. She thought back to her recent deer drawing; if she kept it more vague, let the missing legs fade into a colorful background, that could work.

      Standing back, considering the canvas, Aullie considered how she felt. A color came to her, and then two. Yellowy green and a warm relaxing blue. Before long a pallet was mixed and the oceanic colors faded into one another, the bleak white surface coming to life in full color. The plastic-like scent of the acrylic paint infected the air, she was really on a roll.

      An entire hour passed before the creative spell was broken, she had done what she could. Probably the most frustrating part of creating art was the dry time, when the inspiration and drive to bring a vision to life needed to be halted for hours or days at a time.

      Just gone two hours, and still no call.

      Slightly disappointed, but sure there had to be a valid explanation, Aullie accepted she probably wasn’t going to see him that day. ‘He’s probably busy with his big billionaire job’, she thought bitterly.

      However, just as she began to get herself worked up with doubt, her phone began to ring. There he was. Feeling stupid, she swiped the screen to answer with a polite, “Hello?”

      “Hey Aullie,” he said, his accented voice punctuated by heavy breaths, “Sorry to call so late in the day. I hope you haven’t given up on me and made other plans.”

      ‘So he’s beautiful and psychic’, she mentally mused. “No, not yet,” she teased.

      “Good, glad to hear it.” Aullie could hear the smile in his voice.

      “So… What are we doing then?” she asked, uncertain little butterflies beginning to prickle in her stomach.

      “Well, I have a surprise for you if you’re up for it.”

      Aullie hated surprises, but at least he was trying. “Sure, what time?”

      “How close to now can you be ready?” he asked.

      “Probably about…” she trailed off, considering her un-showered state. She still wasn’t totally sure about the whole thing and decided it wasn’t worth washing her hair for. “Half an hour?”

      “Great, the bug and I will see you then.”

      Aullie smiled. “Okay. Bye.”

      After she hung up, she sprayed dry shampoo into her roots and brushed it through. As Aullie weaved her short bangs into a tight braid, she considered the decisions she was subconsciously making. She was choosing to show him her whole face, to see him at less than her best so early in their relationship. It was almost as if she were daring him to change his mind, to break whatever spell she had on him.

      She decided that she was okay with it.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      Aullie dropped herself onto the rustic old seat in the bug. Weston smiled at her from the driver’s seat, hair casually swept back, hazel eyes adoring, and very un-British straight white teeth. Even in a red and white raglan t-shirt and jeans, he looked like a million bucks. ‘Or a billion, I guess’, she thought.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “Yep,” she replied, doing her best to keep her nerves and uncertainty out of her voice.

      Weston fumbled with the gear shift, and the rattly old bug lurched and groaned as they rolled away. The heater clicked and whirred loudly, filling the car with hot, dry air.

      The small talk between them, as he drove, was generic and somewhat awkward. The weather was indeed getting colder, winter was on its way, it was outrageous how early some places put out Christmas decorations, and yes, all the sounds the bug made were pretty much normal.

      As they approached downtown, Aullie couldn’t wait anymore. “Where are we going, Weston?”

      “Well, I might as well tell you. There’s a touring Wassily Kandinsky exhibit, and according to Wikipedia, he’s credited as being the first real abstract painter and a genius art theorist who revolutionized expressive art. I don’t have any idea what any of that means, so I figured you could teach me.”

      Aullie was suddenly overcome with excitement. Kandinsky was one of her all-time favorite painters, one of her biggest inspirations, and when she and her friends from class had tried to get tickets to the exhibit they had all been almost instantly sold out. She should probably wonder how he got them, but she was truly too excited to care.

      “Are you serious?”

      There was that devilish smile again. “Yes, I’m serious.”

      He pulled the bug into a parking spot outside the art museum. The gray clouds, and the silvery sunlight that broke through them reflected off the beautiful mirrored building. It was such a unique building, specially crafted by an edgy, modern architect, the work of art itself was the perfect place to house other masterpieces.

      Still bubbling, Aullie resisted the urge to jiggle restlessly as they waited to have their tickets checked. Once they had, she secured a tiny square museum pass sticker under the left lapel of her burgundy cotton button up shirt.

      “Where would you like to go first?” Weston asked, standing close. Their shoulders almost brushed each other, but Aullie didn’t feel invaded.

      “Well, you were the one asking for a lesson, so why don’t we hit the exhibit first and then I can show you around some more since I do come here a lot.”

      “I can imagine you would,” he said with an endearing smile. “Lead the way.”

      Aullie was almost sure her leader status was just so he could walk behind her. She wore a pair of dark, hip hugging jeans and she had printed a pair of wide, white eagle’s wings across the back pockets, almost like a tramp stamp. Suffice to say she had gotten compliments on them before, she felt his eyes on her lower half and added a little more sway to her step. The desire she was almost sure he felt, that sexual power she had established over him, boosted her confidence and she became significantly more relaxed.

      The temporary exhibits were on the third floor, and they hustled up the three flights of stairs together under a rain of silvery things dangling from the ceiling. The stark white stairs glittered with reflections of cool sunlight off the mirrored adornments, it almost felt as if they were in a snow globe. It really was beautiful.

      “Here we are,” Aullie said, pushing on the door to the traveling exhibit. Right in front, there was a huge picture of Wassily Kandinsky, in an aged sepia. A plain looking man with a narrow chin, round wire spectacles and an expressionless face. Underneath, in a neat typewriter font, was a short biography detailing the life of the Russian artist.

      The first painting on display, frameless against a beige wall, a single soft light illuminating it from above, was a four by three grid of square shapes with circles of descending size in various colors.

      “This one’s interesting,” Weston commented, though he sounded unsure.

      “Hilariously enough, it’s actually just called Square in Concentric Circles,” Aullie replied.

      “What a fitting, clever name,” he joked.

      Most of the other visitors in the exhibit were elderly women in semi-formal dress which quickly changed Aullie’s mind about her jeans. Discreetly keeping her hands over her butt, the two moved through the maze of walls art museums always built to maximize the surface area of the room. Keeping their voices and giggles low as to not disturb the ladies, they stopped in front of a new painting, an interesting piece of geometric-esque shapes on an off-white background. It was titled The Rider, and Aullie pointed out the vague shapes in the middle that represent a horse’s head and the jockey riding him.

      “It’s really amazing,” Weston said, a tone of wonder in his voice. “I mean I have no artistic ability, none, so it always amazes me to see things like this. To see the way that other people see the world.”

      “That’s why I love it so much,” Aullie gushed. “So many different views, so many different ideas and visions and mistakes and passion. Like, here.” She pointed to a dark, brownish abstract that was alive with colored streaks. “Composition 6. There’s no structure here, no subject. These colors, these patterns, the way this all fits together is one hundred percent emotion. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Yes,” Weston said, eyes not on the painting but firmly on her. “It really is.”

      Oh, how that voice got to her. Aullie blushed and dropped her eyes, almost wishing she’d left her bangs down so that she could hide behind them. Slowly, gently, Weston stepped closer and slipped an arm around her waist. She stiffened at his touch initially, but eventually she softened into his side. He was warm, so tall the top of her head barely reached his shoulder, and his dark, musky scent was exceptionally heady. She didn’t know what it was about him but she was beginning to feel like he had said before: bewitched. Almost as if a spell had been cast upon them.

      The pair wandered through the rest of the Kandinsky exhibit, Aullie exceptionally moved by his work and Weston extremely moved by her passion. The strange young bond between them became even stronger, even more magnetic. By the time they’d finished, their fingers were loosely entwined, and Aullie felt surprisingly comfortable and happy.

      They made their way back down the stairs, taking time on each floor to appreciate different exhibits; bold Native American art done in earthy colors, bright expressionist classics, and gigantic rooms packed with portraits that were hundreds of years old. The conversation flowed between them, light and easy until Weston rolled up his sleeve.

      For a few moments, Aullie had been able to distance herself from her trepidations, but the chunky Rolex adorning his wrist was a quick reality check she wasn’t expecting. Almost involuntarily, she let her fingers drop and became quiet and resigned.

      Weston wasn’t stupid, she had to give him that. He picked up on her shift in behavior right away and tracked her gaze to his watch.

      “Shit,” he grumbled, rolling his sleeve down to cover the gaudy timepiece. “I forgot I had this on. I’m sorry.”

      “Nothing to be sorry for, it’s fine,” she lied. The mood was broken, even though she really wished it wasn’t.

      “This whole money thing is really going to be an issue, isn’t it?” Weston asked, disappointment shining in his goldish eyes.

      “I don’t know,” she said, exasperated under the pressure of his sad expression. “I don’t want it to be, but I guess I have some pretty deep-rooted biases. And, if I’m being honest, your money is really intimidating. I’m an artist. The chances that I’ll ever see a small fraction of your wealth are so low…”

      He placed his hands gently on her shoulders, his eyes meeting hers. The pull between them was so magnetic, and Aullie wished it was an easy thing to ignore.

      “I don’t care about any of that,” he said.

      “You don’t have to,” she shrugged, “because I do.”

      Aullie wanted to turn away from him, to walk away again, but he was her ride and it was a long walk from the museum. She wasn’t sure what to do.

      “Can we at least try?” Weston asked, gently tilting her head up.

      Before she could respond, he put his mouth to hers. The kiss started soft but quickly intensified. As the heat built between them, Aullie was almost embarrassed to be experiencing such a passionate moment in public. He pulled her body close to his; his size, his warmth, his smell engulfed her and made her feel safe.

      Weston pulled away. Aullie leaned forward, involuntarily guided by her lips that weren’t quite ready to break the kiss yet.

      “Want to get out of here?” he asked. “You’ve given me quite a lesson today, now I’d actually like to see some of your art.”

      Still dazed, she said, “Yeah, sure.”

      

      Chapter 6

      

      By the time the bug was parked in front of her building, Aullie was drowning in panic. Sure, she shared her art with her friends, her mother, her brother, but rarely with guys that she was dating. They usually didn’t care, and she was ok with that. Especially after her flop at the last art show, her confidence in her work was wavering and her confidence in her place was even less.

      Had she put all her mugs in the sink? Or were they littered throughout the tiny apartment like Easter eggs, like they usually were? She knew she hadn’t made her bed. Her easel was even out.

      Dammit, she thought. All Aullie wanted was an excuse to keep him out of her space, to keep the super-rich, super-gorgeous man away from the shoebox of an apartment where she lived. Nothing came to her, though, they were already there, and what could she really say? Well, she convinced herself, you wanted to see if he wanted the real you. Here’s the first real test.

      Weston opened her door for her, with a perfect, charming grin. Aullie hoped the smile she gave in return didn’t look as strained as it felt as he gently gripped her hand and helped her out of the low seat.

      “Lead the way,” he said, gesturing at the squat concrete building. Aullie walked ahead of him, around the side of the front buildings.

      She lived in the far left building in the back, in the back corner on the second floor. The walk felt as though it took forever, as her involuntary shame built up with each step. The metal stairs rattled noisily as the pair climbed, a testament to their lack of quality and cheap construction.

      “Well,” she said, taking a deep breath as she jiggled her key in the lock on the weathered door. “Here we are.”

      Weston looked happily expectant, almost excited, as she pushed the squeaky door open and they entered her colorful, personal little world. Just as she had dreaded, Aullie’s place was a mess. Her eccentric mugs were scattered all over every surface, her work jeans were pooled on the floor where she had stepped out of them the night before, and her crazy patterned comforter hung off the side of her lofted bed. Little red dots of embarrassment and shame bloomed on her cheeks as Weston followed her inside.

      “It’s very, um… colorful.” His eyes tracked up and down the art covered walls. “Are these all yours?”

      “Yeah,” Aullie replied. “Some of them are school projects, some of them are my own stuff. I’ve tried to sell them at shows, but for now, they just live here.”

      “They’re beautiful,” he remarked, awestruck. “I can’t believe you really did all of these. Why haven’t any of them sold?”

      His question slid like a knife into her gut. Aullie tried to keep her face passive and shrugged. “Don’t know,” she answered, curtly.

      Weston was oblivious to her reaction, his gaze trailing up and down the walls. His eyes were wide and he at least seemed to be genuinely admiring the paintings. “I love your place too, it’s really interesting.

      That’s one way to describe it, Aullie thought. Her entire place was probably the size of his bedroom. Her entire place technically was her bedroom since she couldn’t even afford a place with walls. What had she been thinking bringing him there? Why let him see again what completely different leagues they were in, what completely different lives they led?

      When Weston turned to face her, Aullie’s arms were crossed loosely over her chest self-consciously. Her face must’ve betrayed her inner turmoil because his brows furrowed and he asked, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she said, shrugging again with a non-committal gesture.

      He didn’t buy it. Weston came closer to her and brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear, bending to meet her downcast eyes. “What?” he asked again.

      “Just the same things,” she said, shaking her head. “This place must look ridiculous to you. My entire apartment could probably fit in your closet. Plus all my cheap, crazy, colorful crap…”

      “Hey,” he said, looping his arms gently around her waist. She had to admit it felt good, though she still felt the urge to shy away from him. “First of all, none of that matters to me. It really doesn’t. And secondly, how big do you think my closet is?”

      His joke made her laugh.

      “Plus, I like you. You. And this place is very perfectly you.”

      His hazel eyes were warm, his voice was so silky, and his smile was so sexy. When he leaned down to kiss her, Aullie reached up and met him halfway.

      He had said all the right things, everything she needed to hear, and she was happy to put her lips on his. Weston pulled her tighter around her waist and Aullie looped her arms around his neck as the kiss intensified, an impressive heat built between them. Their bodies moved together, almost swaying in a slow seductive dance. His hands ventured lower, cupping her perky little butt in his wide hands and she rocked her hips and ground against him.

      It was so different, she realized, to be kissing him in a more intimate setting than it was in public as their previous kisses had been. His body was solid, he definitely spent some time in the gym, and Aullie trailed her hands down his firm, swollen pecs. His tongue explored her mouth in slow, sensuous strokes.

      When he broke away, she sighed. Aullie wasn’t ready, but when his mouth pressed to her neck, her knees practically buckled. Things heated up even quicker as his kiss trailed down to her collarbone. Weston’s hands roamed back up to her waist, where he lifted her shirt.

      When his lips brushed her stomach, just above the waistband of her jeans, she felt a flutter a little lower. It was so overwhelmingly erotic, she couldn’t restrain the tiny moan that escaped her lips. Aullie bent over him, securing her fingers in his dark golden hair. He kissed her once more, before pulling away suddenly.

      The rush of blood and endorphins to Aullie’s head left her dizzy and disoriented. All she could think was, where are you going and why?

      He stood, casting his eyes away from her and adjusting the waistband of his jeans, hopefully, to hide his mutual excitement.

      “Why did you stop?” she asked, breathless.

      “Look,” he said, running a hand through his mussed up hair, “I like you Aullie. Really, really like you.”

      He paused for a moment and her self-conscious mind ran wild; dreading him saying that he wasn’t sexually attracted to her or something else to wound her sudden vulnerability.

      To her immense relief, he said instead, “I’ve managed to already mess this up once. I don’t want to do anything else to put you off or make you think this is an entirely sexual thing. I don’t want to jump into anything.”

      God that accent, she could listen to him talk all day. Her head agreed with what he was saying but the wave of heat in her core didn’t.

      “Yeah,” she nodded, still panting gently. “That sounds like a good idea.”

      Weston chuckled quietly, an adoring smile accentuated his beautiful face. “You’re even more beautiful when you’re… flustered like that.” His voice was sweet and smooth, like honey. Aullie wanted to drizzle it into her tea and drink it up.

      “I should go,” Weston said. He pressed a kiss to her forehead.

      Still speechless and breathless, Aullie turned in a daze and watched him walk toward the door. Just then, Bruce hopped out of a kitchen cabinet, tail erect and eager to sneak out the door when Weston left. He perked up his ears and meowed a little greeting to the stranger, no doubt trying to be cute for the potential pity of being let out.

      “Well hi, kitty,” Weston bent his knees, squatting down to scratch Bruce’s soft, gray little head between his pointy ears. Seeing him then, his sweet nature and his tenderness toward her pet, Aullie began to consider giving him a real shot.

      In her experience, rich guys were shallow but the more time she spent with him, the more she recognized he really, truly wasn’t. She enjoyed the sight for a moment before she called the cat.

      “C’mere Bruce,” she clapped her hands and clicked her tongue. “You can’t go outside right now, baby.”

      “Listen to your mommy, kitty.” Weston gently grasped the cat by his sides and turned him to face Aullie. He gave his furry little butt a pat and the disgruntled cat meowed in protest and made his crabby way back to his giggling owner.

      Weston placed his hand on the doorknob and turned to face her. “I had a great time with you today, Aullie. I really hope you’ll consider giving me the chance to spend more of it with you.”

      “Yeah.” Aullie nodded. With a sheepish smile, she said, “I think I’d like that.”

      In his sexy, accented voice he said, “Good.” He turned the knob and let himself out, folding his tall frame through a narrow crack in the door to mind the cat.

      Once he had gone, Aullie locked the door behind him, feeling like a silly rom-com star as she leaned against it and smiled.

      

      Chapter 7

      

      Tuesday meant two early classes, followed by a shift at work. Those shifts were usually pretty slow but Aullie had a surprisingly good night. Still on cloud nine by Wednesday morning, she decided to treat herself.

      Things with Weston were still good, he texted her the appropriate amount with the right level of flirtatiousness and just a touch of sensuality. For the past thirty-six hours, Aullie had been thoroughly satisfied with her choice to give the handsome Brit another chance.

      Digging through her chaotic closet, she found her favorite pair of shoes; a pair of ratty white converse she had colored with sharpies when she was in high school. She tied them onto her feet, slipped a wad of cash in her pocket and decided to go for a walk.

      The weather was nice, it was probably one of the last nice days left before winter took over completely. The air was crisp, but not chilling, and clumps of crunchy brown leaves littered the sidewalk.

      Aullie zipped up her baggy concert hoodie and wandered down the street. There was an art store there, more of a specialty place than your typical big craft stores. They sold good pencils, higher quality paints, and brushes, and Aullie’s school definitely did a big part of helping keep them in business.

      As her rhythmic steps carried her down the sidewalk, Aullie made a mental list of things she needed and little side list of things she wanted. She wondered if the sudden metaphorical sunny sky in her life, her sudden boost of confidence and happiness, completely had to do with Weston.

      If she was being honest with herself, she’d spent most of her dating life selling herself short; settling for hooking up with whichever guy she happened to spark with and never really building a connection or commitment.

      She knew it was entirely too early to believe she loved him, but for the first time in a long time, she actually felt the potential for her feelings to grow. There was a real possibility of loving him one day in the not-too-distant future.

      The shop she was destined for occupied a small, square space in the local strip mall, flanked by a cheap nail salon that Brittany frequented for her gaudy acrylics she adored so much and a tiny post office and packaging company. On the very end, there was a small, locally owned coffee shop with big, open wraparound windows. Aullie went there to sketch sometimes, they had big leather chairs, the air always smelled like coffee and vanilla, and the atmosphere was so much more relaxed than Starbucks.

      As Aullie rounded the corner, she swept her gaze through the windows of the coffee shop, passively curious about the eleven o’clock coffee crowd. Seated at one of the tall stools at the high-top tables near the back, she could’ve sworn she saw Weston. Upon closer inspection, she could see it wasn’t though, just a man with vaguely similar dark blonde hair.

      Aullie shook it off, laughing at herself. What, was she turning into some dreamy little girl now? Seeing the guy she liked all over town because she couldn’t stop thinking about him? It was so out of character for her, she wasn’t used to it, but oddly she didn’t mind it. I deserve it, she assured herself. It was about time her recently bleak life finally afforded her something to smile about.

      Before she passed the shop all the way, a stunning woman with generous hips and big, firm buttocks sashayed over to the table with the guy who looked like Weston. She had long, beautifully strawberry blonde hair that tumbled down her back in the kind of beachy waves that took hours of styling to look that effortless. She was dressed in tight jeans, pointy-toed high-heeled boots and a silky peach blouse that accentuated a narrow waist and hefty chest.

      The man turned to her, his handsome profile revealed a coy smile as the gorgeous woman placed a coffee cup in front of him. She put her hand on his knee to help boost herself into the tall stool. ‘What a beautiful couple’, Aullie thought.

      Wait a minute.

      She stopped in her tracks, resisting the urge to lean against the glass to get a closer look. When the man turned to face his stunning partner, Aullie realized she had been wrong before.

      

  




The man in the coffee shop, the man with a gorgeous woman putting her hands on him, was Weston!

      Shock hit Aullie like a slap to the face. Sure, they’d only been on two dates, it wasn’t outlandish to think he may be seeing other people. The thought just hadn’t occurred to her. After all, he had been so committed to seeing her again.

      She felt incredibly stupid. And how was she ever supposed to compete with a woman who looked like that?  Aullie might’ve been confident enough in herself, but that woman was built like a goddess. How could any man deny someone so beautiful?

      Aullie felt sick. She couldn’t seem to get her feet to move her away from this idyllic little scene that was causing so much pain in her chest.

      The woman’s arms were crossed in front of her ample bosom, her face cast down toward the table. She seemed to be talking, but she was mostly turned away from Aullie.

      When Weston rested his hand on her delicate forearm, Aullie lost it.

      Any excuses she had made for him in her head went out the window with that one intimate gesture. She was done, totally and completely done with him. She waved with big, wide arm strokes, angrily trying for his attention.

      ‘I probably look like a crazy person’, she realized. She didn’t really care, though. Finally, after a couple seconds, he looked up. His face fell slightly, but he didn’t move.

      Aullie flipped him the angriest middle finger she could manage and stalked away. She turned the corner around the shop, her rage quickened her pace as she walked home.

      Weston didn’t follow her and how she wished she didn’t care.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Cash Cow Part Three

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      The first thing Aullie did when she slammed her front door behind her, was to whip out her phone. She swiped the screen open with angry, shaking fingers and stabbed at buttons until she had pulled up Weston’s contact information. Scrolling to the bottom of the screen, she selected the ‘Block This Caller’ option.

      A small notification window popped up, asking ‘Are you sure you want to block this caller? You will not receive phone calls, text messages or video chat requests from people on the blocked list.’

      Yes, I’m sure! Aullie thought. I should’ve just done this a week ago, and saved myself from all this!

      With one deep breath, Aullie exhaled any trepidations she felt about cutting him off completely and confirmed the block. She was so flustered, so hurt, so angry that she didn’t even know what to do with herself. How had she let some stupid guy define her self-worth?

      She couldn’t believe her stupidity and naiveté. Of course, he was seeing other people. Aullie knew she shouldn’t care, that in all reality, their relationship was young and she would’ve been well within her rights to be seeing someone else as well.

      It was the fact she had believed so easily that the sexy, charming billionaire was all hers after a week and a half. It was just as she had been fearing the entire time, they just weren’t on the same level and his choice in other women made it even clearer.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid! She chastised herself.

      Her jeans were suddenly too tight; she tore them off, feeling restless and irritable. Off came her sweatshirt and her bra too, her skin was hot and itchy and Aullie felt suffocated. She found a baggy, worn t-shirt her father had brought her as a souvenir from golf trips. The “Pebble Beach” print on the front was cracked with age and wear. Though she loathed and resented her father, the shirt had always been her security blanket in times of stress.

      Maybe I should paint it out, Aullie thought, seeing her emotions as bursts of vivid color. Then, she smacked herself in the forehead. The whole reason she had left was to get the supplies she needed to paint, and she’d wound up flipping Weston the bird and storming home instead.

      Now the stupid guy was interrupting her art, her dream!

      Still flustered, she found her phone again and dialed Brittany. On the third ring, she answered and said, “Hey I was just about to call yo-”

      Aullie cut her off. “I just saw Weston with someone else.”

      “What?!” Brittany’s screech was so loud Aullie had to move the phone further from her ear.

      “Yeah! I was walking by the coffee shop and there he was with some chick, all dolled up, touching his knees and stuff.”

      “Jesus, really?” Brittany still sounded stunned. “I really didn’t see that coming. I thought you guys had a date yesterday. That’s why I was gonna call you, to see how it went.”

      “Well, it went great, actually. Or so I thought.” Aullie paced restlessly around her apartment. “He took me to the museum for an ‘art lesson’ and we kissed and it was awesome, then I brought him back to my place because he said he wanted to see my art. He said he loved it all, we made out a little bit and probably would’ve gone further but he stopped and said he didn’t want it to be all about sex.”

      “Well, that does sound great. What the hell is this guy’s problem?”

      “It’s not his problem. It’s me. I should’ve known better. I mean, seriously, what waitress gets swept off her feet by some billionaire? Plus, we went on like two dates. It’s not like we’re married or anything. It’s not outrageous to think he’d be seeing other people,” Aullie could hear the exasperation and hurt in her own voice.

      “I still just can’t believe it. He was so committed to seeing you again, you would think if there was another girl in the picture, he wouldn’t be quite so insistent. Damn girl, I’m sorry,” Brittany sympathized.

      Unwelcome tears sprang into Aullie’s eyes. Her voice wavered as she said, “I can’t believe it either. I had really started to like that guy, Brit, even though it was fast. And you know I don’t get like that.”

      “I know you don’t, sweetie. Has he said anything to you?” she asked.

      “I wouldn’t know. I blocked him.”

      “Damn,” Brittany seemed shocked or impressed, Aullie couldn’t tell. “You’re really pissed.”

      Before Aullie could respond, there were three loud knocks on her front door that made her jump.

      “Someone’s here,” she said quietly into the phone. “They just knocked.”

      “Oh shit,” Brittany replied. “Is it him, do you think?”

      “I don’t know. Let me call you back.”

      Without saying goodbye, Aullie ended the call and set her phone on the counter. She began a mad dash to find pants, no matter who it was, she wasn’t answering the door in her underwear. Especially in chilly weather.

      She settled on the jeans she had kicked off earlier, they were better than nothing and yanked them over her legs. Giving up on securing them, she let her long baggy shirt hang over the front to hide the open button and zipper. Two more knocks came through the wooden door, a little stronger and more urgent this time.

      Damn, Aullie thought as she shuffled toward the door, steeling herself for the incoming anger if it was Weston and disappointment if it wasn’t.

      Inhale. Exhale. She opened the door.

      There he was, in all his golden-haired, golden-eyed glory. He almost didn’t look human; his poise, his grace, the flawless structure of his face wrapped in perfectly clear skin. His sad eyes did nothing to soften Aullie’s glare or her seething rage.

      “What are you doing here?” she demanded.

      “Let me explain…” he said before he was cut off.

      “Look,” she said, putting her hands up in sarcastic defeat. “I really don’t care anymore. You’re totally entitled to see other people and that’s great, you bagged a real looker, but that’s not my style, ok?”

      Aullie placed her hand on the door to close it. He began to say, “It’s not what it looks like,” but she never heard the end over the sound of the heavy door slamming hard in his face. His words still mumbled through, so she walked away. She had no interest in hearing what Weston had to say.

      She could still hear him outside, he must be close to yelling now, so she snatched her phone off the counter and plugged it into a clunky, dated sound system she sometimes used when she was painting.

      ‘Sorry neighbors’, she thought before cranking up the volume and pressing shuffle.

      Angry guitar chords ripped through the speakers, a tiny bit louder than she had expected, but it was perfect. Aullie didn’t have a set taste in music, she liked to collect music with different moods to ensure variety in her inspiration with painting. Though anger wasn’t her top choice of painting feelings, she was extra thankful for the music and the message it was hopefully sending Weston.

      That is if he was even still out there. She couldn’t hear him anymore and that pleased her.

      I’m done, she thought, blissfully as she flittered around her apartment, collecting mugs and tidying away dirty laundry to a chorus of gritty screams and manic drums. Absolutely done!

      Aullie fell into a rhythm as she cleaned her apartment. She kept her music loud, but the soundtrack in her head was just a slamming door on repeat. Over and over, she replayed the sad little look on his face and the heavy thud that closed him off and hopefully pushed him out of her life.

      The emotional drama was too much, it was bringing out something in her that she wasn’t comfortable with and she was happy to have him gone.

      Good riddance!

      At least that's what she told herself.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      An entire week passed. Each of her six shifts at work, Aullie panicked the entire night until it was over and there was no sign of Weston. She didn’t know if he had called or texted, she’d stayed strong and kept him blocked.

      Truly, the time had been agonizing but every time she thought about talking to him and actually hearing him out, all she could see was that long swishy mane of strawberry blonde hair. That beautiful companion he’d had in the coffee shop. It was one thing to think he could do better than her and an entirely different thing to actually see it.

      Thankful for a Tuesday off, it didn’t happen often, Aullie was preparing her things to go to school. There was an open studio and she felt like getting out of the apartment. Maybe the change of scenery would help her feel a little more inspired.

      She loaded her heavy backpack into her car and drove there, thankfully, with no car incidents. The squealing had stopped and, even though it was probably a bad thing, she convinced herself that it was fine.

      The trees were becoming bare, with the on-set of winter, even the last leaves clinging to the branches were brown and crunchy. The heater in Aullie’s Accord rattled, remedying the chilly interior with dry blasts of artificial hot air.

      She took a deep breath and enjoyed the pleasant mood she was in. The first few days after she had slammed the door in Weston’s face, he’d been on her mind constantly, but as time passed she found herself thinking about him less and less. She missed him, sure, but she was happy to have her focus back on her art, where it belonged.

      Aullie parked her car in the school lot, behind the small, boring brick buildings she did a fair portion of her creating in. She carried her backpack inside and swiped her student ID to open the studio door. The big, bright room had two walls of high windows which let in plenty of natural sun and several neat rows of fluorescents that clicked on with the motion sensor when she entered.

      A scene constructed by one of the professors took up the center of the room, big swaths of colorful fabric draped over boards and boxes with an assortment of white objects on top like eggs and ceramic statues. A circle of dozens of paint-stained easels were cramped around the scene, all set at different angles. Aullie picked one at random; she liked her easels like she liked her men - tall and solid.

      She began fiddling with the knobs, raising the tray to an appropriate height for the medium-sized canvas she had brought. She had thought she was alone, but once she was set up, another person came out of a small office tucked into the side wall and scared the crap out of her.

      “Oh, hey! Aullie! Sorry, I didn’t know anyone was here. I was wondering why the lights were on.” It was her teacher’s assistant for her advanced oil painting class, Gerald Woodley.

      He was only a few years older than her, about the same height, with thick black glasses and a full head of curly black hair. She could see how someone else could find him attractive, he had that sort of androgynous, hipster-like vibe that girls seemed to like, but he definitely wasn’t her type.

      “Hey Gerald,” she said, still trying to slow her startled heart rate.

      “I don’t usually see you on Tuesdays,” he said.

      “Yeah, had a random night off work, so I just figured I’d get some painting in.”

      “Well cool,” he said with a smile. “These are my office hours and it’s usually pretty dead in here. I’m glad you came in, though. I actually have a question for you.”

      “What’s up?” she asked. What kind of question could he have for her?

      “Well, a spot actually opened up in a gallery show that a friend of mine is heading up this weekend. They’ve got a pretty decent amount of wall space to cover, it’s mostly other abstract work and I thought of you.”

      “Really?” Aullie asked, bewildered. She definitely hadn’t expected that.

      “Yeah. I know your last show was a little... disappointing,” he said, with apologetic eyes. “So, I figured maybe you’d be up to giving it another shot. Do you think you’d be able to get a group of works together by then?”

      “Yeah, totally,” she nodded enthusiastically, a smile breaking across her lips. “I’ll have to get my shift covered at work, but if I can, then yeah, count me in.”

      “Cool,” he said with a grin. “If you give me your number, I’ll shoot you a text with the details later tonight.

      Aullie unzipped her backpack and pulled out her sketchbook and a charcoal pencil. She scrawled her phone number on a blank corner and tore it out, handing it to Gerald. She thanked him again and he went back to his office, which Aullie was grateful for. She felt a new zeal, a refreshed excitement at knowing she was getting another shot.

      She squeezed tubes, mixing colors and sloshing them all over the canvas. The work she did wouldn’t matter, she thought, there was no way it would be dry in time, but as the prism-esque rainbow came to life on the scratchy white surface she recognized that her groove was back. This opportunity had been exactly what she had needed to break her out of her painter’s-block funk.

      The next two hours flew by. Once she had done everything she could, Aullie washed her brushes and her hands and packed up all her equipment. Paint still stained her fingers and forearms, probably her face and neck too like usual, but she didn't really mind. It wasn't like she was trying to impress anyone.

      She waved at Gerald through the window, thankful again that he had thought of her for the show. “Is it cool if I leave that canvas here to dry a little? I can come pick it up when I have class tomorrow.”

      “Yeah!” he replied. “I’ll move it into your cubby later when it’s a little drier.”

      “Thanks!” Aullie said as she headed out the door.

      As her car was revved up and homebound, she began to seriously think about the show. It was a big deal for Aullie and she needed to make sure she was putting her best foot forward. Not only with her art but with herself.

      During her first show, she’d been nervous, and given that she was naturally pretty introverted, she had hung back on the walls and hadn’t spent as much time marketing herself as she probably should have.

      Her little debacle with Weston was behind her and though she resented the entire ordeal, it had opened her eyes to some self-consciousness she hadn’t recognized before.

      She was aware now that she wanted to succeed. She wanted to feel worthy of a successful man so that next time she found one, her own stupid insecurities wouldn’t get in the way.

      Once she was home, it was go time. Aullie poured some coffee she had made that morning into a mug with a little bit of creamer from the fridge and nuked it in the microwave. As it made its roundabout way around the microwave, she looked her walls up and down, trying to channel her inner art critic or collector.

      Most of her class projects, though she was proud of them, weren’t show material. It was hard with class stuff because everyone needs to learn the basics and therefore did similar things, so none of that work would stand out.

      She had finally painted the deer she had drawn, his proud neck shrouded in beautiful flowers, the light tan of his textured fur stood out against the blueish background, it was definitely one of her better originals. Hopefully, it would be totally dry in time.

      But what else?

      Suddenly, she no longer felt optimistic but overwhelmed. There were so many choices, plus the stacks of paintings she kept in her closet because she had no wall space. Aullie had been painting for so long, there were too many options.

      Though others respected and admired her work, she could see the tinier details in each and every painting; the mistakes, the layers and layers of paint to fix them, places where colors had run together, works that hadn’t quite stayed true to her original vision. Everywhere she looked, she found flaws, flaws, flaws! Her confidence nosedived hard.

      What am I doing with my life?

      Aullie seemed to be having these surges of doubt more and more often, lately. She had no business being in a show, she thought, she wasn’t ready.

      Would she ever be ready? Was she destined to wait tables forever?

      The microwave beeped, probably for the third or fourth time since Aullie’s coffee had finished reheating and she extracted the mug just to angrily slam the little door closed.

      She took a sip, the coffee wasn’t even warm anymore, but she craved some kind of buzz. Some kind of explosion of clarity to help her take the necessary steps to becoming the person she wanted, or needed, to be.

      Aullie’s eyes came to rest on the painting she had done after her first night out with Weston. She had added to it after their second date, vibrant swirls of white, lavender and powder blue thrived against the fiery fuchsia background. It was a beautiful painting, she had to admit, but there was no way she could include it in the show. Some part of her wanted to hold onto it; the only reminder she had left of the man who had made her feel again. The relationship may have crashed and burned but, be that as it may, she had felt things with him she hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever.

      The painting opened a sort of rabbit hole, one thought about Weston led to another and Aullie couldn’t help but feel as if she were tumbling down, down, down into the abyss of obsessive thought.

      She looked at her phone. One little button push, that’s all it would take to unblock him. He had come over to explain himself, right? What if there was a valid explanation? What if there wasn’t?

      She didn’t know if she could handle another emotional roller coaster with him; between work, school, and her being poor, she had more than enough to be worrying about. But the truth was, she had enjoyed the unexpected rush. And, like a junkie, she craved it again.

      Aullie picked up her phone. She scrolled through to his contact page. Her thumb hovered over the ‘Unblock Caller’ button.

      One phone call wouldn’t hurt. Just to hear what he has to say.

      She set her phone down without unblocking the man, not allowing even a tiny opening for Weston to return to her life.

      Just as she had every other time for the last week, which was roughly every few hours, Aullie talked herself out of it. The biggest thing holding her back was the feeling, deep in her gut, that the relationship was doomed.

      Aullie envied the rich and famous almost as much as she loathed them, and Weston was one of the rich and famous. With his job and his heritage, it wasn’t like any of that was going to change.

      Maybe Aullie would make it as an artist, maybe they’d at least be on closer levels one day, but maybe she wouldn’t. She had always sworn to herself that she would never become dependent on a man, and she wasn’t about to be some little failed artist looped on to some rich guy’s arm. No way in hell!

      She did a pretty good job convincing herself that the beautiful other woman had nothing to do with it, too.

      ‘I’m done’, Aullie reminded herself. ‘I’m done, I’m done, I’m done’, she repeated it in her head like a mantra, each time with more and more conviction.

      She thought of a saying she loved from one of her favorite yoga teachers; breathe in the positive: success, prosperity, confidence, and forgiveness, breathe out the negative: doubt, anger, spite, and jealousy. And Weston, she tacked onto the end of the exhale, with a coy smile.

      She was going to breathe him out, she had to, and staring at his stupid painting wasn’t going to do her any favors. Aullie grabbed the painting from where it leaned against the legs of her old, wooden easel, probably not as gently as she would with another painting, and tossed it in the closet. It landed on its corner, leaning against the wall in the back under her coats.

      Take that, Aullie thought, a little triumphantly. She closed the door a little too hard, reveling in this new sense of resolve. Out with the old, with the failure and insecurity, and in with the new, success and hopefully a relationship with an honest, more realistic man.

      Someday, anyway.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      Thankfully, Aullie was able to get her shift covered at work, but Saturday found her in a manic frenzy. Gerald had forwarded her the information for the show and she had selected thirteen of the required fourteen pieces for the show and couldn’t for the life of her decide what the last one should be.

      There were so many options, and yet there were no options. She only had three hours until she was supposed to be there to set up and, even though she technically had plenty, it felt as though she had no time at all.

      ‘How am I ever going to pick?’ Aullie thought anxiously. For probably the millionth time in the last five days she considered dropping out of the show. There had to be someone out there more driven, more prepared, or just plain better to take her spot, didn’t there?

      No, Aullie clenched her fists at her sides. She was done doubting herself. Hunting around, she found her phone and found Gerald’s number. The phone rang three times before he answered with a curious, “Hello?”

      “Hey Gerald, it’s Aullie.”

      “Hey, Aullie!” he replied. “What’s up?” There were voices and bustling in the background of the call.

      “You aren’t already at the show, are you?” she asked desperation, leaking into her voice. “I was wondering if you could come over to my place and help me pick the last piece for my collection. I’m kind of losin’ it over here. I can’t decide.”

      “Yeah, I get that!” Gerald said, empathetically. “I’m already at the show, but I could stop by real quick. I’m not really needed here right now. Could you text me your address?”

      “That would be super great. Yeah, I will, thanks.” Probably overeager, she hung the phone right up and was probably texting him the address as he was saying goodbye to thin air.

      -U R close!- He typed back. -B there in 5-

      People who texted that way drove Aullie nuts, but at least she’d finally get a legitimate opinion. The five minutes dragged on, it ended up being seven, as Aullie paced and paced around the thirteen paintings she had already chosen. Nerves and doubt had her wanting to tear out her hair, but she had already done it for the show so she resisted the urge.

      When the knock came on the door, Aullie scrambled through the tiny apartment to answer it. She unlocked the door, feeling flustered, and smiled at Gerald standing on the other side. She smoothed the full skirt on her dress down with one hand and tucked her hair behind her ear with the other.

      “Hey,” she said, breathlessly.

      “Hey yourself,” Gerald remarked, a mix of impressed and surprised in his voice. “You look amazing.”

      “Wh-? Oh! Yeah,” Aullie said self-consciously, looking down at the classic, vintage-cut dress she wore. The low shoulder accentuated her pale, birdlike collar bones, the wide A-line skirt showcased her narrow waist. The black silk and dark gothic rose print looked artfully edgy with her straightened long black hair. She hadn’t put on her shoes yet and her red-painted toenails were out and free. “Thanks. Come on in.”

      “Thanks,” he said as he stepped over the threshold. He was dressed in his typical modern, nerdy-chic getup, just a bit classier; skinny-cut khaki colored trousers with striped socks and wing-tipped oxfords, a polka dotted button down and a structured navy blazer. With the thick black glasses, and the charcoal gray fedora capping his dark curls, she had to admit the look worked for him.

      Aullie led him inside, pointing to the thirteen paintings laid out on her couch, table, chairs, and counter. “So, these are the ones I picked,” then she pointed to the others that were scattered everywhere else, including the open closet. “Those are all the other ones. I haven’t been able to decide and I figured since you’re experienced and good at this stuff, that you could help me.”

      Gerald put a hand over his mouth as he stalked back and forth, surveying her choices. “I like these,” he said. “I like these a lot. What kind of mood are you trying to set here?”

      “I… I don’t know,” she admitted. “Not crippling nerves and overwhelming self-doubt?”

      Thankfully, he got the dry joke and laughed. “That’s ok, it’s totally normal for your first few shows.”

      He turned and considered the other paintings, scattered like new fallen snow, with the same scrutiny. Aullie waited impatiently as he paced. Gerald stepped carefully through the mess into the closet.

      What could he want in the closet? She thought. It wasn’t like she kept anything good in there, it was a closet.

      Oh!

      Oh no!

      He came back, fingers fatefully wrapped around the wooden frame of the painting she had kicked into the closet several days ago. Weston’s painting.

      Dammit!

      “This is sensational,” he said, genuinely. “How could you be hiding this in your closet? You have to take this, it’s so… Alive.”

      The word punched Aullie in the gut. Alive was how she had felt that night, but it didn’t matter now. “You really think I should use that one?” she asked, unsure.

      “Absolutely.” He nodded. “It’s beautiful.”

      There was a space between two paintings that fit Weston’s perfectly. Aullie had to admit that it completed her colorful collection pretty perfectly.

      It’s a sign, she told herself. A sign that she really did need to cut the cord, and put the painting up for sale.

      She took a step back, admiring the collection as a whole. Gerald was right, it was a perfect fit. She turned to thank him, but suddenly his mouth was against hers.

      Alarm bells sounded in her head, his mouth felt cold, awkward and wrong. None of the emotion, none of the passion she’d felt with Weston was present, plus the creepy, unwelcome surprise was rigid and off-putting. He practically slobbered on her, his hands locked on the sides of her head. Aullie stumbled backward, away from him, and broke from his grasp.

      “Gerald!” she yelped, dragging the back of her hand across her mouth. “What the hell was that?”

      “Aullie! I’m sorry,” he reached toward her until she batted his hands away. “I must’ve misread…”

      “Misread what?” Aullie sputtered, steaming like a boiling kettle.

      “Well you know, I hooked you up with this show, you invited me over…”

      “You only hooked me up with this show because you thought I was going to sleep with you?!” Rage coursed through her veins.

      How dare he! She should’ve known better, why else would he have been putting her up for a show outside the school like this?

      Oh, how Aullie wanted to hit him. The pig!

      “No!” he insisted. “No, no. I didn’t mean it that way at all. I’m sorry. I really am. You’re a great artist. I never meant to insinuate…”

      “Insinuate that, oh, you just hoped I’d also screw you for the help?” She could feel the hot flush in her cheeks. Tears brimmed in her eyes, but she was determined not to release them.

      “I’m sorry I made you think that. I’ve liked you for a long time. I looked too far into things and I really am sorry. Do you need help getting your work to the show? Let me help, make it up to you. I’m sorry.”

      His pleading eyes begged for her forgiveness. All she saw in his pitiful little face was weakness and disgust boiled in her stomach. As surprisingly as his gesture and confession had been, they definitely weren’t feelings Aullie shared.

      Plus, all his kiss had really done was rub salt in the tender wounds Weston had left in her heart. Kissing Weston had been… unreal.

      The stark reminder that she couldn’t just find that passion with someone else was depressing and disheartening. Her silence, probably coupled with the despairing look on her face, had Gerald looking desperate.

      “I’m sorry, ok? I really am. You’re just such a good artist and you’re so pretty and…”

      “Stop,” she said, sternly. “It’s fine. I’m just kind of going through a… breakup? I guess you could call it that. I don’t know. It’s not you or your fault, it’s just that my head and heart are with someone else.”

      As she said the words, Aullie realized her heart really was still with Weston. Even though it had only been two dates, even though they were so different, even though she really hardly knew anything about the guy, she was hung up and she was hung up bad.

      She looked again at the collection she had picked, how perfectly the bright, happy colors complemented Aullie’s mostly dark and aggressive collection.

      ‘Could he be doing the same thing for me?’ She wondered despairingly. Had she shut out the man who brought light and inspiration into her otherwise bleak and angst-ridden life?

      “I understand,” Gerald said, nodding as though he truly did understand. “I’m sorry for overstepping my bounds, that was seriously uncool and I don’t think I can apologize enough.”

      “Seriously,” Aullie said, growing exasperated and irritated with his constant apologies. “It’s fine. If you could help me take these to the show, that would be great. My poor little Accord probably can’t hold all of this.”

      “Great,” Gerald finally exhaled, looking relieved that things seemed to have settled at least a little. “Do you want to take it now? We can go set it up now, so that everything’s organized and set up to your liking at the show.”

      Aullie looked at her collection again, reflecting on all the hard work she had put into each and every painting. This was her life, her love, her dream. This was the face she was about to put forward to the world, specifically to a group of snooty critics and collectors.

      They might not like what they see.

      She didn’t care. “Yes,” Aullie said, standing up straight. “Yes, I’m ready. Let’s pack ‘em up and take ‘em in.”

      Gerald carefully picked up the two biggest canvases, a beige piece with splashes of black and red and a symbolic water-inspired piece she had done in every possible shade of blue, and carried them to the door. Aullie stacked a few smaller ones in her arms and followed him to the door.

      Bruce, eager to get his chance at the outside world, hovered by the door ready to pounce. Gerald looked at her, questioningly.

      “He’s fine, he’ll come back in,” she explained.

      Gerald nodded and swung the door open wide. Bruce darted out like his tail was on fire. Aullie followed close behind him, but Gerald stopped her before she got outside.

      “Aren’t you going to put on shoes?” he asked. “It’s pretty cold out.”

      Aullie shrugged. “I don’t want to walk down the stairs in heels with my precious cargo,” she joked.

      He smiled and said, “Alright.” Then, led her down the stairs.

      The metal of the stairs was freezing against her bare feet, the chilled wind ruffled her vintage skirt. Thankfully the full skirt was long and covered most of her legs so she didn’t flash Gerald.

      She followed him around the far corner of her building to the parking lot behind the complex. He leaned her paintings gently against a silver Prius and clicked a key fob to unlock the doors.

      “Is it ok if I stack these?” he asked, opening the door to the back seat. “That’s probably going to be the only way they’ll fit. Unfortunately, my car’s not that much bigger than yours.”

      “Yeah, that’s fine,” she replied. She waited as he carefully tilted both of the bulky canvases against the seat and slid them into the car. “Can you pop the trunk for me, so I can put a few in the trunk?”

      “Uh, yeah,” he replied, opening the front door and pulling the trunk release lever. “Let me just move some stuff around real quick, make sure I don’t have anything embarrassing back there.”

      Aullie pondered what embarrassing things the teacher’s assistant could be hiding in his trunk and decided she probably didn’t want to know.

      “All clear!” Gerald called out. “Bring them over here.”

      She walked around the car, handing him the stack of smaller painting’s she had brought. The cold wind chilled her bare arms and legs and she wished she had at least brought a jacket. One by one, she handed him her big, flat treasures and watched as he carefully stacked them in the mostly empty trunk. She appreciated the extra care he took in making sure they were all balanced. After all, her paintings were like her babies.

      “I could probably fit another one or two if you’d like,” he offered.

      “No, it’s fine. I’m sure I can handle the rest. I really appreciate your help, though,” she said, honestly.

      “Yeah, of course. And, again, I am so sorry about the…”

      “No,” she cut him off. “Stop. It’s fine. You’re a great guy, it’s not you, it’s me.” As the tacky breakup excuse left her lips, she could see the sadness cloud his chocolate colored eyes behind his glasses.

      Whoa, she realized then. This guy really does like me.

      Aullie wasn’t sure how to express her guilt without making it sound like pity, so she just smiled and thanked Gerald again for all his help.

      He smiled as he got into his Prius and drove away. Hoping to not be too far behind him, he did have a point she was going to have to be there early to make sure everything looked right.

      She started to really freeze and jogged up the rickety stairs to her apartment. Bruce waited for her on the landing, rubbing the door and meowing like he’d been cast out into the cold.

      “You little brat,” she said. Aullie opened the door and they both went back into the apartment.

      Grabbing a coat and slippers this time, Aullie hauled the rest of her paintings out to her car. She packed a few into the truck, a few in the middle seat, and before she realized it, she only had one painting left.

      It looked like Weston’s painting was riding shotgun, she realized, bitterly. She still wasn’t sure she even wanted to bring it, but she didn’t really have more time to come up with something else.

      She set the painting on the seat. The self-conscious part of her still recovering from her last art show flop convinced her the painting wouldn’t sell anyway, it wasn’t like she was going to lose it.

      And why did she care if she did?

      With a mix of nerves, confusion, and hurt, she made her final trip to her apartment, strapping into a pair of maroon suede high-heeled Mary Janes. She double checked her haunting, romantic charcoal eye makeup and touched up her burgundy lipstick. Aullie had to admit, she looked pretty good, and despite the drama surrounding the day and the stigma surrounding the painting, she finally felt ready.

      ‘Let’s do this’, she thought as she snatched her keys off the counter.

      Time to show the world what she, Aulora frickin’ Greene, was made of.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      Even after the hour-plus she and Gerald had spent organizing her showcase, Aullie still wasn’t completely happy with the way it looked. Something was off, but the problem was, she had absolutely no idea what it was.

      “It’s fine,” Gerald had insisted about a hundred times. “That’s how every artist feels. From an outside standpoint, it looks great. Just try to relax.”

      His soothing voice had done nothing to relax her, though, and neither had the two hours that had passed since then. Or the two and a half glasses of champagne. Even with a slight buzz, Aullie felt wildly on edge.

      She cursed herself, internally as she realized she was making the same mistakes she had at the last show. Instead of standing in the corner glowering at her own work, she should be walking around, talking, meeting other artists and trying to find and charm gallery collectors.

      ‘Alright’, she decided. Drowning the last half of her glass of champagne, she rolled her shoulders back and drummed up the courage and confidence to do what she needed to do.

      Social anxiety and introverted nature be damned, she wasn’t about to let another opportunity slip through her fingers. This was her life, her passion, and she needed to be ready to make it happen.

      Aullie placed her empty flute on a passing tray and grabbed a fresh one. She smiled a genuine smile at the poor, tray-toting waiter. I know how you feel, she wanted to tell him. She did know how he probably felt; so much running and work for so little money, so little respect, that feeling of disdained invisibility. She felt almost guilty about the surge of motivation the exchange had given her, she was one hundred and ten percent ready to be done with serving forever and her first stepping stone was right under feet.

      As she wandered through the exhibits, she felt the knots in her stomach begin to unwind. There really were some talented artists there. It must have been a real honor to be chosen to show alongside them.

      Aullie stopped in front of a particularly interesting piece, a gigantic canvas hung unframed from a wire in the ceiling, the gentle draping of the un-stretched canvas seemed to make different pictures depending on the viewer’s perspective. She paced back and forth, admiring the impressive and extremely innovative work.

      “What do you think?”

      Aullie turned to see a short, curvaceous girl about her age with blond hair cropped to her chin and a pair of slim, black framed glasses. She wore wide-legged slacks, a colorful blouse adorned with flowers and a little bit too much flowery perfume.

      “I think it’s incredible,” Aullie said, honestly. “Such an innovative piece of work.”

      “Well, thank you,” the girl said, modestly.

      “Oh, are you the artist?” Aullie asked, hoping she hadn’t offended her.

      “Yes, I am.” She extended a hand. “I’m Maggie Griswold.”

      “Aulora Greene,” she replied, shaking her hand. Though she loathed her birth name, it was too regal and pretentious sounding, she did like the artistic uniqueness of it when it came to the creative community. “Nice to meet you, Maggie.”

      “Nice to meet you too. Pretty name,” Maggie replied.

      “So, how long have you been doing art for?”

      And with that, the two became instant friends. One by one, they showcased, discussed, and complemented each other’s artwork before moving on to check out the competition.

      Aullie was happy to find someone to tour the exhibits with, especially since that someone also happened to be much more social. Thanks to Maggie and her almost aggressive self-marketing skills, Aullie had met several people, some of them important and some of them just good, funny company. Before long, she had four glasses of champagne down the hole and she was feeling pretty dang good.

      The pair met another artist who stood out even in a crowd of expressive artists. He had a short, neat mohawk dyed a dark navy blue, and swirls of colorful tattoos covering his lean arms. He was clearly proud of them, as he was sleeveless at what was technically a semi-formal event, and they quickly became a topic of conversation. A sparrow on his bicep carried a banner that read ‘Alberts’.

      “What’s that one for?” Maggie asked. Aullie had only known the girl half an hour, and she could already tell Maggie was crushing hard on tattoo boy.

      “Oh, that’s just my last name,” he explained. “Troy Alberts, isn’t that such a preppy name?”

      “It’s not that bad,” Maggie said with a cute little smirk.

      The girls followed him to his exhibit, an interesting collection of black and white paintings with ominous hidden skulls and roses with sharp, exaggerated thorns.

      “I don’t know what it is,” he said. “Ever since I was in high school, I’ve just always loved that sort of gothic, traditional tattoo thing.”

      “That’s super cool,” Maggie gushed. “Oh hey, Aullie look at this one!”

      She pointed to a small painting, one of the few pops of color in his collection. It had a fiery orange background and a traditional tattoo-flash style skull laid over the top, surrounded by an erratic black border. Aullie had to admit it was beautiful, striking in a way, and it reminded her of a few of her own works.

      “I just did that one for fun,” Troy said with a laugh.

      “I actually really like it,” Aullie admitted. “Your lines are so clean. I’m always so sloppy.”

      “Oh whatever,” Maggie rolled her eyes. “She’s awesome. Let’s go show him your stuff Aullie.”

      She figured she didn’t have much say in the matter and was happy to have made some friends, so she followed them through the maze of the art show. All the walls jutting out of everywhere to increase surface area made what should’ve been a short trip take forever.

      As they walked, Aullie peeked out of the corners of her eyes, checking for the little red stickers that meant a painting had been sold. They were sparse, but they were still there, and Aullie began to build up hope that maybe one or two would be stuck next to her paintings once they got there.

      As they rounded the corner to her exhibit, her heart sank a little to find there were none. Such a vain hope, she thought, discouraged.

      She tried not to let her disappointment show as Maggie gushed about Aullie’s bold color choices and expressive style.

      “I really like this one.” Troy pointed to a particularly dark piece Aullie had done. The black background was overlaid by different sizes of geometric shapes, all in dark shades of green and purple. “The way it tricks the eye and skips around, it’s really profound.”

      Aullie swigged the dregs of her fourth glass of champagne. Artists are such weird people, why do we always need to use such pretentious words to describe things? I really need to stop drinking, she thought.

      “Thanks,” she caught her slight slur and reigned it in. “It was definitely a fun one to paint. That’s the most important thing for me, really. When you make it fun, it doesn’t feel like work, you know?”

      “Yeah. I’m so ready to start selling some actual art, so I can stop my stupid job waiting tables,” Maggie said.

      “I’m a waitress too! I totally feel the same way,” Aullie said.

      Maggie said something else. Troy laughed. But Aullie couldn’t hear or speak or even breathe.

      Standing in the corner, tucked back almost out of view of her exhibit, was Weston. She was completely sure of it. He hadn’t seen her, thank god. He stood there, a rocks glass of what looked to be scotch in his hands, talking to another man.

      Aullie had almost felt overdressed in her fancy frock, but Weston almost looked ridiculous in a tailored tuxedo, considering that some of the people were just wearing nice jeans.

      The man beside him was equally overdressed, he even wore an impeccably tied bow tie. The conversation between the men looked heated and got hotter when Weston’s jaw clenched and he leaned over the shorter man with a predatory scowl.

      Aullie was surprised. Not only that he was there, considering her name only appeared on the show roster a few days ago, so he had no way of knowing she was there, but because his dress and his behavior were wildly out of place. Something was very wrong.

      The man in the bowtie gritted his teeth and glared back at Weston but said nothing.

      Aullie drifted away from her acquaintances. Their shallow conversation didn’t matter to her, and she hoped the crowd would help keep her hidden as she moved closer to hopefully hear at least some of what Weston was saying.

      She hadn’t pinned him as the angry, intimidating type, but his body language was rigid and menacing and she wanted to know what was going on.

      She moved closer, closer, then stopped to pretend to admire a sculpture, so she didn’t look like a total creeper. Aullie had never really understood the huge craze about sculptures made from garbage, but that one, in particular, was kind of neat, lots of coffee filter flowers.

      Aullie walked backward, very slowly, pretending to just admire a wall of art from afar. Plus, all Weston would see, if he looked, was a skinny girl with black hair. There were a lot of those, he wouldn’t necessarily know it was her.

      ‘This is crazy’, Aullie’s conscience nagged her. Her drunken mind won out, though and she continued her slow and potentially insane venture toward a man she shouldn’t want to see, just to hear what made him so angry.

      Surprisingly, she was close enough to hear their hushed tones. She considered a painting on the wall angled near them. It wasn’t particularly moving, but it wasn’t like it mattered.

      “You fucking bastard! You absolute imbecile!” Weston spat angrily. Aullie hadn’t heard him swear that way before and his accent somehow made it sound even meaner. “I gave you very specific instructions, and I want a very good reason why you didn’t follow them.”

      “Well, uh…,” the man mumbled.

      Weston cut him off. “You know what? I don’t even want your stupid bloody excuses. Handle this, now, or I promise it will not turn out well for you.”

      The other man, an ugly, chubby man with close-cropped dark hair and a hint of a Queens’s accent dropped his head in submission. “I’ll get it handled.”

      “You fuckin’ bloody well better,” Weston growled.

      Is this how he is when he’s working? Aullie thought, horrified. It probably took a decent amount of aggression and discipline to do the things he did, but damn, that was mean.

      Aullie walked away then, she’d heard enough. Weston had proven himself to be a liar and really, she shouldn’t have even been surprised that he would be so two-faced.

      When she found Troy and Maggie again, Maggie exclaimed, “There you are!”

      “Yeah, sorry,” Aullie apologized. “Had to run to the bathroom real quick.”

      “Hey, when nature calls,” Maggie said with a shrug.

      Aullie gave her best fake laugh for the lame joke and they continued their tour. As they walked away from her exhibit, she glanced back one more time.

      Still no red stickers.

      Art was discussed, people were met, hands were shaken, and truthfully Aullie was exhausted. Not only from all the social contact but because she couldn’t stop looking for Weston.

      Why was he there? Was this like that night at work, where he was going to confront her and manipulate her into another date?

      Truthfully, it seemed like some kind of weird coincidence, especially given his attire and the strangely aggressive conversation she had overheard. She was not only confused but obsessed.

      She wanted so badly for him not to see her, and almost equally badly for him to see her. Her conflicted emotions left her intensely paranoid and her peripheral vision was working overtime to make sure he didn’t sneak up on her.

      It was only nine-thirty and the show ran until eleven. ‘Damn all those crazy artsy night owls’, Aullie grumbled, hypocritically.

      This is going to be a long night.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      Aullie was drunk. Too much free champagne had her mind foggy and she wandered around the gigantic maze of a showroom. The paintings, all the bright colors seemed to blur together and it was very overwhelming. She was looking for her new friends, but couldn’t find them anywhere.

      ‘Oh well’, Aullie thought, swigging from her sixth or seventh glass of bubbly.

      Wasn’t there something else she should be looking for?

      ‘Oh yeah’, she realized.

      Weston!

      She hadn’t seen her tuxedoed stalker since the strange incident with him earlier and figured he had probably gone home. It hadn’t really seemed like he was there for the art anyway. So, what was he there for?

      Aullie truly had no ideas. She was growing bored with the show, sure there was plenty of art and expressions to contemplate and all that stuff, but between Gerald’s surprise kiss and Weston’s random appearance, Aullie was far off her game and exhausted.

      ‘I’m going home’, she decided. She was probably in no shape to be driving and she was sure apologetic little Gerald wouldn’t mind either driving her home or holding her paintings until the next day, so she wouldn’t have to pack them all up before the show was over. She just had to find him first.

      Slowly, Aullie swerved her way around another freestanding white wall and found herself back in her own exhibit. Her jaw dropped.

      Every single one of her paintings, big and small, dark and bright, had a little red sticker next to it. Every painting had sold. Aullie’s befuddled mind tried to do the math, it was confusing because there were fourteen paintings that were each set to sell for different prices. Each one was over a hundred dollars, though, so Aullie was going to be walking out of there with over a thousand bucks.

      The breath leapt from her chest. It would be the first time her bank account would have a comma in it for the first time in she didn’t even know how long. That would help with her rent and more than made up for the night of work she missed that night.

      Most importantly though, she was making it as an artist!

      Admittedly it was a small start but even the greats had to start somewhere, and she almost wanted to take it all out in cash and rub the bills in Eric’s piggy little face.

      Aullie couldn’t stop staring at the little red dots. She was so distracted that she jumped a little when Gerald approached her with a friendly pat on the back of her arm.

      “Jesus,” she said, putting a hand over her fluttering heart. “Sorry, you scared me.”

      “Distracted by the money, the fortune, and the fame?” Gerald asked, coyly. His face beamed with pride and he really was genuinely happy to have seen Aullie do so incredibly well, especially in a show that he was able to get her into.

      “I guess you could say that,” Aullie said, a prideful smile crept across her lips.

      “You wanna know the crazy part?” Gerald asked, tone upbeat and excitable.

      “There’s a crazy part?” Aullie replied.

      “They were all bought by one guy. Some crazy rich collector. He paid above asking price on all of them, and insisted they offer you a permanent showcase in the gallery! The manager went totally nuts, he even paid all upfront in cash. I’ve met some eccentric collectors, but I’ve never seen anybody do that before.”

      Aullie’s excitement bubble popped and her stomach sank to her knees. She would bet all the money she just made that she knew exactly who bought the paintings.

      “It didn’t happen to be a tall-ish guy with blonde-ish hair, way overdressed in a fancy-ass tuxedo, did it?” Aullie asked, bitterly.

      Gerald’s brows furrowed over his hipster frames. “Yeah, actually,” he said, sounding baffled. “How’d you know?”

      “He’s a…” What was the right word? He wasn’t an ex, really. He definitely wasn’t a friend. “He’s a problem I’ve been having,” she settled on.

      “Oh,” said Gerald, looking confused. “Well, either way, you got paid. And you’ve got a spot. So, you better ramp up that original work, get some more paintings in here, I think they were talking about giving you two full walls!”

      All her passionate, artistic dreams were being fulfilled, and Aullie couldn’t be any more pissed. Her fists clenched at her sides, a scowl twisted her made-up face and her drunken haze disappeared as a surge of angry adrenaline cleared her mind.

      “Is the guy still here?”

      “Um, I don’t really know for sure,” Gerald replied. He said something else, but Aullie didn’t hear it and it didn’t matter.

      Weston was staring right at her.

      Not even twenty feet away, he stood there all overdressed; exuding confidence and power. A tumbler of scotch was in his hand, but his eyes were clear and he looked sober. He probably would’ve looked incredibly sexy if Aullie wasn’t so damn angry.

      Weston smiled at her.

      Aullie glared him down. He remained still as she stormed toward him, feeling as though flames were shooting from her ears.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded, probably a little too loud and angry for the quieter, classy event but in that moment, she couldn’t care less.

      “Well, it’s nice to see you too, Aullie,” his smooth British voice purred, that infuriating smile still curling his lips. Aullie had never wanted to smack someone so bad in her life.

      “Why would you buy all my paintings? What are they, just gifts for your other girlfriends?”

      “Gifts? For other girlfriends? God, no, Aullie I’m not like that,” he explained. “I tried to tell you when I came to your apartment, but you slammed the door in my face. I called a few times but you had me blocked, so I figured I would respect your space. But what you saw isn’t what you thought it was.”

      “Oh, so you weren’t out on an early date with some beautiful, curvaceous blonde? Her hand wasn’t on your knee, yours wasn’t on her forearm?”

      Weston shook his head, looking exasperated. “Technically, yes, most of those things are true but it wasn’t some hot date. The woman you saw me with, who would love to hear those lovely compliments you gave her, is my cousin.”

      “Wh-What?” Aullie stuttered. She suddenly felt like the stupidest person on Earth. She had thrown away the person who was bringing out something new, something better, in her because he was out with his cousin? All she had to do was let him say a few words that day on her pathetic little excuse for a porch or answered one single phone call.

      “Yes. Her name’s Hayley, we’ve been very close since we were young, so I could see how our physical intimacy may have come off the wrong way. I was trying to comfort her, she recently lost her husband.”

      “Oh,” Aullie said, her insides awash with shame and guilt. “And you left her to come to my apartment? God, I just feel awful…”

      “Hey,” Weston said with a warm smile. “It’s ok. She was understanding and I did go back and spend the rest of the afternoon with her, it’s really ok.”

      “How’d she lose her husband?”

      “He was shot,” Weston said, suddenly grim.

      “Oh, my god!” Aullie exclaimed. “By who? Do they know?”

      “Nope, no idea.” Weston’s sudden caginess caught Aullie off guard and made her suspicious but it seemed best not to push it. She’d seen how mean he could get earlier.

      “So, why are you even here? How did you find out I was showing?”

      “I didn’t actually,” he admitted. “I was here for a meeting with a friend and seeing you was just a bonus. I recognized some of your paintings and figured if I couldn’t have you, I could at least have part of you. I know how much it all means to you and I wanted to make sure you got a guaranteed space to pursue your dreams.”

      “So, you used your rich man pull to sell out my exhibit and get me a spot? You really pity me that much?” Aullie said, indignantly. She couldn’t believe him.

      “Look Aullie, me being rich has nothing to do with it. You’re talented, I’m not even the only one who bid on your works, I swear. I just made sure to outbid them,” he said with a coy smile.

      Well, she thought. At least the other bids were there. If he’s telling the truth.

      “I really want to see you succeed,” he said. “I mean that.”

      “I... appreciate that,” Aullie said, not sure what else there was to say. Things were awkward between them. She had overreacted and here he was anyway, trying to help her live the life she wanted to live.

      She was usually pretty resistant to the idea of a knight in shining armor, she had never wanted to be a damsel in distress.

      But there he was, in all his shining glory.

      “I don’t like to depend on men,” Aullie blurted, suddenly, breaking the silence and startling them both.

      “You’re not depending on me, I’m simply an interested collector with loud opinions. Plus, the gallery owner is a woman, and you all seem to have a thing for these British accents,” he said with a wink.

      “It definitely doesn’t hurt,” Aullie agreed. “You could probably have any woman you wanted.”

      “Actually,” he said, “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you see, the only woman I want, blocked my number. I can’t seem to get ahold of her to ask her out again.”

      With that, Aullie blushed. Her behavior was embarrassing and she just had such a hard time believing he wanted her that badly.

      “Well, he might have bought enough of her art to warrant an un-blocking,” she said, with an amused shrug.

      “You think so?” he asked, beaming.

      “Yeah,” she said, keeping her eyes low. “I do.”

      With a gentle hand, he brought Aullie’s chin up, forcing her to look into his golden eyes and she felt as though she were falling into them. He was just so beautiful, not only on the outside but the inside as well.

      They may have their differences, but it seemed like a stupid choice to keep running from someone who so badly wanted to support her and help her make her dreams come true.

      When he kissed her, gently, she kissed him back hard. The same electricity that had crackled between them before, was back and stronger than ever.

      Aullie was finally ready to give in to the gorgeous, mysterious, confusing man and see where the sparks between them could really go.

      When they broke apart, Weston kept his face close to hers and his arms around her waist, whispering in her ear, “You look amazing in that dress by the way.”

      “Thank you,” she giggle-whispered.

      “You have no idea how beautiful you are,” he said, beaming down at her. There were smudged traces of Aullie’s dark lipstick on his mouth and he didn’t seem to have any motivation to wipe them away.

      It’s almost like I’ve claimed him, she thought. It was kind of sexy, knowing that this man wanted to be hers, and wanted everyone else to know it too.

      Aullie realized in that one, beautiful moment that she was ready.

      She was ready to see what it meant to fall in love.
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* * *

      
        Rich in Love Part Four

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      The air was freezing as she went out the door on Weston’s arm. Her nose automatically crinkled when the air hit it. She snuggled deep into his side as he pulled her in close, wrapping his arm around her.

      “You’ve had a bit to drink, haven’t you?” he asked her as he led her to his Aston Martin.

      She nodded as she eyed the car. The ostentatious vehicle which had triggered such a bad reaction from her at the beginning of what would’ve been their second date. “You drove that one, did you?”

      “I did and you will get into the damn car and do whatever you have to do to make this work. I have money, deal with it!” He opened the door for her and helped her to slide into the passenger seat. “By the way, you look fantastic in this car. And you could look at it as you would any work of art. A lot of care and planning went into this awesome machine. You, as an artist, should admire such a thing.”

      She sat back and put on her seatbelt as his words sank into her tenacious head. Wealth was a thing she’d grown to hate. Distrust, doubt, and fear filled her when she thought about her father. The first man to ever leave her, and he left her and her poor mother, high and dry.

      She had carried his last name. His name was on her birth certificate. Charles Worhl was her father in name only. Once, what seemed so long ago, he’d been more of a father to her.

      She’d thought her parents loved one another. Aullie wondered how someone could suddenly change the love in their heart so quickly. She also wondered if she could’ve inherited that terrible trait from her father.

      She had to admit to herself that she’d never let anyone get close enough to hurt her. Keeping men at a distance was a dance she was good at. Until Weston came along, that is. Where he was concerned, she was nearly defenseless against the chemistry which surrounded them.

      As Weston got into the driver’s seat, she leaned her head on the headrest and gazed at him. He was one beautiful man. A real Adonis. And he wanted her. He wanted her for more than just sex. He really wanted her.

      But did Aulora Greene, really Worhl, even know who she was?

      “I’m going to grab us something to eat then take you home,” he let her know, using a tone that inferred he wasn’t asking, he was telling her what he was going to do.

      No ire ran through her. No incensed emotion pounded at her brain, telling her not to let him tell her what he was going to do. Instead, she felt taken care of and mumbled, “Okay.” She watched a smile move over his plump and recently kissed lips and one found her lips too.

      She nibbled on her lower lip, recalling the kiss that went from sweet to intense in record time. His hand moved over her upper thigh as he pulled out of the parking garage. “I suppose you’re pretty excited about having a place to permanently sell your art, Aulora.” His hand drifted back and forth over her dress covered thigh, making little blasts of heat tap at her inner depths.

      When a red light had him stopping the car, she leaned forward. Brazenly, she took his handsome face in her hands and kissed him again with warmth and a promise of things to come, later. She eyed him when their mouths parted as the car behind them blasted its horn when the light turned to green. Neither seemed to care too much.

      Weston shook his head to clear it, then stepped on the gas. “Aulora, can I take you to my place for the night?”

      “I hoped you would.” She ran her hand over his broad shoulder then down to his bicep that bulged, straining the black material of his tux. “Weston, why the tux? You’re a bit over-dressed for such an art exhibit.”

      “I told you, I wasn’t there for that. I had another occasion I’d been at where this attire was expected.” His fingertip trailed over her exposed collarbone, making her shiver with the idea of that finger finding every part of her body and soon.

      “Care to elaborate?” she asked him as she took his hand and placed his finger in her mouth where she gently sucked it while pulling it back and forth.

      When he moaned a bit, she moved her eyes from his gorgeous face to watch the rise in his trousers. It made her feel like a sexual goddess. Something she’d never experienced prior to that night.

      “A wedding. A small family thing. My uncle married his fourth wife. I had to go date-free since you refused to talk to me. It would’ve been nice to have you there with me. I know your aversion to money, though. Maybe it wouldn’t have been a very good thing to take you to, anyway.”

      “Probably not.” She pulled his wet finger out of her mouth and moved it to stroke the flesh between her breasts.

      “Aulora, how much did you have to drink, peach?”

      “I lost count.” She pulled his hand back up and ran her tongue over his palm.

      “Aulora!” He pulled to the side of the busy street and looked her over. “This isn’t like you.”

      She nodded. “You’re right, it’s not. I want to do this, Weston. I want to do it all. I don’t want to scare you off. I really don’t. But I want you. I want all of you. Every last bit. I want to taste every nook and cranny. I want to know your gorgeous body, intimately and I want you to know mine. I want to get in your head and find out what makes you tick.”

      He stared at her in disbelief. Could she really have changed so very much since he’d seen her last? Could she really want to give them a shot?

      “Aulora, if you stay with me tonight, there will be nothing but cuddles and maybe a bit of talking. Then off to bed, you’ll go to the guest room while I go to sleep in mine. Tomorrow, when you’re sober, we’ll see if you still feel so free.” He gave her a firm look and moved his hand back to the steering wheel.

      “Okay,” she said with a simple statement. “I can wait. And I’ll still have the same thing on my mind. Making this work. Really giving this a try. I’ve never even contemplated doing this with anyone before.”

      “You’re a virgin?” he gasped as he looked her over.

      A laugh erupted from her. “No! No, of course not. I mean a relationship. God, you’re funny, West.”

      “West?” he asked as he pulled back onto the road.

      “Yeah, you call me a name no one else does. I want to have a name I can call you. And you’ve called me peach twice.”

      “You recall how many times I’ve done that?” he asked as he smiled with the thought.

      “I pretty much recall every word you’ve said to me,” she said then put her hand over her mouth. “Damn! It seems champagne is a lot like truth serum.”

      “With you, it seems to be. I’ll remember that for the future when I need to get something out of you,” he said with a chuckle.

      “The future,” she muttered to herself. “I’ve never had a future with anyone. It’s weird. But a good weird. West, are you sure about this? I mean, I’m a poor, little, art student with an obvious penchant to be introverted and kind of closed off most of the time. And you, well, you’re cool, sexy, smart, funny, and most likely great at having sex. I’m not saying I’m bad at it but I can just tell that you’re great at it. I’m sure to disappoint you.”

      “You won’t. And I don’t want you to sell yourself short about anything. You see yourself one way and I see you in this light. When I look at you, I see a gorgeous, yet she’s unaware of the fact, young woman with a talent that’s sure to see her make her dreams come true. If she can let the self-doubt go and see herself for who she truly is.”

      “What am I, truly, West?” Her steely eyes bore into him as she thought he might have the answer she’d been looking for.

      He took her hand as another red light had him stopping. His eyes held hers as he said, “You are a rare person, my little peach. You have the light of the world inside of you, fighting to get out and show you what it can do. Trust in yourself. There’s more to you than you can even comprehend. I see it. I see it right there, shining in your eyes. And I want to see it out in the open one day very soon. I want to see that light fill you and take you over. It will take you to heights you never knew of before. And I want to be there for every step of your amazing journey, Aulora.”

      She breathed in and held the breath as she looked into his golden eyes. “Are you some kind of an angel, sent to help me, Weston Calloway?”

      “I think that about you, Aulora.”

      The way their eyes held told them both something magic could happen if they’d only allow it to.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Wearing one of Weston’s T-shirts, Aulora sat on the floor of the guestroom in the Upstate New York mansion Weston called his home. A piece of apple pie lay in a white Styrofoam box in front of her and she poised her plastic fork over it to take the first bite of it.

      Dinner had been a cheeseburger and fries that she’d scarfed down while sipping on a chocolate shake as they watched some movie on the large flat screen in the giant bedroom.

      She’d paid little attention to it as she and Weston joked and chatted lightly as they ate the food he’d bought just before they got to his place. Aullie tried not to get her panties in a wad over the many cars there were when they pulled into the garage. Mercedes, Porches, BMW’s were parked right alongside the beat up, orange bug he’d first picked her up in.

      She’d told herself it wasn’t his fault he was born into wealth and his father actually loved him. Unlike hers. It wasn’t his fault that the entry floor was made out of marble and the giant staircase was made out of shiny mahogany wood. So similar to where she’d grown up.

      A pain ran through her heart when she went into the bathroom attached to the guest room he’d put her in when he gave her the T-shirt and told her to change while he went to change too and that he’d join her in the guest room shortly. The Italian tile that was used in the bathroom was the same tile that was used in her parents’ bathroom back in the mansion they’d lived in before her father sent them to live in a small apartment in Queens.

      She choked back the lump that had risen in her throat and looked at her reflection.

      “It’s not West’s fault the same tile has been used in the bathroom of the guest room he decided to put you in, Aullie. Get over yourself. Yes, you had money once. More money than you knew what to do with. But that’s gone now and Weston Calloway is not to blame for that. Charles Wohrl is.”

      She’d washed the heavy makeup off her face and brushed her hair out then went back into the bedroom that was larger than her entire studio apartment. There she found Weston, wearing a T-shirt that matched the one he’d given her to wear and a thin set of pajama pants.

      His feet were bare and even they were perfect. She’d pranced up to where he’d made a carpet picnic and sat, Indian style, next to him. He’d turned on the television and put on some movie, she paid no attention to.

      “I think you’ll like the burger. They use real, one hundred percent pure beef.” He placed the burger on top of the brown paper bag it had come in and emptied the container of fries on the opposite side. “Ketchup?”

      She nodded and before she knew it, they’d eaten everything up, except the one slice of pie he’d bought for them to share. Even though it was a million-dollar mansion they were in, it felt like an intimate place where money didn’t matter.

      Their plastic forks collided when they both went for the pie at the same time. They laughed and had a small fork fight before he let her win. She stabbed the first bite then held it to his lips. “You get this bite.”

      His golden eyes sparkled as he opened his mouth and took the bite she’d offered him. Then he stabbed the next bite and fed it to her. Bite by bite, they fed one another until there was no more pie and no longer was he worried that alcohol was ruling over Aulora’s brain. Pushing her shoulders, gently, he eased her to lie back on the soft carpet.

      Brushing her raven hair back, he gazed at her as she did him. “You’re beautiful.” He kissed her shoulder after he pushed the T-shirt away from it.

      “As are you,” she whispered as she ran her hands over his shoulders and then down his arms.

      His lips were warm upon her skin, her body was filling with desire, the playfulness was long gone and a heat was beginning to creep into places it hadn’t been before.

      As he kissed trails over her skin, up her shoulder to her neck, his hands moved over her body, caressing her with a softness she’d never known. He was great at that. Better than anyone else had ever been. She knew he’d be great at sex. And she was less worried about how she’d be at it with him.

      When his lips pressed against her ear, she felt the warmth as he whispered, “Can you feel it, Aulora?”

      Her heart was beating in a way it never had before. It felt different. Not rushed. Not heated so much there was no room to think. It was different than anything she’d felt before. “I feel more than I have with anyone else.”

      “Me too. And I want this to be special. So, you’ll understand when I don’t take you, entirely this first time?” His words stopped her and she pulled him to look at her.

      “West, why are you so set on waiting to do this?” she asked him as she really had no clue.

      The way his hand moved over her cheek as he looked deeply into her eyes made her feel good, and dare she think it, loved?

      “I want you to know you’re special. I want you and I both to know that there’s real love between us when we fully give ourselves to the other one. I want you to be certain, Aulora. If we are intimate, I won’t let you run away from me again. That space I’ve been affording you will not exist any longer.”

      His words should frighten her, she knew they should. That bit of dominating nature she’d witnessed between him and the other man at the museum moved through her memory. The man who hovered over her was sweet, endearing, and honest. But he could also be dominating. Could she accept that?

      “Perhaps we should get to know more about each other.”

      He smiled and pulled her up. They sat alongside each other, facing each other as their hands still moved over the other’s body. Arms, legs, stomachs. “Ask me anything you want to.”

      She dipped her head, shyly. “I saw you talking to a man earlier this evening.”

      The look of surprise on his face was quickly followed by a frown. “You saw me and didn’t say hello?”

      She nodded. “Anyway, like I said, I saw you talking to a man. I overheard some of what you said to him. You were mean to him, West. Is dominance a thing you’re known for?”

      “Mean? To Him? Oh, peach if you only knew. That man is a petulance to society. He was given a job to do. One, I’m not at liberty to discuss. With people like him, you have to be dominating or they will run all over you. It’s kind of an act. One I won’t be doing with you.” His finger trailed lightly over her lips. “Never with you. I see you as my equal. In all ways.”

      She breathed out a sigh of relief but wondered if she should believe him. Her father had been dominating. He took care of her and her mother. He took such complete care of them it was a struggle when he left them so abruptly.

      “I don’t want you to take care of me.”

      “Then I won’t.”

      “You already kind of do.”

      “Perhaps you’re confusing taking care of with caring for you.”

      Was she confusing the two? Was she being foolish? Was she going to really be able to give herself so completely to the man who sat, facing her, stroking her with deft fingers that told her they alone could bring intense pleasure to her the likes of which she’d never known?

      But sex with him would mean she was giving up her independence, in a way. If she ran away from him again, he wouldn’t exactly let her go.

      “Are there circumstances you’d accept if I found it necessary to end this thing between us?” she asked then thought about it and added, “After we have sex.”

      He looked at her and seemed to be calculating his words. Finally, he said, “I’m sure there would be. I’m not saying I can get away with anything. I am saying you’ll need to talk and let me talk before you go jumping to conclusions and hauling ass like you’ve been doing.”

      “And if the reason is viable, then you will let me end things without a huge deal being made? You won’t come to where I’m working to fight with me over the decision?”

      With a shake of his head, he said, “No. I wouldn’t need to. You see, you’d have to talk to me first. Explain what it is that upset you. Then you’d give me a chance to explain things to you. Tell you my side of things. Get it?”

      “You want me to totally invest myself in you,” she said as she weighed his words.

      “Yes.” He cupped her chin in his hands. “I’ll do the same for you, peach.”

      “Like a marriage of sorts,” she mused as she looked off to one side.

      He smiled as he leaned in and kissed her, softly and sweetly.

      “Of sorts.”

      She didn’t know what to say. That was similar to the arrangement her parents had had. And she wanted nothing like what they had. But she ventured further.

      “Would a real marriage ever be a thing that could be considered, in the future? You know, is it against your family’s customs to marry someone of my poor financial stature?”

      “Real marriage?” he asked her with a frown. “What’s in a piece of paper, peach?”

      Her heart sank as she recalled her father saying something much along those same lines to her mother. She nearly got up and ran right then. But something made her sit tight. She had to know more.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      He could read her better, now that he’d known her longer and seen how quick to run she was. His hand moved over hers as she looked a bit like a rabbit who was about to bolt.

      Weston knew she had no way to get anywhere. She was his for the night, whether she liked it or not. The marriage thing seemed to have set her off and he quickly moved that topic off to one side. Marriage was huge to a person of great wealth.

      There were prenuptial agreements to be made and lawyers to be met with. A real nightmare. No romance to it at all. No. Marriage was a thing he wasn’t the least bit interested in. But a relationship was. A committed relationship was what he wanted with Aulora. And he would do what he had to, in order to get her to make a commitment to him.

      His hands moved over her shoulders and he drew her in close.

      “How about I show you a bit of what a relationship would be like with me?”

      She nodded and asked, “First, is marriage really a thing you’re against?”

      “Against, no. Just not keen on. Paperwork isn’t sexy or romantic. It’s cumbersome and boring. I want you and I to have a romance, peach. A real romance.”

      “Most romances either end in tragedy or marriage, eventually,” she said as she watched his reaction.

      “Some marriages can be considered tragic, don’t you agree?” He stood and took her hand, pulling her up too.

      She had no idea what to say to him. He was showing her the typical rich guy signs. Let’s mess around and play at the commitment game but not really invest entirely in it. But her curiosity had been piqued.

      Romance, even a failed one, could be fulfilling and help her art career. Great love and even great heartache could lead to great paintings that might help her further a career that was just beginning to bud.

      She let him lead her to the bed. A dark blue comforter that looked as if it was filled with goose down feathers, covered the king-sized bed. Not two but six fluffy pillows were covered in a pale blue silk material. It told her the sheets under the blanket would be the same.

      She’d slept on silk sheets before. She’d had the finest of everything, once upon a time. And those memories were flooding back to her as he pulled the blanket back, revealing the same pale blue sheets she knew would be there.

      “Care to lie down, Aulora?” he asked her as he pulled his shirt off, revealing the ladder of abs she knew he’d been hiding.

      She could merely nod as she couldn’t take her eyes off his tanned and toned skin. It flowed over his stomach and chest like a satin. Before she took her place on the bed, she let her hand drift over his midsection. “Tight.”

      “Yes, they are,” he agreed. “Now, perhaps you’d allow me to see what’s tight on you.”

      Her breath hitched as she looked at him with wild eyes. “Weston, if I let you do this, does it mean…”

      His fingers touched her lips, stopping her. “No. It doesn’t. I won’t hold you to a thing until I take you. Once I take you, Aulora, I will consider you to be mine. In all ways. I want you to understand that, completely.”

      She shuddered at how that sounded. His, completely. So, she asked, “And you will be mine, completely?”

      He nodded and her heart dropped a beat. He’d become hers. The wealthy, gorgeous man who stood before her would belong to her. Yeah, she could see that rocking her world!

      The way his chest and abs felt under her palms gave her so many inspirations about paintings and even sculptures that she knew there would be some good to come out of this thing he wanted. And she had to admit that she wanted it too.

      “Yes,” came out of her mouth without her knowing it was on its way out.

      A gleam in his eyes made her smile. “Yes?” he asked her. “You mean yes, you want to commit to me?”

      She nodded. “I do.” She moved her arms up to wrap around his neck. “I’ve never felt this way before, Weston. I love you. I know I do. I don’t want to wait. I want this just as much as you do. Maybe even more. I want to commit to you, Weston Calloway.”

      “Wait,” he said as he pulled her arms off his neck and held her hands. “Say it again, Aulora.”

      “What?” she asked with a tantalizing smile. “I want to commit to you?”

      He pulled her in tight and pressed his forehead to hers. “No. The other thing.”

      “I’ve never felt this way before?” she asked with a grin. She knew what he wanted to hear again, she was just toying with him.

      “The other thing,” he said, and then gave her ass a smack.

      “Oh! You must mean when I said, I love you.”

      He sighed and said, “Yes, that’s what I wanted to hear come out of your sweet mouth. And I love you, Aulora. I think I always have since the moment I first saw you.”

      She stared at him, unable to really believe he meant the words which had just fallen off his tongue.

      “Don’t lie to me, please, West.”

      “Lie to you?” he asked her as he slid into the bed next to her and ran his hand through her silky dark hair.

      “I do love you, Aulora. I do.”

      She blinked twice and relaxed a bit as his hand, moving through her hair, made her tension melt away.

      “Weston, will you make me yours tonight?”

      “Not tonight, peach. You see, I want not an ounce of alcohol in your system. I want you to make the real decision when you’re one hundred percent sober. A thing you’re not right now, even though you may think you are.”

      “Noble to a fault, aren’t you?” she asked him then kissed the tip of his nose. A straight nose, a powerful looking nose. Everything about the man was regal, majestic even. And he wanted them to be exclusive.

      “I am,” he told her as his hand moved to caress her cheek. “And you are gorgeous. Resisting the temptation to be intimate with you is taxing. But I will handle myself, appropriately.”

      “Too bad,” she moaned as she moved her body closer to his and moved in to kiss him.

      She was a bit surprised when he let her kiss him, using her tongue to navigate the recesses of his warm mouth. His arms enveloped her and she settled into his wide chest, her breasts mashed against his hard pecs.

      Aulora felt his hands move down her back as the kiss grew. All the way down they went until he had her ass cupped in his large hands. He squeezed it, making her moan with how right it all felt.

      She mused in her mind about the fact she was falling, much like her mother did, for a man who could buy and sell people. She was accepting the same damn thing her mother had accepted from her father. In the end, her mother was left out in the cold, with a teenage daughter to support.

      But the way his mouth felt as it moved with hers was amazing. A thing she’d never encountered before. The way his body capitulated to hers and hers to his was beyond anything she’d ever imagined.

      He too was feeling the difference in being with her and any of the other women he’d ever been with. His mind was a flurry of ‘what if’s’. Aulora may well be the one who could break his heart, entirely. And his heart had been broken before. It had been nearly destroyed once.

      Weston had been young when it had happened. But the scar was still there, he supposed it would always be there.

      His affection for her grew with each passing moment and before either of them realized it, they were all over one another, grinding into each other’s sensual places, moaning with near abandonment.

      Weston made her release his mouth and he moved to kiss down her neck. Her nails dug into his biceps where she tightly gripped him. Her feet ran up and down his legs and she was effectively pulling his pajama bottoms down. Only their underwear separated them from actual penetration.

      Her T-shirt was keeping her soft tits away from him and he couldn’t stand it any longer and pulled it off her, stopping to look at her perfectly plump and pert breasts, he bit his lip then leaned in and took one of them in his mouth.

      She made a wonderful sound as he suckled her. Her hands ran up and down his back as she arched up to him. She needed him, wanted him, but he had to make her wait. He had to make her ache for him. He had to make her understand where it was she belonged.

      As his mouth left her tit, his hands moved to play with them as he kissed his way down her stomach. His tongue dipped into her belly button and then he ventured lower. “With my intimate kiss, you will better understand how good I can make you feel, peach.”

      Her hands fisted the silky sheets as she readied herself to feel his mouth on her in an area that was already pulsing for more attention. “You’re making me feel very good right now. But to feel you there would be the cherry on top of this very tasty cake, baby. Do with me what you want. I am yours for the taking.”

      His smile was felt on her throbbing clit then his tongue ran over it, making her entire body quiver with delight. “Mine,” he whispered then he grabbed her ass and pulled her up.

      Loudly, she moaned as he kissed her even better there than he had her mouth. “Yes,” was all she could say, over and over again until she was screaming, “West! West!”

      His kiss didn’t stop as her body convulsed with a thousand waves of complete and utter pleasure. His tongue went inside of her, tongue fucking her into a frenzied state.

      Her breathing was harsh, her body was covered in sweat and she was fantastically high from the way he treated her body. And now she wanted him to know what her intimate kiss felt like.

      When he came up for air, she turned the tables on him. Quickly, she moved and had him on his back before he was fully aware of just what it was she was about to do.

      He saw her dark hair covering his stomach as she ran her tongue down his stomach and pushed his underwear off his swollen appendage. “Aulora, you don’t have to…” A groan interrupted his words as her mouth, hot and wet, took his cock into it.

      His head fell back and he could think no more. Up and down she went, her hands kept his long shaft covered once her mouth left it. Her head bobbed and he couldn’t stop the groaning he’d started when her mouth first touched him.

      He was no stranger to sex. He’d had plenty of it. But none like what he and she were experiencing. He’d known it when he first saw her. He’d known there was something special about her. Something that would defy explanation. And he was right.

      Her mouth moved in a perfect rhythm and he was about to explode. He pulled at her to stop, so he wouldn’t come in her mouth but she protested and moaned, making him unable to keep it in any longer. He jerked and shot his load down her throat, all the while she moaned and continued to stroke him.

      The sounds that came from him were harsh and animal-like. He was floating on air when her mouth finally left him. All he could do was try to catch his breath as she climbed up his body and laid half her body on his. He wrapped one arm around her, kissed the top of her head and whispered, “I so love you, Aulora.”

      “And I love you, Weston. Can we go to sleep now?”

      “We can,” he told her and it took no time for them both to fall fast asleep.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      Aullie woke with her body aching from head to toe. The previous night’s activities had been a real workout for her. And the morning was the start of a new beginning for her and Weston. Or so she thought, anyway.

      As she rolled over, she found he was gone. He’d left her as she slept and she found it off-putting that he’d do such a cold thing.

      Her dreams had been filled with him. And her body was already prepared for what she thought would be the whole act. No more foreplay, she was ready for the whole enchilada.

      When she sat up, rubbing her eyes as she did, she found her cell on the nightstand and picked it up. A text was waiting for her from him. She swiped the screen to read it. -Went to grab some breakfast, the staff is off this weekend. Shower and put on the clothes I left for you in the bathroom-

      Getting out of bed, she made her way to the bathroom. She’d hoped they’d shower together that morning after making love and cementing their relationship.

      She giggled as she looked in the mirror and saw his marks all over her creamy skin. She traced the marks with her finger and felt the way he’d made her feel when he had made them.

      Aullie looked at the vanity and found a fresh toothbrush and toothpaste waiting for her there. As she brushed her teeth, she saw clothes hanging from a hook on the back of the bathroom door. A deep blue dress and blue lingerie to match were there. Along with a set of shiny black pumps with six-inch spiked heels. She rinsed her mouth and went to see what was in the little bag that was hanging from the top of the hanger and found a black box inside. When she opened the box, she found a gorgeous necklace and earring set with sapphires and diamonds dripping off them. She took in a breath as she looked at the beautiful set.

      And there it was, the disgust she felt for herself as she drooled over the expensive things he’d left for her. His gifts to her for a night of pleasure. His purchase of her flesh.

      She went to the toilet where she gagged and dry heaved until she was spent. What was she allowing herself to turn into? A money hungry whore? Or a foolish woman who believed love could see them through all things?

      Either way, she wasn’t being true to who she really was. She turned the shower on to wash away the night and filled her hand with expensive shampoo. An expensive salon brand that she’d used when she had money.

      The smell of it brought back the old days. The days when she didn’t have to count pennies or worry over rent and other bills. Days when she was driven around by Dustin, the family’s driver. Days when her father still loved her, and her mother.

      She wondered what had happened. Her mother had never really explained. She’d told her that her father wanted them to move out and so they did. She later said, when Aullie asked why he wasn’t coming to visit, that he wanted to be left alone to live his life.

      Aullie had always thought they were the most important part of his life. But it seemed they weren’t. Even though he’d lavished gifts upon them both and made them feel as if they were special.

      It was all a lie.

      Her father had the money to give them those things. It wasn’t a sacrifice to him at all to bestow the things on them that he did. And it was no sacrifice for Weston to give her the things he had, either.

      The dress was from a designer she’d known before. It most likely cost somewhere in the neighborhood of six hundred to a thousand dollars. A drop in the bucket for Weston. The shoes were easily worth seven hundred dollars and the jewelry was in the thousands. And all for one simple night.

      What would he try to give her if and when she really did commit to him? A house? A car? The moon?

      She rinsed out the shampoo and put a dollop of conditioner into her palm. It was thicker than what she could afford and she knew her hair would look a thousand times better after using the products. She’d stroll out of that bathroom looking just as regal as Weston did.

      But it would be temporary, just like before. It would be fake and unreal, just like before. What was she doing?

      After rinsing her hair and the soap off her body, she turned off the water and got out of the shower with so many jets that it would boggle the mind of someone who’d never seen so many before. But she had and she knew it was one of the many customs that were built in when making mansions.

      She dried off and looked under the cabinet of the vanity to see if there was a blow dryer. There were several styling tools, a flat iron, a curling iron, and a styling wand. And then she saw a black box and her name was written across the top of it in white marker.

      “What the hell?” she asked herself as she pulled it out. When she opened it, she found it was filled with very expensive makeup and in her shade as well. “What was he thinking? Did he always know he’d get me here someday? Should I be running?”

      A quick knock, three light taps and then she heard him say, “Peach, did you find everything?”

      Wrapping the towel around her to cover herself, she threw the door open. “Weston! How in the world did you know I’d be here?” She poked him in the chest. A chest covered in a soft sweater made out of cashmere in the color of vanilla ice cream. His dark blue slacks matched the color of her dress and she found herself going light headed. Was she to be the Barbie to his Ken?

      His smile was genuine as he said, “I just did. Call me psychic, if you will.”

      “How about psychotic?” she replied with a high tone to her voice. “This is more than highly unusual. This is bordering, no this is not bordering…, this is what a stalker would do. Who goes out and buys things for a person they’re not even talking to most of the time?”

      “I knew you’d come around.” He reached out and pulled her into his arms. She knew she should protest but he held her in a way that took her mind to other places. His lips pressed against hers and the fight in her was extinguished, immediately.

      How could he make a complete change in her so damn quickly?

      When he ended the kiss, he rested his forehead to hers. “I want to take you out today. A real date with flowers and candy. I’ve made some great plans for you and I. And I wanted you to feel comfortable, so I bought you clothes to make you feel like you fit in because you do.”

      “May I ask where it is you’re taking me?” she asked as she ran her fingers over the soft material of his sweater.

      “To the club, I’m a member of. I’d like to introduce you to my family and friends. I want them all to know you’re my girl. You are my girl, aren’t you?” One small kiss ended his sentence and melted her heart.

      “West, you know that’s something we should talk about before you go announcing anything…”

      “I thought we already had talked about it last night. Are you going to tell me that you’ve changed your mind?” His hold on her tightened as if he wasn’t going to let her go if she did say it was all just drunk talk.

      “In the light of day, I can see how the way you live will affect me. I don’t think it’s a good idea…”

      “I love you. Do you love me?” His question weighed heavily on her.

      In the end, she had to admit, “I do love you. But I’m afraid of how this will end.”

      “Don’t worry about the damn future. Think about now and what we mean to one another. Don’t stop this for what might happen. I’m not about to love you and know you love me and just keep letting things happen the way they have been. So, what do you say, Aulora? Would you like to be my girl?”

      “Can I still be me, if that happens? Can I be the person I’ve always been?”

      “I’d have it no other way. I’m not trying to change you in any way. You’re amazing! Why would I even want to change you?”

      “The clothes, the jewels,” she said.

      “Only to make you feel at ease when I take you places where things like that matter. Other than that, I love the casual way you dress. I never want you to feel out of place. I care about how you feel, peach. So, for today, please wear what I bought for you, so I can introduce you to the people who are special to me. I’ve talked so much about you. They’ve been itching to meet you. And you could make some new fans of your art. Now, wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      It would, she thought. It’s rich people who buy art, after all. And it’s not as if she’d never hobnobbed with the super-rich before. She knew how to act at the expensive clubs they all belonged to. Why not go for it?

      Weston was the person who brought out more in her where her art was concerned, anyway. Why not let him help her to become the best artist and person she could?

      “I’ll be your girl, Weston. That sounds pretty amazing to me.”

      “And I’m your guy, Aulora Greene.”

      Chapter 5

      

      Glitz, glamor, and flash were everywhere once they were inside the prestigious club, Weston and his family belonged to. At times, she felt as if she was a show pony when he introduced her to people.

      Aulora knew they were looking at her bone structure to determine if she came from good stock. That’s what wealthy people did, they determined things about people based on their appearances. But it was her art that reeled them all in.

      “Oh, my!” an older woman, West had introduced her to, by the name of Emily Snodgrass, proclaimed in surprise when he told her Aulora Green was an artist with her own collection at one of the most prestigious galleries in New York state. “The entire state?” she asked.

      Weston nodded and Aulora blushed a bit as he went on to tell the woman more about her than she was used to hearing herself talked about. “She’s already sold an entire collection and she hasn’t even graduated yet. I dare say, she’s destined for greatness, my little peach.”

      “And where did you find such a treasure, Weston?” Emily Snodgrass asked, sending a frown over Aulora’s beautifully made-up face.

      A dingy pub isn’t a thing an upper-class citizen is supposed to work at. But she found herself staring up at Weston with adoration as he said, “A pub on the outskirts of Queens is where I found my heart. Being an artist, she’s taken the role to heart and took a modest job and flat to help her gain the insight she needs to become a great artist. You know, the pains and tribulations that all great art is created from.”

      It was kind of true, after all!

      “So, intelligent and how true,” Emily Snodgrass replied with a wide smile. “You’ve either made your parents very proud or they’re very disappointed right now. I know how parents can be. When I went to finishing school, and came out with the wild idea that I wanted to be a reporter, I was met with criticism. Unfortunately, I caved into it and went on to become the wife of Seville Snodgrass the Fourth, instead of pursuing a path my parents deemed unfit for my station in life.”

      “Pity,” Weston said and looked at Aulora with a wide smile on his handsome face. “My Aulora would walk through fire to get where she needs to get in the art world. Isn’t that right, Aulora?”

      She nodded and watched a tray of alcoholic beverages pass by. “My mother is proud of me. My father, not so much.” How she wanted to reach out and grab a glass of numbing juice but Weston wanted no alcohol to pass through her lips, lest she would get no taste of him on that day.

      And she wanted a taste of him more than she’d ever wanted anything!

      The day passed by and she managed to keep her cool and make new acquaintances. With so many promises to stop by the gallery to view and perhaps make purchases of her work, she knew she was going to need to get to work ASAP and with Weston as her muse, she was pretty sure things were beginning to look up for her.

      The ride in his Mercedes as they went back to his place, had her dreamily looking out the window at the darkening sky. Perhaps she could make her own wealth one day as a real artist. Maybe she could make it all happen for herself.

      She glanced at Weston as he took her hand and kissed it.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      “I was just thinking about things. Thank you, West. I think you might be my golden ticket.”

      His smile made her heart flutter and she found herself smiling too. He lifted her hand once more and turned it over, leaving a trail of kisses over her palm. “When we get home, I want to get you out of that pretty dress and into my arms. What do you think about that?”

      With a shiver of pure lust, she said, “I think I want to kiss you all over and I’d love it if you’d do the same for me.”

      She couldn’t wait to get back to his mansion and find out what made him tick. And when they pulled into the garage and he sighed as he looked at another car that was parked there, he looked over at her with a frown.

      “Father’s home. We can’t get right to the good stuff.”

      

  




“Want to go to my place?” she asked him with hopes of hightailing it out of there before she had to be introduced to another person. And this one, the most important person in Weston’s life.

      “No, I want you in my bed.” His eyes roamed over her with sheer lust. “I want to make you mine in my home and in my bedroom, Aulora.”

      His voice was deep and demanding. And she was on fire.

      “’K,” came her simple reply. She could hardly think, let alone form a whole sentence.

      He came around and opened her door then took her hand and led her into the house. Laughter is what they heard and when they followed the sound, they found his father, a man who looked very similar to Weston, only his hair had gone silver. On his father’s lap sat a tall, willowy blonde with long red nails and dollar signs in her light green eyes.

      “Weston, son! And who is on your arm?” his father called out and stood up, unseating the woman who now looked annoyed.

      “This is my girl, Father. The one I’ve been telling you about. This is Aulora Greene. Aulora, this is my father, Joshua Calloway.”

      “Call me Josh,” he said as he extended his hand and shook Aulora’s.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Josh. And your lady friend is?” Aullie asked.

      “I’m Stephanie,” the woman said as she stepped up and held her hand out. Aulora shook it and found Josh not looking too enthused.

      “Steph, how about you bring some drinks for the kids? Name your poison, Aulora.”

      Weston was quick with the answer to that. “She and I are heading upstairs. There’s a movie we want to see and it’s about to start. We don’t want to get in your way. Night, Father.”

      With a smile and a nod, Josh waved them away and Aulora felt relief at ending the day of meeting so many new people. As they headed up the stairs, she caught sight of the other woman looking up at them. A sadness was in her eyes and she knew why that was.

      That woman wanted what Aulora had. A commitment. But Aulora knew something that woman didn’t. When dealing with rich men, one never knew when that commitment could end.

      But she was going to ride this thing out with Weston and try very hard not to worry about that!

      His eyes narrowed as he took her into his very masculine bedroom. “Strip.” He closed the door, ticking the lock, then stepped back a few steps until his enormous bed stopped him and he took a seat on it. Aulora felt like she was on display and when he grabbed a remote and music began to play, she felt like a stripper, there to please him.

      It should’ve infuriated her. But it had the opposite effect. Instead, she was turned on. He’d taken her out and introduced her to his people. He wasn’t ashamed of his little waitress slash art student. He was proud of her.

      She kicked one shoe off at a time then unbuttoned the buttons on the front of the dress, slowly. He leaned back, resting on his palms as he watched her.

      Slow and easy, she peeled the dress away until it was a puddle of blue material, resting at her feet. Her newly pedicured feet with the toenails painted a sensible pink color, as were her nails. He’d dolled her up and she kind of hated how much she enjoyed it all.

      The deep blue bra came off next and she found him sucking in his lower lip. Lastly, she wiggled out of the matching panties and stood, waiting for him.

      With a wiggle of his finger, she took the steps to cross the room and get to him. His hands gripped her hips and he kissed her stomach first then trailed down to kiss her lower.

      She tensed at first when his lips pressed against her clit. His hands moved around to grip her ass and he held her still while he gave her some much-wanted attention to an area that had seen so little.

      Aulora looked down, watching him as he took her with his mouth. His brownish blonde locks moved as his head did and she was falling apart in mere moments.

      On the ride home, they’d had the birth control talk and he was happy to find out she was on the pill and she was happy to find out he’d recently had testing done and he was disease free. They’d be free to explore one another without the need for a condom to separate them. Nothing would be between them. Their flesh would touch, caress, and bond.

      With her wet and ready, Weston got up and pulled her to his bed. Tossing the blankets back, he lay her down then proceeded to undress as she watched him. She kept licking her red lips as he took off his clothes. Her mouth watered as she watched more and more of him become exposed.

      His desire for her was apparent as his large male appendage gave her a standing ovation. Her thighs quivered as he pushed her legs apart and moved onto the bed between them.

      His palm flattened on her sex and his words came out with severely pronounced words, “This is mine and only mine.”

      She swallowed hard as her heart rose into her throat. Was she really going to go through with this? Was she really going to give this man so much of herself?

      His eyes went soft, losing the hard edge they’d held. He nodded as he softly stroked her warm folds, reminding her of how well he could treat her.

      “That is yours and only yours,” she told him.

      He held his cock and used it to stroke her folds. “And in return, you get this. And only you get this.”

      She looked at his massive organ and thought how lucky she was to be getting that. It seemed like a great bargain. “Mine,” she whispered.

      “Now, would you like for me to show you what I can do for you?” he asked her.

      She nodded. “Please.” Her body was tense. He was huge and she knew there would be some pain but she also knew there would be intense pleasure with something that long, wide, and thick inside of her.

      “Put your hands behind your head.”

      She did as he said and watched as he readied himself to move into her. The tip of his cock was wide. He pushed her legs up, so her knees were bent and he spread her wide for him.

      Holding himself up over her, he eased himself into her with small increments. She held her breath as her body stretched to accommodate him. They looked at each other as they connected and when a single tear ran out of her eye, he kissed it away then made the last of the journey into her body.

      “You okay?” he whispered in her ear as he lay perfectly still on top of her.

      “I think so. You’re big, West.”

      “Does it hurt?” he asked her then looked at her. “Let me know if I hurt you.”

      She smiled and ran her hand over his cheek.

      “Tell me that you feel that too. That feeling of being whole.”

      He nodded and kissed her with a gentle kiss. One easy stroke up then another back down and he felt her body easing into his. She was growing accustomed to his size and he moved more freely, making her moan with pleasure. The sounds she made were music to his ears.

      Their hearts pounded as they made love. Soft touches and gentle strokes grew into love scratches and hard, pounding thrusts that left her breathless with each one.

      The slapping of flesh and the growls of lust filled their ears until the sound of both of them finding their sweet release, together, echoed off the walls of his bedroom.

      Weston had made her his. She was going nowhere. Running away from him was no longer an option.

      As he settled between her thighs to let their bodies slow the pulsing they were doing, he looked at her with love and understanding.

      “I love you, Aulora Greene.”

      “I love you, Weston Calloway.”

      “You can never run again.”

      She giggled and blushed.

      “I might not even be able to walk after that!”

      He laughed and kissed her. “Good. I’ll keep you hobbled like this for a while. You won’t be able to get mad at me and take off.”

      “Try not to make me mad, West. At least for a little while. Be on your best behavior.” She pulled him back down and kissed him.

      “And you too, okay?”

      She nodded in agreement. She could do that. She had tons to do anyway. School, work, paint.

      Running wasn’t a thing she was thinking about doing at all. His body pinned hers to the soft mattress and his weight felt amazing to her. There was no need to over analyze anything.

      He rolled to one side of her, leaving her feeling empty but he quickly pulled her in for a snuggle. A kiss on top of her head, made her feel loved and safe and she fell asleep without any problem at all.

      When the morning sun rose, waking them up, she was happy to find his arms still around her. She was still, so she wouldn’t wake him but it seemed he was already awake.

      “There she is, my little peach,” he cooed at her. “And how did we sleep?”

      “Like a baby,” she said as she moved around to face him. “And you?”

      “Holding an angel in my arms proved to be magical. I slept solidly through the entire night. A thing I haven’t done since I was just out of high school. Now you’re really stuck with me, Aulora. You’re my sleep-aid.”

      She giggled and kissed his cheek. “I’m usually a night owl. It seems your lovemaking is better than a warm cup of milk.”

      “Speaking of warm milk. We should get over to your place and let Bruce out and get him something to eat. We only stopped by there once yesterday to see to him. Then we can have some brunch.”

      “You are amazing. Did anyone ever tell you that, West?” she kissed his cheek again. The slight roughness of his unshaven face felt good on her lips. She could see waking up with him many more mornings.

      “Amazing? Maybe not that exact word, no.” He gave her a squeeze. “Shower first then we’ll take off.”

      “Would you like to hang out at my place until I have to go to work tonight?” she asked him as he was getting up then he stopped and turned around to take her in his arms again.

      “That job isn’t a thing you need to do any longer, peach. You’re making it as an artist now.”

      “Um, no,” she said as she looked at him. “I mean, I made enough to cover my bills and then some from what you bought but I need a steady income.”

      The way he looked at her let her know he was going to make an argument for quitting her job. His jaw set, then he said, “Aulora, you’ll have school and painting that will take up most of your time. If you keep that job, then we won’t have many evenings together. And I want to spend every evening I can with you.”

      “I think you’re getting ahead of yourself. I have to keep the job until I find out if my paintings will make enough money to pay my bills. If that happens, then I’ll quit. But I wouldn’t just up and quit, anyway. I’d give my two weeks’ notice first.”

      “How many other people that you’ve worked with there have given their two weeks’ notice, Aulora? My guess is none. And if your employment was terminated then they’d not give you two weeks, either. The fact is you have two walls to fill with artwork and you’ll need time to do that. I got you that so you could get going on the journey you wanted to go on. The damn bar isn’t a stone on that path.”

      She blinked as she looked at him and it all started to sink in. She and he were a couple. And couples did things like change jobs to get to be around each other more. They did things to help the other person get on the career path they wanted. She knew all of this but it still made her feel uneasy.

      “I don’t want you to buy any more of my art, West. I will give it a month. If my art sells to people, other than yourself, and it makes enough money to meet my bills then I will quit the bar. Not before then, though.”

      “You won’t have bills if you move in with me,” he said. “You and Bruce can come live with me.”

      “Too fast, Weston! Way too fast!”

      “Why do you say that? Don’t you want to be with me?”

      “I do. But let’s take it slow.”

      “No,” came his spoiled, entitled, rich man’s answer. “Move in with me!”

      “No!” she yelled in his face. “I need at least a month to see how things go before I make more commitments to you than I already have.”

      He turned and got out of bed, his chiseled ass making her mouth water as he walked away in all his glorious nakedness. “Fine!” he shouted as he left her alone in his bed. “One month, Aulora. Not one day longer than that!”

      “Bossy, much?” she mumbled as she snuggled back into the comfy bed.

      She was well aware that most women would’ve never argued over what she’d just argued about. They would’ve done as the hot, sexy man told them to. But Aulora Greene was not most women. No, Aulora Greene was a special kind of stubborn.

      As Weston brushed his teeth and looked at the love bites Aulora had left all over him, his anger with her turned into something else. She was strong, independent, and had a will he likened to that of an Ox.

      Who was he to try to change that?

      His demeanor changed, he went back into the room and scooped her up in his arms. “I’m sorry for trying to run your life, my little peach.”

      She ran her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. Now, how about a sexy shower?”

      He carried her off to his shower to lather her up in more ways than one. She would prove to be harder to handle than the other women he’d had in his life but he thought she might just teach him a thing or two, where the others hadn’t.

      And there were some things he did need to learn.
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* * *

      
        Total Loss Part Five

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      Vibrant reds filled her pallet, combined with a few yellows and one orange. Aulora was heady with enthusiasm as she mixed the colors to bring her great mood into them. Weston and she had seen each other every day, at one time or another, for the last week. Things were going better than she had ever dreamt they would.

      He knew just the right amount of time she needed for herself and gave it to her without any argument, what so ever. A thing she was happily surprised about. Monday meant she had been to classes and had the night off. He promised to give her until ten o’clock to paint then he’d come over and spend the night with her.

      And their nights, and sometimes afternoons, had been amazing. Each day found them growing closer. Sweet words were exchanged often throughout the days. Even when she worked at the bar, they managed to let each other know they were thinking about them and bid one another a good night.

      Britt had made fun of how Aullie was saying some words the same way that Weston did. She claimed his British accent was rubbing off on her. A thing that Aullie denied vehemently.

      Aulora had gotten through with school at two in the afternoon and had been painting the day away and before she realized it, a knock came to her door. She looked at the old clock that ticked away on the wall above her bed. The day had turned into night without her realizing it.

      Her hair was a mess. Tied back with, of all things, a shoestring. Paint was absolutely everywhere and her old, ratty T-shirt was on backward. She was the epitome of an absent-minded artist. With a shrug, she sat her brush down and went to open the door.

      She was met with a curious smile. “My, my. Would you look at you?” Weston said then gave a wolf whistle. “Sexyyyy!” He grabbed the bottom of his pristine, white shirt and pulled it over his head. “Let me lose this before I give you a hug.”

      “Afraid of a little paint?” she teased him as she turned to walk inside. He followed her, taking his shirt off and deciding to take the dark slacks off too.

      Kicking off his shoes, he was down to his skivvies when she turned around and saw him. Her jaw hung as he pulled her into his arms. “I’ve missed you, peach.”

      She sighed and wrapped her arms around him when their lips met. Sweet, endearing, and a bit on the wet side, he left her mouth all too soon. “I missed you too.”

      Swaying her back and forth with him, he looked around the small room to find no evidence of any dinner, lying around. “You haven’t eaten.”

      “I ate breakfast and lunch,” she said as she caught his frown.

      “I’ll order in. Anything you want,” he said as he let her go to get his cell out of the pocket of his slacks which were lying in a heap on the floor and he saw that was a bad idea as her cat, Bruce, was making a B-line for them, undoubtedly to lend some of his ever-escaping fur to them.

      Weston gathered his clothes off the floor and found a better place to put them, in the small closet, hanging them up, properly. While Aulora went to tidy up her paints. “I’d love some Chinese. You pick, I’ll eat anything.”

      “I’ve already eaten. I had a meeting with my…” he paused and seemed to be at a loss for words.

      “With who?” Aullie asked as she too paused what she was doing to see what had stopped him.

      “Cousin,” he said then walked out of the closet, closing the door. “Hayley. I had some information to give her about her husband.”

      “What did you find out?” she asked, curiously.

      “Oh, I can’t talk about it. Believe me, it is best if you don’t know a thing about any of that. Not a thing,” he said as he sat on the small sofa and made the call to order her something to eat.

      She pulled off her backward T-shirt that she saw was also inside out. “My head was on this painting before I even walked through the door today.” She hadn’t put on any jeans or shorts when she got home. She pulled off her clothes, leaving her bra and panties on and pulled on the T-shirt and got straight to work.

      “And what inspired you for this one, might I ask?” He ran his arm around her as she took the place next to him.

      “You. The way you are. The way you make me feel.” She kissed his cheek then hopped back up. “I’m going to wash my face and hands then I’ll be right back.”

      “Yeah, but leave that sexy shoestring in your hair. I can use that later to tie your wrists together,” he joked and she stuck her tongue out at him before she left the room.

      When she looked in the mirror, she saw the shambles she was in. Paint was in various places all over her face and even on her neck. Her hair was looking kind of ratty as she’d merely pulled it back and tied the shoestring around the major portion of it, leaving loose strands all around in an unruly fashion.

      Quickly, she washed up and brushed her hair out. Leaving the shoestring out of it. When she emerged, freshly washed, she found him smiling at her.

      “I liked the war paint, Aulora.”

      “I did look a bit like a savage, didn’t I?” She sat down next to him again and he pulled her to sit on his lap.

      The gaze they shared spoke more than words could. When he could stand it no more, he kissed her. The kiss was meant to be sweet but their chemistry was too much and soon she was straddling him as their breathing grew hard.

      Until a knock at the door interrupted them. “The food,” he said as he wrenched his mouth from hers.

      “I’m not even hungry,” she said, as she tried to catch her breath.

      With a quick peck, he moved her off his lap and grabbed a throw off the back of the sofa, covering her up. He grabbed another and wrapped it around his waist then went to answer the door.

      She watched his every move, mesmerized by his perfect physique. Her finger traced her lips that were still pulsing from their kiss. When he returned with the food, she attempted to push it away.

      “No, peach. You must eat,” he told her as he pulled the things out of the bag.

      “How about I eat afterward?”

      With a shake of his head, he put that idea to rest. “Eat first. I plan on tiring you out tonight.”

      She sat up, eager to hurry and eat and see what he had planned to tire her out. “Really?”

      He nodded and smiled a naughty smile. She bit into the eggroll first as he opened the container of egg drop soup then plunged a plastic spoon into it.

      “Really.”

      Her interest was piqued and she felt the food would give her the energy she’d need for his big plan. One spoonful of soup after another soon had the container empty and she finished off the eggroll then wiped her mouth with the paper napkin.

      “I’m all done.”

      He picked up the mess and went to toss it in the trash, which he found was full. “Okay, this is full. Where are your trash bags?”

      “Oh, those.” She shrugged. “I’m out. Just put it all back in the bag it came in and leave it on the table. I’ll try to remember to get some tomorrow. But I have a full day and night, so it might be later in the week before I get to that.”

      “And by that time, you could be infested with vermin. How I wish you’d come live with me. You’d have no worries. Anyway,” he said as he placed the bag on the table and went to her. “This weekend I want you to come and spend it with me. Bring Bruce. I want to show you what I made for you.”

      Her eyes narrowed as she said, “What did you make for me?”

      “Something that will help you become the artist you aspire to be. And not a starving one, either.” He kissed the tip of her nose then took her hand and led her to her loft bed. Boosting her up on it, he jumped up behind her. “It’s kind of like a treehouse up here.”

      “Kinda,” she agreed as she looked around. “About the weekend, West. I’m on the schedule to work on Saturday night. I do have Sunday and Monday off. I can stay Sunday but I don’t want you to have to wait for me so late on Saturday night.”

      He sighed as he unhooked her bra. “That stupid job, Aulora. Really, how much money did you make in the last week?”

      The bar had been slow all week long. Her tips didn’t amount to a hill of beans. And everyone told her she was an idiot for not taking him up on his offer to live with him. Even though they barely knew each other, everyone told her she was certifiable. They all saw the huge change in her usually blah demeanor.

      Aulora was head over heels in love and there was no hiding it!

      

      Chapter 2

      

      His hands held hers above her head as he teased her aching nipple with his mouth and played with her pulsing clit with his free hand. He was true to his word, he was toying with her, making her climax time and time again, wearing her out.

      When she moaned with her fifth orgasm, he saw fit to let her hands go and finally move inside her. She was panting as he entered her and soaking wet. “Yes!” she moaned as she ran her hands over his muscular back. “That’s what I’ve been craving!”

      He was pleased she wanted him so badly. The previous week had brought them closer and they’d gained so much knowledge about what made the other happy in the bedroom and in everyday life too. He kissed a soft patch of flesh just behind her ear. It made her arch up to him every time. He whispered, “I love you.”

      She moaned the words back to him, the way they’d fallen into doing. Their bodies knew how to work together. There was no denying Aulora brought more out in him than anyone had ever done before.

      Weston found himself looking at engagement rings one afternoon as he waited at the mall to meet her for a quick lunch. The jewelry store was nowhere near the caliber he’d really buy a ring from but he’d stopped and looked them over. One of them caught his attention, and he’d toyed with the idea of looking for a real engagement ring for her.

      When he told his friend, Dylan, what he’d done, they guy smacked him on the back and told him he should go for it. He’d told him that he’d never seen him so smitten. “Why wait?” were Dylan’s actual words.

      But he decided to wait anyway. Things had been going so great. So smooth. So unlike how things had started for them. He didn’t want to press his luck. And he’d had bad luck before when things got rushed.

      Weston made easy, long strokes as he looked into her steely blue eyes. Her hands moved over his cheeks as she gazed back into his. They had a deep connection, of that there was absolutely no doubt. He knew he should tell her the truth. But that had always led to words about feeling sorry for him and he hated to hear those words.

      Most of the time, he didn’t let that dark memory come to the surface. It was too painful. It had been ten years since things had changed so drastically. His future had been altered but only for what seemed like a moment. Then it was back to normal again. Only a hole was left in his heart that he knew would never fully mend.

      A swift intake of breath from Aulora had him focusing on her face as she gave him what he wanted. Her body squeezed his and he had no choice but to give into what her body demanded from his.

      They watched each other through their simultaneous climaxes. At the end, they both whispered, “I love you.”

      Never had he felt more for anyone. Not another soul. Aulora was it for him. He just wished like hell that time would pass rapidly, so he could ask her the question he wanted to so desperately.

      Pushing her damp bangs back off her forehead, he asked her one question that had been bobbing around his mind since they’d gotten serious. “Aulora, do you think you’ll ever want to have kids?”

      Her laugh was quick and caused him a sharp pain in the middle of his heart. “Kids? Not anytime soon.”

      He nodded, kissed the tip of her nose and rolled off her. Lying back on the bed, he pulled her to lay her head on his shoulder and wrapped his arm around her. Venturing a bit further into what he wanted to know, he asked, “Do you like kids?”

      “I haven’t been around any to know. I would guess I’d like mine,” she said then laughed again. “I’m only twenty-two, I have plenty of time to have kids. I want to focus on my art right now. I barely have time for you.”

      He nodded. He knew she was right. But he also knew he wanted to have kids sooner rather than later. And he had an offer on the table he couldn’t ignore.

      He hadn’t thought seriously about what had been asked of him. Until that very moment when Aulora told him kids weren’t anywhere near her mind at that time.

      “Aulora, how long do you think it will be before you want kids?”

      “I have no idea, really.” She leaned up on her elbow and looked down at him with a smile. “West, do you want me to have your baby or something like that?”

      His smile told her he did but his words came out, “No. I just want to know when you think that would be something you would want.”

      “So, you don’t want me to have your baby?” she asked with a frown, suddenly irritated that he’d bring up kids but not say he wanted them with her.

      “Not if you don’t want to. That’s not a thing I’d ever push on you. Parenthood isn’t a thing that should be forced. If you don’t want kids, then I just want to know that.”

      “I didn’t say I never wanted them. Just not now. With school, work, and my art that would be too difficult.”

      “You graduate in six months,” he reminded her. “Work, at that bar, is a thing that should end soon. Your work as an artist doesn’t conflict with pregnancy or raising children. I should think you could start thinking about having children as soon as one year from now.”

      “One year?” she asked with a high tone to her voice. “One year? Really? I think twenty-three is too young to have a baby. Especially, if you have no clue what to do with one. I’ve never changed a diaper, have you?”

      He looked at her for a moment, weighing his answer.

      “I have. It’s not so difficult.”

      “What about learning how to feed them? Remembering to feed them?” she asked him. “I have to set an alarm to remind me to feed Bruce.”

      “A baby pretty much lets you know when to feed them.” He pulled her back to lie in his arms, trying to settle her back down. Her brows had furrowed and she looked like she might be getting upset.

      “We don’t have to talk about this anymore. I can see you’re nowhere near ready.”

      “I feel like that means something to you, Weston. Does it?” she asked him, sensing him closing off a part of himself to her.

      “Let’s just go to sleep, peach. I shouldn’t have brought that up. It’s far too early in our relationship to ask such things.”

      She nodded and they closed their eyes as he wondered to himself why he wanted to force something that important so early in what they had. He knew deep down that it had everything to do with what he’d been asked.

      Once he’d loved another woman, a long time ago. Once they’d built dreams of a future together. That had all been lost and he knew that young love was nothing compared to what he’d found with Aulora. But something nagged at him about what he’d lost.

      He wondered if he’d be able to keep the thing he longed for at bay, long enough for Aulora to want to give him what he so desperately desired. Or would he eventually give in to the offer that was made to him?

      

      Chapter 3

      

      With a quick kiss, Weston left Aulora’s apartment early the next morning, so he could go out to his place and get ready for his work day. Aulora didn’t have to be in her first class until ten, so she went back to bed shortly after feeding the cat and letting him out for a minute. The cold air had him right back at the door, meowing to be let in.

      Cozying up on the small sofa with him, she found her phone ringing and saw it was Brittany.

      “Early for you, isn’t it?” she answered the phone.

      “It is,” Britt replied. “And how was your evening, if I may ask?”

      “Great. Well, anytime with West is always great. That sounds so weird coming out of my mouth. But it’s true. And yours?”

      “I met someone last night,” Britt told her. “He’s tall, dark, and extremely handsome and I know this might sound insane but Aullie I think he might be the one!”

      Aullie sat up straight. “Huh?”

      “I met him at the beginning of my shift and he hung out the whole night and we went out for breakfast when I got off and we talked until the sun came up. That’s why I’m calling you so early. I haven’t even gone to bed yet. It was amazing!”

      “His name?” Aullie asked as she tapped her fingertip to her chin. Her friend’s news had ignited something inside of her. Was that jealousy she was feeling?

      “His name is Julio Garcia. He’s a Latino. My parents will be thrilled,” she gushed. “We talked about everything. Our hopes for the future…”

      “And what are they?” Aullie interrupted.

      “Kids, a big house, great jobs. He already has one. He’s a manager at a car dealership. He’s living in an apartment in Queens but he’d love to get a house. And he already told me to stop by the dealership, later on, today and he’s going to set me up in a demo car. Can you believe that?”

      “I can’t believe you’d let him do that,” Aullie said as she shook her head. “You’d let him take care of you that much?”

      “I don’t see why not,” Brittany said with an air of agitation to her voice. “He and I are like complete soul mates. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “I wouldn’t?” Aullie asked with more than a bit of anger in her voice. “I think Weston and I are pretty damn close to being soul mates. So, I think I should understand what the hell you’re saying, Britt.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re not as committed as we are,” Brittany touted, further aggravating Aullie. “He wants three kids, just like I’ve always wanted. We’re both dog people. We both love beef enchiladas and raspberry tea. It’s like he was cut from the same cloth I was. When he touched me, I felt like electricity went all the way through me.”

      “Did you have sex with him?” Aullie asked as chills ran through her. When she and Weston touched, the same thing happened. She thought that meant they had a special connection. But if Brittany had found the same thing with a random stranger, maybe it wasn’t so damn special after all.

      “Sex, no,” Britt said. “We made out hardcore, though. I thought you’d be more excited for me, Aullie. You’re kind of making me feel like you don’t care.”

      “I care,” Aullie said, beginning to feel bad about not being there for the one woman she was actually close to. “I’m happy for you. I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’ll come to the bar again tonight. You can meet him then,” she said. “Aullie, are you feeling okay? You sound a little down in the dumps.”

      “I wasn’t down. I was pretty damn great.”

      “Until I called you?” she asked.

      “Well, yeah. It’s not your fault. It’s mine. You see, last night Weston asked me about when I’d be ready to have kids and I told him it would be a good while from now. And you felt confident telling a man you didn’t even know about your feelings where kids were concerned. It makes me feel like something’s wrong with me.”

      “Nothing’s wrong with you. I wear my heart on my sleeve is all. You keep yourself wrapped up in a tiny bundle that few get to know very well.”

      Aullie thought about what she’d said and felt like her friend was right. “I don’t want to be a closed off person. Not where Weston is concerned.”

      “Then open up to him about everything. Really let him know who you are and what you’re about.”

      “Even I don’t know that. The only thing I know for certain is that I love to paint and would do it even if none of my art ever sold. And I do love that man. That’s all I know.” Bruce crawled onto her lap as if to remind her of his existence as he purred, loudly. “Oh, and I love my kitty cat, Bruce too.”

      “Okay. But what about other things, Aullie. Think about it. How many kids do you see in your future?”

      “So much talk about kids I’ve heard in the last twelve hours. They aren’t a thing I’ve ever thought about. Don’t ask me why because I don’t know. I just have never contemplated anything past graduating from college.”

      “That’s a bit shallow, don’t you think, Aullie?”

      “Maybe. Damn! I gotta go, Britt. I’m happy for you and can’t wait to meet this man who’s swept you off your proverbial feet. Have a great morning and I’ll see you tonight at work.”

      “You sound mad,” Brittany said, making Aullie feel even worse.

      “I’m not mad. I’m just aggravated at myself. I just want to go take a long bath and reflect on my life.”

      “Okay, sorry for upsetting you. It wasn’t my intention. Bye.”

      Aullie ended the call without so much as a goodbye. Her mind was elsewhere. On one hand, she thought her friend was moving way too fast. One the other, she wondered why she held back so much.

      With a tickle to Bruce’s ear, she mumbled, “I’m a mess, kitty.”

      He meowed and she was unsure if he was agreeing with her or trying to tell her she wasn’t such a mess. But she knew, deep inside, that she was. And Weston had tried to have an adult conversation with her about kids and she had laughed.

      Like a child too young to understand adult relationships, she’d laughed when the man she loved tried to have a real conversation with her about what he wanted in his life.

      What the hell was wrong with her?

      

      Chapter 4

      

      “Peach, I have a meeting out of town. I’ll be gone for the night,” Weston told her over the phone as she made her way into work. She noticed a brand new Nissan Sentra in the employee parking area and figured it must belong to Brittany.

      “Oh, okay. That’s alright, I have early classes tomorrow, anyway. I’ll miss you,” she told him. “And when we get together on Sunday I want to talk about that baby thing we were talking about last night. I’ve been thinking about all of that.”

      “You do?” he sounded happy and more than a bit surprised. “I can’t wait!”

      Odd sensations ran through her with his obvious excitement. “Want to tell me where you’re going?”

      “I can’t. More of that business that it’s better you don’t know a thing about.”

      “Are you a spy, West?” she asked with a giggle.

      His silence had her giggle stopping. “Aulora of course, I’m not a spy. I just have to try to settle something. I’ll call you tomorrow when I get back.”

      “And where is it you’re going?” she asked, beginning to feel odd about all his secrecy. Surely, she could know the town he was going to.

      “Los Angeles,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Love you, peach.”

      “Love you too,” she said then ended the call.

      Something about it all was unsettling. What was in L.A. and why did it come up all of a sudden?

      Brittany met her at the door and pointed out her new car. “Did you see it, Aullie?”

      “I did,” she said as she gave her a smile. “It’s a great looking car. And I’m sure you enjoyed the heat that your old car didn’t have.”

      “Boy, did I!” she said as she gazed out at her new car then closed the door. “Julio took mine in trade. That POS is history.”

      “And now you have payments, huh?” Aullie asked as she made her way to the back area to take off her bulky coat and put on her waitress gear.

      She nodded. “They’re really low, though. I can afford them. Not that I have to. Julio said he’ll pay them for me.”

      “And the full coverage insurance too?” Aullie asked, feeling that green monster rising inside of her.

      “You seem kind of, oh what’s the word, bitchy! Yeah, that’s it. Bitchy!” Brittany turned on her heel and walked away from Aullie.

      Aullie stopped and thought about running after her and apologizing for her behavior. She knew she was wrong to be taking her own petty jealousies out on her friend.

      Weston had offered her a car to use. She’s the one who turned it down. He’d offered her to come live in his mansion. She was solely responsible for turning that down too. So, why was she mad that her friend didn’t take the road she had?

      Going into the back, she heard Eric’s annoying voice talking on the phone to corporate, she supposed. He was using words like bottom line and costs of inventory. She was quiet when she put her things away but somehow, he’d heard her.

      When he got off the phone, he called out to her.

      “I need you to come here, Aullie.”

      With a silent sigh, she put on her apron and went to see what the little troll could possibly want. “Yes, Eric?” She stepped into his office.

      He looked at her for a moment then said. “I’m making you an assistant manager. Corporate is pleased with your work and they told me to give you the position. It means you’ll be on salary and I’ll need you to be here more hours than you usually are. Starting tomorrow, you’ll be coming in at four and staying until one. I’ll be here until eight then the bar will be yours to handle. Great, huh?”

      “Not great!” she said as she was astounded that anyone thought they could throw so much on her without even asking her what she wanted to do. “I don’t want that at all!”

      “It’s more money,” he said as he wore a stunned expression. “I hear you complaining about money all the time, Aullie. So, now you won’t have any reason to complain. The salary is nearly what I make.”

      “This isn’t my career. Ask Brittany to do it. This is what she wants to do with her life. Not me. I’m an artist,” she said as she tapped her chest. “This isn’t all there is for me. For her, it is.”

      “Excuse me?” came Britt’s voice from behind her. “Are you talking about me?”

      “She is,” Eric said with a sniveling, little, ratty voice. “I handed her a job and she wants to hand it to you. What she doesn’t seem to understand is corporate decided who got that job. I can’t hand it over to anyone but her.”

      Brittany stomped her foot and made a huge huffing sound then turned around and walked away. Aullie looked at Eric. “I don’t want that job. Let corporate know that.” Then she spun around and left his office too, leaving him with a gaping jaw and no assistant at all.

      The night was busy for the middle of the week and when a woman walked through the door, Aullie nearly dropped her tray of drinks. When the woman was seated in her section, she found her nerves were on edge. It was Weston’s cousin, Hayley.

      She’d not been introduced to her yet. She didn’t know if she should do that herself or not. So, she thought to herself that Weston must’ve surely told his favorite cousin about her. When she told the gorgeous woman her name surely, she’d know who she was then and the awkwardness she was feeling would go away.

      Placing a coaster on the table in front of her, she said, “Hello, my name is Aulora and I’ll be taking care of you tonight. What can I get for you?”

      “Aulora?” the woman asked, making Aullie think she did know who she was. Then she pointed to her name tag. “That says something different.”

      Aullie fingered the name tag. “Oh, yeah. That’s my nickname. It’s pronounced, Ollie.”

      “Anyway, Aullie, I’d like a Gin and tonic and something to eat. What’s good here?”

      “Um, chicken wings and nachos. But with a Gin and tonic, I’d suggest maybe our fried veggie basket, instead.” She held her pen to the pad and waited for her to decide, feeling as inadequate as she’d ever felt, in the gorgeous woman’s presence.

      “Yuk,” she said with an air of disgust. “On second thought, I’ll wait until I get to Los Angeles.”

      The thought that she was headed to Los Angeles too was too much for her and she asked, “Oh. When are you heading out of here?”

      “Soon,” she said then tapped her long and expensive nails on the table. “I’m waiting for my boyfriend to get off work, so we can head out.”

      The word, boyfriend, made her wonder who the hell that would be. The woman just lost her husband after all. She phrased her next question very carefully, “Oh yeah? I suppose you’re meeting him at the airport that’s fifteen minutes away from here?”

      “Yes.” She leaned in and said in a hushed voice, “He comes in here a lot. I was wondering why and the truth is I can’t see it. He’s wealthy and quite frankly, above this place. I’ve been trying to figure out what he’s been up to when he’s not with me. And when I found out he was spending so much time here, it made me curious.”

      “If he’s your boyfriend, why don’t you know more about why he comes in here? I mean, how close are you two, really?” Aullie found herself asking a question which was none of her business.

      The way Hayley eyed her had her getting nervous again. “I don’t usually talk about my private life but you just have this kind of wise air about yourself. Like you’ve been through some shit, yourself. Do you have a minute to spare a fellow female to give a bit of advice? I don’t have many friends who’ll tell me the truth if it will hurt me.”

      “Give me a sec and I’ll grab your drink and be right back.” Aullie hauled ass to turn in the drink order and get someone to cover for her, so she could see what the woman was going to say. When Britt came up to turn in an order, she asked, “Britt, I know you’re mad at me. That woman who just came in is Weston’s cousin. She doesn’t realize I’m the girl he’s with. She wants to talk and I desperately want to listen to her. Could you cover for me while I talk to her? I’ll give you a break for as long as you want afterward.”

      She looked at her for a moment then said, “Sure.”

      “Thanks,” Aullie said then picked up the drink and went back to the table where Hayley was waiting for her. She placed the drink in front of her then slid into the opposite side of the small booth. “Okay, I’m covered. So, bend my ear, miss?”

      “Oh, how rude.” She extended her hand across the table. “My name’s Hayley Stiller.”

      “Hi, Hayley, it’s nice to meet you. Now, what do you need to talk about?”

      “Okay, first, thanks for taking time for me. It’s not often you find someone who’ll do that for a person they don’t know. But I’m kind of desperate.”

      “Not a problem. Bars are a natural place to talk without fear of persecution. So, tell me what has you upset or worried.”

      “My husband of ten years was killed a few weeks ago. And that was a real tragedy.”

      “Yet, you have a boyfriend,” Aullie brought up.

      “Okay, about him. He’s not really my boyfriend. I want him to be but for now, he’s just a man from my past who’s helping me to find out who killed my husband.”

      Aullie’s head was telling her Weston was not a cousin to this woman. “A man from your past?”

      “Well, Weston is more than just a man from my past.”

      Aullie’s entire body went tense the moment she said his name. Now she knew they weren’t cousins. “What is he?”

      “He and I were married once. And we had a baby.”

      Aullie’s heart stopped. Weston had been married to the gorgeous, rich woman who sat across from her and they had a baby together. “And where is the child now?”

      “He was killed in a car wreck we had when he was just two months old,” she told Aullie, making her heart pound.

      She reached across the table and took her hand that was nervously tapping the top of her short glass. “My, God! I’m so sorry to hear that. That must haunt you.”

      “It does. Like one can’t realize. You see, Weston and I fought so badly after that happened. He was driving. We lived in Los Angeles at that time. I blamed him at the time. Even though he wasn’t really to blame. The car in front of us stopped, suddenly and he hit the back of them and a truck plowed into the back of us. The baby was in his car seat in the middle of the back seat, the safest place in a car, but he was injured anyway. They kept him on life support for a week before we decided to let him go. He left us on tomorrow’s date. That’s why he and I are flying to L.A. we’ve never gone to his grave together since we buried him, ten years ago.”

      “And why is that?” Aullie asked.

      “Weston and I were high school sweethearts. Though unintentional, we found ourselves pregnant only one month after graduation. He married me and we were pretty happy up until our son’s death. Like I said, I blamed him and only a couple of months after we buried our baby, I left him and asked for a divorce which he granted me without a problem. I was paid a hefty sum by him as a settlement, making me a rich woman.”

      “How fortunate for you,” Aullie said, trying to keep the anger that was building inside her controlled.

      “Yes, well, Weston is a wonderful man. He always has been. I lost sight of that when I got so angry about losing our son. I went off and met another man and married him within that year. And Weston and I didn’t talk at all. Until my husband was killed a few weeks ago.”

      “And why did you contact him?” Aullie asked as she was confused about how the woman actually felt about Weston.

      “I’ve missed him for the last few years. I realized I was wrong for blaming him and I was wrong for leaving him to deal with his grief over the loss of our son. I wanted to not only make amends, I wanted him back. And when my husband was killed, I suddenly found myself in a position to get back into his life.”

      “So, you asked him for his help in finding your husband’s killer or something like that?”

      Hayley nodded. “Yes. I used that to get to him. You see, there really is no need to try to find who killed my husband. He was in the mafia.”

      “Oh, shit!” Aullie said with a hushed tone.

      “Yes,” Hayley said. “I knew it could happen to him. And I used that to get Weston to talk to me. He’s a good man. Like I said. And I thought since he was still single that we could pick up where we left off. More than anything else, I wanted us to have another baby. I long to see that little face again. A perfect mixture of he and I.”

      Aullie felt a lump in her stomach and it moved clear up to her throat. She swallowed it back and said, “And he’s not into it?”

      When Hayley shook her head, sadly, Aullie felt the tiniest bit of relief. Weston had turned her down!

      “I am hoping that when we visit our son’s grave together that he’ll reconsider my offer. You see, I’ve told him I want him back and I want us to have a child right away.”

      “And he’s said?” Aullie asked with terror flowing through her.

      “Well, he told me this morning that he’d think about it.”

      Aullie nearly fell out of the booth and onto the floor. She wanted to run and hide and cry her eyes out but something told her to ask a bit more. “This morning? And up until this morning, he’s said no to you?”

      She nodded. “I asked him yesterday evening when we went out to dinner if we could go to L.A. tonight. I asked him to give us that closure if he wanted closure. Then, if he really didn’t want to go back to what we had, I’d leave him alone.”

      “Would you really be able to do that?” Aullie asked as she could see the woman was desperate to have him back and have a child with him again.

      “I would. He’s too good of a man to continue to harass. But I want him back so desperately, I’m afraid of what I’ll do if he doesn’t take me back. Not that I’m suicidal or anything. Just that I’d make a damn fool out of myself. So, that’s why I’m asking you, a person who has no stake in this at all, what should I do? My friends tell me to keep up the pressure and he’ll cave, eventually. But my mind is telling me he may have someone else that he’s not telling me about.”

      “And if he did have someone else, why wouldn’t he tell you about her?”

      “For fear of hurting me. He’s a good man. And on the anniversary of our son’s death, that’s the last thing he’d do is hurt me. But I might be delusional. I might be spinning my wheels and getting my hopes up. If they’re dashed, it might hurt nearly as bad as the day we lost Weston Junior.”

      Aullie bit her lower lip. How could she answer the woman who now she felt terrible for? She wasn’t a third party with no stake in anything to do with Hayley or Weston. Aullie was at a crossroads she never saw herself coming to.

      “Do you really think you and he could go back to the way things were?” Aullie asked. “I mean if he does have someone, that is?”

      Her eyes narrowed and she picked up her phone and pulled up a picture of Weston. “Look at this man. He’s striking. Surely, if he comes in here a lot, you’d recognize him and tell me if he comes in here with a woman.”

      Weston’s handsome face filled the other woman’s phone screen and made Aullie want to crawl into a hole a die. “Nope, I’ve never seen him,” she lied.

      She didn’t know what else to do. Tell the woman it was she who he loved?

      “Are you sure? He comes in here often. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve texted him and he told me he was here with his friends, having drinks. As a matter of fact, the night after my husband’s funeral, I called him and he was right here in this bar. He met with me that night.”

      So, she was the reason he’d left that first night!

      Now, Aullie was growing furious with the man. From day one he’d known his ex-wife and mother of his dead son wanted him back and he still went forward with trying to make a relationship with her. He knew exactly what he was doing and he hid it all!

      “If there is another woman, what will that mean to you?” Aullie asked.

      “I’m not sure. I can’t say. You see, he’s not exactly acting like the same man. When I tried to kiss him, he stopped me, citing that he couldn’t fall back in love with me so fast. Not after all that has happened. I hurt him terribly when I blamed him and left him. And it may be a thing that stops us from getting back together. But I think, if there is another woman, then it can’t be too serious or he wouldn’t be telling me he would think about it.”

      “You’re right. What he has must not be as stable as it might seem to be. I wonder if he’s told this other woman about you,” Aullie mused as she found her head going light.

      “I don’t know. I don’t know much anymore. I just know I want him back and I want his baby again.”

      Aullie nodded then said, “If you want to know what I’d do, I’d do nothing. I’d never want to go back to what I had before. I’d move on to another future. But that’s just me.” She felt a bit of guilt with her words. “Now, you might want to do the opposite. I’ve been told I don’t really have what it takes to be in a committed relationship. Something I was blind to but now I’m seeing a lot more clearly.”

      “If I want him, I should do everything I can to get him. Is that what you’re saying?” Hayley asked.

      With a nod, Aullie gave the woman the answer she wanted to hear. Aullie was no fool. She knew telling that woman to move on and forget about Weston would go through one ear and right out the other. So, she told her what she wanted to hear, “Go for it.” Then Aullie added, “But you may have a fight on your hands if there is another woman. A woman who may love him as much as you do if not more.”

      “I know that,” Hayley said then took a sip of her drink. “But he has to have a deeper love for me than someone new, right?”

      All Aullie could do was shrug. “I have no idea, Hayley. None.”

      Aulora felt hollow and unsettled. In the matter of a few minutes her world had been nearly destroyed. Was she still breathing? Yes, but barely.

      “Well, I think I have to try,” Hayley said then laid a twenty on the table. “Thanks for your help, Aullie. It’s greatly appreciated.”

      “Sure thing, Hayley. I hope things go the best way possible for you. I really do hope that. And I’m sorry about your baby boy. That’s a heartache no one should have to go through.

      It occurred to her that Weston shared that heartache and never saw fit to talk to her about such a personal thing. Maybe they weren’t nearly as close as she thought they were. And with his talk about having babies, she was sure he wanted that wound to heal with a new baby, much the same as Hayley did.

      Would she be wrong in confronting Weston about the whole thing?

      He was an injured party too. And he obviously didn’t have the strong feelings for her, she thought he did. He’d have told her about the baby and the ex-wife if that were the case.

      Aullie found herself walking the woman to the door and when Hayley hugged her, she nearly broke down and told her everything. But she stopped herself from doing that.

      “Good luck, Hayley.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to need it,” Hayley replied then left the bar.

      With a heavy heart, Aullie went to the bathroom where she promptly fell apart.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      When his cell rang at fifteen after nine that night, he felt a chill run through him. It was Aulora and he was steps away from getting on the jet, Hayley waited for him on.

      After looking at the screen for a while, he swiped it. “Hello, peach.”

      “Hey,” came her sad voice.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her with concern.

      “West, I know you told me you’re going to Los Angeles and I know you told me it was best if I don’t know. But can you explain to me why that is?”

      He was stumped for an answer. How could he tell her it would hurt her to know he was taking his ex-wife to visit the grave of their dead son? Who would take that well?

      “How about we talk about that tomorrow when I get back?” he tried to stall her.

      “I’d really like it if you could tell me now.”

      “I’m about to get on the jet right now. I really must hurry.”

      “West, do you really love me the way you say you do?” her question made his heart race.

      “Of course, Aulora. Why would you ask such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” she said then sighed so heavily he heard it over the phone. “Are you sure you don’t want to tell me why you’re going?”

      He was positive he didn’t want to tell her why he was taking his ex-wife anywhere. He hadn’t even told her he had an ex-wife. And no present girlfriend can take hearing that their man is heading off anywhere with their ex. “Aulora, we can talk when I get back.”

      “Are you sure?” she asked him and he could swear he heard tears threaded in her voice. “Will you tell me everything when you get back?”

      Would he?

      He didn’t know what to say. He’d told Hayley that he’d think about getting back together with her. He too wanted a baby in his life again. He loved Aulora but there was still a strand of love in his heart for Hayley too. And Hayley wanted to go for it. Hayley wanted to start a family right away.

      They had been happy until the accident, he kept telling himself. And he had no idea if he’d be able to talk to Aulora about the son he lost and the wife he lost right along with him. “We’ll see.”

      “We’ll see?” she asked, sounding hurt.

      “Do you have something you’d like to say to me, Aulora?” he asked as he felt she too was hiding something.

      “No,” she said, quietly. “No, Weston. I want you to know I love you. I want you to know that I can see a future with you. I want you to know that children are in that future. I’m not going to lie and tell you what I know you want to hear. It will be a few years before I start to get ready for them. If you truly love me, you can wait for that. If you don’t then you’ll move on. I just want to say this to you, love is what a relationship should be based on. Nothing else. Do you think the same way?”

      He wasn’t sure about that. “I think love should be at the core. Then there’re are a number of other things to consider as well. Like what you both see in the future. You see, I don’t want to lie to you, either. I want a child. I want to start a family.”

      “We’ve only been together for a week, Weston.”

      Her words brought another round of chills to attack his body and he shivered. She was right after all. And it wasn’t her fault his ex had put the thought of seeing a baby with his eyes into his head. “You’re right. You are absolutely right.”

      “So?” she asked.

      “So, you are right. You and I have only been together, solidly, for one week. And it’s not even fair for me to ask you such a thing. I know this. I do. And when I get back, you and I can sit down and discuss things. For now, though I must get on the jet and attend to some business.”

      “Are you coming back to me, West?” her words caught him off guard.

      Was he?

      Or was he seriously considering what Hayley was offering? “We can talk when I get back,” that was all he could say.

      He knew he was keeping her dangling on the end of his line. While fishing off the other side of the boat too. But he didn’t know what else to do. He needed to be true to himself too, didn’t he?

      It wasn’t anyone’s fault the women coincided in his life on the same damn night. Was it?

      “I love you,” he said. “I’ll call you tomorrow when I get back.”

      “I love you too,” Aullie said then ended the call.

      Her heart was so heavy, she couldn’t think. She went to the back, took off her apron and hung it up then put her heavy coat on and left the bar without clocking out or saying a word to anyone.

      

      Chapter 6

      

      The jet’s interior was small. But the leather chairs and the granite table tops made it seem much more glamorous than it really was. Weston took the last step into the cabin, finding Hayley already seated with a glass of wine in her hand. “Hi,” he said with a weak smile.

      Her smile was just as weak as she patted the seat across the aisle from hers. “Are you ready to go?”

      He nodded and took the seat. The pilot came out of the small cockpit. “Are we ready to go, Mr. Calloway?”

      “We are,” he told him.

      The plan was to get to L.A. that night. He’d already reserved them two hotel rooms and in the morning, they’d go eat breakfast then go to visit their son’s grave. They’d leave him some flowers then jet back to New York. But he could tell that Hayley wasn’t going to let the opportunity to get to him go by.

      She licked her lips and placed the empty glass in the holder next to her. The liquid courage was already coursing through her system and the door to the bedroom in the back of the cabin was open. She’d already been in there and it made him nervous.

      “I talked to someone this evening while I waited for you to get off work,” she said.

      The engine started and the plane began to move. And, for some reason, Weston’s heart began to ache. “You talked to someone? About what?”

      “About you and me and what we lost and how I have to take a lot of the blame for that,” she said.

      He hated when she did that. “I’ve told you countless times not to say that. You and I were damn kids, Hayley. You were only nineteen, for the love of God. You’d just lost your first born and you lost him while I was at the wheel. I can’t fault you for how you felt about that.”

      Her hand moved over his and he let her hold his hand. “I left you to grieve alone and not only over your son but over us as well. We’d been together for a year and a half before our son came along. I was your first love, Weston.”

      “And I was yours,” he said as he looked into her violet eyes.

      He’d looked into those eyes so many times with nothing but love. Some of that love was still there but most of it was just gone. Ten years is a long time to try to keep something up that was completely thrown away.

      “You were,” she said as the plane began to ascend into the night sky. They held hands as it went up and Weston had to confess he felt something.

      When the plane leveled off, he got up and poured himself a Scotch and refilled her wine glass. “I’ve been keeping secrets, Hayley. And I think it’s time to make a confession.”

      “You have a girlfriend,” she said as he handed her the wine glass.

      She’d surprised him and he nodded then sat back down. “And I love her.”

      “More than the love you have for me?” she asked then sipped her drink.

      He nodded again and he felt bad when she closed her eyes. “But she and I aren’t nearly ready to get married and start a family.”

      Hayley breathed out a sigh of relief. “And we are.”

      He shrugged and took a long drink. “But I love her. So, you can see my quandary.”

      “I can. Believe me, I can. The young woman I talked to helped me to see the other woman’s point of view a bit better. You see, I’ve thought you had another woman in your life.”

      “I wouldn’t call her another woman, Hayley. She’s really been the only woman. Your husband hasn’t been dead a month and already you’re looking to get hitched to me again. That’s cause for concern, don’t you agree?”

      “No,” she said and placed her wine glass back in the holder. “Look, we’ve wasted ten years. I don’t think we should waste any more time. We know we have love for each other.”

      He held up his hand to stop her. “Listen, there is love between us. Maybe there always will be. But I talked to you based on finding out who it was that killed your husband and for no other reason. I had no intention of rekindling our relationship.”

      “About that,” she said, looking a bit sheepish. “You can call off your spies. My husband was involved in an organization that you nor your spies need to get involved with. I knew the risks he was taking. I don’t want you to take any more risks and find yourself or someone you hired, dead.”

      “Shit! Are you fucking serious?” Weston stood and paced in the tiny cabin. “Hayley, how could you?”

      “I’ve wanted you back for the last few years. I just didn’t know how to get out of my marriage and get back to you,” she confessed.

      “How selfish! How God damned selfish!” He went to the back and saw rose petals had been spread all over the bed. A thing he’d done for her when they first made love.

      He picked one of the pink petals up and rubbed it between his fingertips. His heart felt warm and when he felt her arms go around his waist and her head lay against his back, he felt something. He wasn’t sure what but he did feel something.

      “I miss him,” she mumbled.

      “I’m sure you do. He was your husband for ten years. You’re bound to miss him.”

      “No, I mean that young man you were. I miss him. I miss that guy. That guy who’d take me to the beach and we’d play in the waves then make out in the sand or inside of an empty lifeguard tower.”

      He chuckled then stopped as he thought she should be missing the man she’d had a life with for the last ten years. He turned around and held her then kissed the top of her head.

      “Hayley, you should be thinking about your husband, not me.”

      “You are my husband. When I think of you, I think that. You were my first love. My first husband. The first man I had a baby with. The first man I lost a baby with. You were my first everything.”

      “Including your first divorce,” he reminded her.

      “Can’t you forgive me for that?” she asked as she looked up at him.

      He took her chin in his hand. “I forgave you for that the moment you left me. But I can’t forget that and I can’t stop thinking how you say you’ve been thinking about me for the last three years while you were with the man you were married to. That’s more than a bit off-putting.”

      “You want me to lie about how I’ve felt?” she asked him then reached down to pick up a pink rose petal. “I remembered all these years how you covered your bed in these that night we first made love in your bedroom. I want us to climb under that blanket and go right back to that night. I swear to you, if you don’t feel a thing, we can end it right then and there. But if you do, then I want you to give us another chance.”

      “You do realize that I have an idea you’re on no birth control. If I did such a thing and felt nothing close to what I’d need to feel to start over with you, then I’d have run the risk of getting you pregnant and ending what I have been building with another woman, right?”

      She nodded and smiled. “If I did get pregnant then it would mean this is meant to be. Don’t you think?”

      He looked at her and wondered how her mind worked in such ways. He couldn’t deny they still had some chemistry. Nothing nearly as strong as what he shared with Aulora, though.

      Weston sat on the edge of the bed and pulled Hayley down to sit next to him. “I can’t do this to you. I can’t tell you what it is you want to hear. I love another woman.”

      “Who isn’t ready to invest in you the way I am,” she added.

      “That said, what if we did have another child and lost that one too. You’d leave me again, possibly. We both know you can get right back into that mindset if the worst happens. And I’d have lost a true love. Not that you weren’t one because you were back then. But I’d have lost a future with someone wonderful. Maybe someone I was meant to be with.”

      “Am I a fool?” she asked him as she laid her head on his shoulder. “The waitress at the bar told me I wasn’t being a fool to go for what I wanted. She told me to go for it. And now that I have, I feel kind of foolish. Maybe taking the advice of Aullie was a mistake.”

      He blinked a few times then asked, “Aullie? That’s an odd name.”

      “I know it is. And the young lady it belonged to was kind of a contradiction if you ask me. She introduced herself as Aulora then when I pointed out her name tag, she changed it. And she was this kind of hippy chick but I could see she had something regal to her too. An air of wealth. You know how the aristocrats have that air about them? Well, she had that but it was only slightly covered up with a veil of aloofness. She was an odd girl. I realize now she had a sadness about her. Perhaps her heart had been too freshly broken to give me any good advice.”

      Weston knew all too well just how freshly broken her heart must’ve been. She’d found out his secrets and not from him. What would he find when he returned home?

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Unexpected Wealth Part Six

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      Weston and Hayley watched the sunrise over the Pacific Ocean while they sipped on coffee. The steam flowed around the brims of their cream colored, tall cups as they stood, in silence, remembering the baby they’d shared and how much they’d loved him and each other ten years earlier.

      “If she was out of the picture, then would you consider giving us another chance, Weston?” Hayley asked him as she continued to stare out at the brightening sky.

      “I’m not sure, Hayley. You see, it’s not that I don’t forgive you for leaving me, it’s just that I can’t forget it. I was left all alone to grieve. My father was a thorn in my side at that time. Anytime he saw me looking even the slightest bit sad, he’d say that I was much better off and that God made no mistakes. It was meant to ease my sorrow but it did exactly the opposite of that.”

      “I bet it did,” she agreed then turned to face him. “I am sorry. I can’t say that enough.”

      “And I know you are. But I was at my lowest, a time when a person needs the person they love to be there for them. You left me at my weakest moment. I loved you. I never saw it coming. While I can forgive you, I cannot forget about it.”

      She nodded and sipped her hot beverage. “Shall we go to his grave?”

      He took her hand and led her to the car he’d rented. Slipping into the driver’s seat, he couldn’t help but look at his cell that he’d left on the console. Even though it was nine in the morning in New York, Aulora had still not responded to the urgent text he’d left her the night before. He’d tried calling and she didn’t answer, which he’d figured she’d do. Then he left her a text, reminding her how they were in a committed relationship and simply ending things by shutting him out was not an option.

      But his silent phone let him know Aulora might not follow that cardinal rule. He tapped the screen and checked his social media to see if she’d been on any of that and found it was void of her dry humor style jokes she’d post each day.

      “She hasn’t responded to you, huh?” Hayley asked when he sat his phone down. “If I’d have known her name, I would’ve never told her all I did, Weston. You should’ve told me about her and what her name was and where she worked.”

      He pulled away from the curb and headed to the cemetery. “Ironically, I thought if you knew about her and where she worked or went to school that you’d go to her and tell her exactly what you did.”

      “That is ironic,” she mumbled. “And sad. I wouldn’t have done that to you. I feel bad that you think I would. I’m not some sneaky, underhanded bitch, Weston.”

      “I don’t know you anymore, Hayley. How was I to know what kind of person you’ve turned into in the last ten years? Hell, you told me you’d been thinking about me for the last three years of your marriage. I had no idea what you would be capable of.”

      Sadness spread over her face, making him feel bad for doing that to her. “I don’t think you’ll ever fully trust me again.”

      “I can’t,” he said, even though he knew that too was hurting her. He had to be truthful.

      As he slowed the car to turn into the cemetery, his heart froze. It always did when he came to see his son on the anniversary of the day he died. He went back in time. He was the nineteen-year-old kid, there to bury his baby.

      The tears had already begun to sting the backs of his eyes as he followed the narrow road around the many graves until they were near the back of the huge place. When he parked the car, he looked over and found Hayley was already crying.

      Getting out of the car, he came around and let her out, helping her out of the car. She leaned into his side as he ran his arm around her. So much like the day they had to lay their two-month-old down to rest in this place. A place that was never meant for babies or children.

      “Do you think he really went to Heaven, Weston?”

      “I know he did. Never doubt that. He was an innocent child. God welcomed him right back.” He gave her shoulders a squeeze and kissed the side of her head to comfort her.

      She was shaking as they approached the grave and she saw the tombstone. “It’s been about five years since I’ve come here,” she confessed. “I never came here with my husband.”

      “Did you tell him about our son?”

      “I did. But I didn’t elaborate on us or how much we loved one another. I was still blaming you, so I left out things like that. I only hated you back then. But I still should’ve come and left flowers on his grave. It was wrong of me not to.”

      “He’s not here,” Weston said in an attempt to absolve some of her guilt. “You probably thought about him now and then. He knows that.”

      “I have to admit that I pretty much blocked him out of my mind. Up until three years ago, when he entered it quite suddenly. And that’s when I started thinking about you again. And how great you were to me.”

      “I was pretty great, wasn’t I?” he asked with a light chuckle.

      “You were,” she said then turned her head and before he knew what was happening their eyes locked and their lips soon followed.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Staring at her cell with the text from Weston on it, letting her know their relationship trumped her running away from him or shutting him out, Aullie blinked back the tears. Tears had flowed from her burning eyes several times throughout the long and nearly sleepless night.

      Weston was in Los Angeles with the mother of his dead baby. His ex-wife. And he never felt the need to tell her a thing about either of them. She was numb and felt lost for the first time.

      Love hurt like hell and she finally understood the angst in some people’s art. The blackness of hell made sense to her in that moment. She felt like an empty abyss. And she hated it. She hated it so much more than she’d ever hated what her father had done to her and her mother.

      Weston Calloway was a liar!

      She felt sorry for him in a way. Because he was going to force her to talk to him and what she would say would hurt him. Aullie didn’t want to cause the man any more pain than he was suffering from the loss of his baby. But she couldn’t be with him. He’d lied to her about something important. And he was off with his ex-wife.

      That was unforgivable!

      Aullie tapped out a text to him to give him a chance to get out of the fight they’d surely have if he forced her to talk to him.

      -Weston, I know you want to talk but I can assure you, you will not like to hear what I have to say to you. So, here it goes; go be with your ex-wife if you want to. I don’t want to see you anymore. I can’t trust you. I knew this would end, badly. Thanks for the heartache, it’ll make some really dark artwork. Peace.-

      When she put the phone down on the table, she got up and a loud sob came out of her, unexpectedly. Running to the bathroom, she tripped over Bruce when he ran to her to see what the hell was wrong with her.

      She fell in a heap onto the floor, crying from sorrow, heartbreak, and some pain in her left ankle too. Bruce purred as he walked back and forth, rubbing her as he seemed to be trying to sooth her.

      “Mommy’s just breaking down, Bruce. Don’t worry,” she murmured between sobs. No reason for the cat to be brought into the shit she’d invited into her life.

      When her cell rang, she ignored the chiming that it made. She didn’t want to talk.

      Not to anyone!

      

      Chapter 3

      

      As if the Heaven’s had suddenly opened, rain began to fall on Weston’s back as he kissed his ex-wife at the end of their son’s grave. The water was nearly ice cold, rare for California rain, even in January.

      He took her hand and they ran back to the car, getting in and breathing hard, they looked at one another. There was heat in that kiss. Both had felt it.

      Weston panted then picked up his phone. Hayley shouted, “No! No, don’t do that! You know you felt something. Forget about her. I know you can forget about her if you give me a chance to remind you how much we loved one another. I know it! So, put the damn phone down. Delete her number!”

      He sat, staring at the woman he’d once loved. The only woman to ever carry his child. He weighed it all in his mind as he looked at her. Hayley wanted to get to it. She wanted a family, the same way he did. Aulora was not only a wild card but she assured him there would be a pretty good amount of time before she’d be ready for kids.

      Once his breathing went back to normal, his brain knew the answer. “I love her, Hayley.”

      “That kiss…”

      He held up his hand to stop her. “Was good. And maybe necessary for us. But it was a one-time thing. I love her. I don’t care that I’ll have to wait to have children with her. I will wait. I’m sorry we kissed. I’m sorry it meant more to you than it did to me.”

      “The truth is if she wasn’t in your life, then you’d give me a chance,” she said as he opened the text Aulora had sent him while they were out of the car.

      When his eyes drooped, she snatched the phone from him and smiled as she saw what Aulora had sent him. She not only let him go but she told him to be with her. She handed him the phone without saying a word. The ball was in her court and she knew it.

      “She’s just mad,” he said as he placed the phone in the console.

      “I’m still going to make her talk to me. We had a deal and that was part of it.”

      “That girl will rip you apart. She has that look about her. You sure you want to do that to yourself?”

      He wiped his eyes and pulled away from the grave as the rain continued to pour down in sheets. “Even if I have no one else, I’m not starting things back up with you. This trip was a mistake. I meant it to give you closure that you seemed to need. I didn’t need any. I got my closure when you married someone else. I was wrong for taking you on. I wanted to help you and all you want is, what you want.”

      “So, I’m selfish. That’s what you’re saying. I’m a selfish bitch!”

      “I didn’t call you a bitch. But you are being selfish and I should’ve listened to my head when it told me to leave you alone. I knew this would end up badly. And I may have lost the one woman who brings things out in me no one else ever has.”

      A heavy sigh came from Hayley along with her bursting into tears. “I love you! Damn it, Weston! She’s through with you! Please, give me a chance to prove to you I can be what you want.”

      He drove to the airport without answering her. He tried hard to block out her bawling and squalling. He’d forgotten how dramatic she could be. He wasn’t sure how he’d forgotten that.

      Hayley knew how to work him. She always had. He recalled the first time he asked her out. She was having a full-on pity party for herself, in the lunchroom of the high school they both went to, one afternoon. The boy she liked had turned her down when she asked him to the Sadie Hawkins dance. Weston saw her crying, all alone at a table, and asked her what was wrong. When he heard her woeful tale, he jumped in like a knight in shining armor and picked up the pieces, taking her to the dance and in grand style at that.

      The feelings they shared were slow to grow. After that first date, she kept showing up in the halls of their high school. Walking along side of him to his next class. He would reciprocate her gesture and started walking her to class, instead. Citing it was the man’s job to walk the young ladies to class, not vice versa.

      Before he realized what was happening, Hayley had insinuated herself into his life. Dropping by his home on Friday nights had him taking her with him to the ball games and then out for burgers afterward. Day by day, she crept in until he thought he’d found love. His first love.

      He treated her special after he realized they were actually dating. And when he took her virginity, he made it special for her. Weston realized he was that man. He was that guy who wanted to rescue women.

      And then he knew that was going to be his downfall. He needed to be with a woman who didn’t need him to fix her or help her. Aulora had never asked for his help, yet he’d given it to her in every way he could think of.

      She was mad at him for buying up all her artwork at that show. Even though she needed the damn money, she had been mad and asked him not to buy any more of it.

      Aulora wanted to make it all on her own and he had gotten in the way of that. Trying to fix things for her, instead of being by her side and helping her to deal with the outcome, whatever that might be.

      “Thank you, Hayley,” he said as they pulled into the busy LAX airport.

      “For what?” she said then sniffled.

      “For showing me what I’ve been doing wrong all these years. I’ve been trying to help women.”

      “That’s not a bad thing, Weston.”

      “But it is if you take away from them to do it. When I saw you crying, I just wanted to stop it. And what I did was unintentionally make you think of me as the go-to guy to ease your mind, your fears, your loneliness.”

      “And you’re great at doing that, Weston. Not every man cares that much,” she told him then ran her hand over his cheek. “That’s a great attribute.”

      Taking her hand, moving it back to her own lap, he left it there and she noticed that he no longer wanted her to touch him. But she thought it might stem from how he was reacting to her touch. It must spark something in him or he wouldn’t bother to get away from it.

      He saw her bite her lower lip and reach out to him again. “Stop that,” he warned her. “I can see what you’re trying to do. I don’t want to hurt you. Don’t make me.”

      “She doesn’t want you anymore,” she told him as they sat in the long line at the airport.

      “She’s just mad and that’s what she does when she’s mad.”

      “Shuts you out? That’s not healthy,” Hayley said, pissing Weston off.

      “You did that too, so don’t go judging her!” he shouted at her. “You know what, just be quiet. For now, be quiet.”

      He picked his cell back up and tapped in a message to Aulora.

      -I’ll take my chances. When I get back, I’m coming over to explain everything to you. I’m done hiding things.-

      Aulora was quick to text back.

      -Don’t!-

      -I am going to talk to you. Don’t even try to avoid me. I will find you and if you’re at work or school or any place public, it won’t stop me from talking to you. I know how you hate scenes, so you should make sure we’re someplace private when we talk. Your place or mine?- He texted back to her.

      A long time went by. He was able to move up a lot before she texted back.

      -Fine, it’s your funeral. I’ll be home. I’ve already called into work. I feel sick. Sick and tired!-

      “You should heed her warning, Weston. Why fight with her? She’s not going to take you back. You lied to her and went off with your ex-wife. Who you kissed.”

      Weston looked at her with a frown on his handsome face. “She doesn’t know that.”

      A sly grin curled her lips. “You will need to tell her that, you know. In the spirit of honesty.”

      He looked at the cars ahead of him. The way they were all in long rows of what seemed to be endless lines told him he’d be there a while. And he felt the heaviness begin to form in his chest.

      Honesty meant he’d need to tell her about the kiss. He’d need to be honest about it all. No more hiding anything. He felt like he may get defeated then he smiled as he thought about things.

      Aulora hadn’t told him a damn thing about her past!

      How could she fault him? She’d been as closed off with her past as he had! Loophole!

      The traffic began to move as if that was a sign that he was right. If she played the, he was a liar, card by his omissions, then he could play that card too. She hadn’t told him a damn thing about her past. Not that he hadn’t asked her. She just always seemed to steer the conversation into a different direction.

      “When we get back to New York I want you to know that I feel no need to talk to you anymore, Hayley.”

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes went wide. “Weston! You and I share…”

      His voice was stern when he said, “We don’t share anything anymore. It’s been ten damn years since we shared anything. That’s gone. I’m sorry we lost him, I am. But we did. And we lost our marriage and our relationship. It’s over, Hayley. End of story. It’s all over.”

      “She won’t take you back, Weston. Then what will you do? Call me and see if you can take these words back. I might not let you.” She crossed her arms over her chest and huffed.

      “We both know that you would, don’t lie to yourself, honey. But I won’t be doing that anyway. You see, I love that woman. I know she has a stubborn streak a mile wide. And I think I might have one too. Because I’m going to fight for her. I’m going to make sure she knows I’m not about to give up.”

      “So, the dream of having kids is over for you?” she asked. “I don’t see that.”

      “I can wait for her to be ready too. She’s young. I shouldn’t have even asked her to do such a thing. She deserves to get to have her youth. Just because we cut ours short doesn’t mean everyone has to. I love her, so I can wait.”

      “Noblw to a fault, aren’t you?” Hayley asked.

      He nodded. “You know what, I’ve been told that before. By Aulora. And I’ll tell you what I told her. I am.”

      The parking lot to drop off the rental car came up and he pulled into it. Parking the car, he got out and found Hayley waiting inside of it. He supposed she was waiting for him to open her door and do the gentlemanly thing. He shook his head and wiggled his finger at her.

      Opening the trunk, he put the two small bags on the back of the golf cart that came around to pick them up. Hayley finally got out of the car and that’s when he remembered he’d left his cell in it.

      Going back to get it and give the car one last look over, he found she’d sent a text to Aulora, telling her that they’d hooked up and she was sure he didn’t plan on letting her in on it but that she felt compelled to let her know, woman to woman.

      The grin on Hayley’s face was enough to make him want, for the first time ever, to slap the shit out of a woman!

      

      Chapter 4

      

      Her tears were burning trails down her cheeks when a text from the woman Weston was with came across the screen of her cell, making her throw the phone. Aulora had managed to pull herself together, somewhat. Then the damn message came in that broke her right back down.

      When would the torture end?

      A light knocking at her door had her trying desperately to wipe away the tears from her swollen eyes and make her way to the door. A thing she didn’t want to do but she knew it might be the landlady there to ask about the rent she was supposed to turn in that day but hadn’t built up the gumption to get dressed and go do that.

      As she pulled the door open, she mumbled, “I’m sorry. I have the money…” Aulora stopped talking and rubbed her eyes. Her vision was kind of blurry but she could swear she was looking at…

      “Aulora, we’ve been calling and calling,” her mother said.

      “And it looks like you’ve been crying,” her father said.

      “Dad?” she asked, not sure she was really seeing him.

      “Can we come in?” he asked.

      She stepped back, feeling even more numb, somehow. “Why are you here?”

      “Aulora!” her mother’s firm word came, quickly. “Your father has something to tell you. Please, hear him out.”

      “Why?” she asked, stunned.

      When he took her hand and led her to sit on her tiny sofa, he said, “Because I was a fool, sweetheart. I’m here to right the wrongs I’ve done to you both.”

      “But…,” she managed to get out but her mother stopped her.

      “Aulora, let him talk.”

      She sat quietly, waiting to hear what the man who’d dumped them had to say. But she didn’t want to. If she hadn’t just been put through the ringer and at her weakest moment ever, she’d have slammed the door in his face.

      “Honey, I married a woman a couple of years ago, and we’re having a baby,” her father said.

      “Congratulations?” she asked as she rubbed her tear swollen eyes.

      “Yes, that’s the appropriate thing to say,” her mother said as she sat next to her and put her arm around her. “Do you want to tell us why you’ve been crying?”

      “No,” came her quick answer. “I’d like to find out why either of you think I would care about this news. And I’m wondering why you care, Mom.”

      “Your father came to make amends, Aulora. Give him a chance. He’s your blood, you know.”

      Aullie looked at her father. He was all smiles and looking almost just like she remembered. She’d inherited his light blue eyes. His firm jaw was another thing she had like him. He was her father but not in the spirit of being an actual father.

      “Blood? What about the fact you left us, Dad? Am I just supposed to forgive and forget and move on? And just why would I do that?”

      “I don’t expect you to forgive me right away,” he said. “I know it’ll take some time. But I’m not going to leave you out of my life anymore. You’re going to be a big sister, Aulora. I want you to be in your sister’s life.”

      “You’re having another girl?” she asked as she settled into her mother’s side.

      “We are. You see, the woman I married has a huge heart. It was she who told me I should make amends with you and your mother. When I looked back at what I’d done to you both, it made me sick. And I know you can’t be expected to just accept me back into your life. But, honey, I don’t want you or your new baby sister to miss out on knowing each other because of what I did to you.”

      Her brain was in a spiral. Life was knocking her one way and then the other and she was feeling punch drunk. She was going to be a big sister at twenty-two-years-old. That felt weird, to say the least.

      “Dad, I don’t know what you expect out of me,” she said as she got up to go grab her a bottle of water out of her small fridge.

      “I expect you to let me do right by you. I expect you to feel welcome in my home with your stepmother, Clara. I expect you to enjoy your baby sister. And I expect you to accept my love for you and one day, I hope you can return that love. But I won’t press you about that,” he told her as he followed her into the kitchenette area. “First things, first.” He held out a keychain with three keys on it. One of them went to a car, she could tell as it was one of those chip like things. And the Mercedes emblem on the key fob was staring her in the face.

      “You brought me a car?” she asked, stunned.

      “I did. A brand new one. Your mother said you love bright colors, so I got you an electric blue one. I had to special order it. I hope you like it. If you don’t then we can always exchange it for something you do like. Not a problem, honey,” came his answer.

      She took the keys and held up the one that resembled a house key. “Is this to your home?”

      “Not that one. The other one is. I want you to come and go as you please in my home. It’s in upstate New York. Clara is dying to meet you. She’s hoping you’ll do a mural in your baby sister’s room for her. What do you say to that?”

      “I say, what’s this key for, Dad?” she asked him as she tried to grasp the reality of what the hell was happening to her.

      “That’s to your penthouse on Fifth Avenue, honey. Nothing too huge. Only five bedrooms and three living areas with a couple of dining areas too. And a full staff, of course,” he said with a huge grin.

      “Dad, I can’t afford…”

      His finger landed on her lips. “You can. You see, I owe you a shit-ton of child support. Which I asked a lawyer about and he came up with what I owe you and your mother. I’ve made accounts with that money for you both.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a bank card. “You’ll need to go by the bank at your earliest convenience to sign a couple of papers for them and the money will instantly be accessible.”

      “Isn’t this fantastic, sweetie?” her mother asked her as she came to them. “He bought me a penthouse in the same building yours is in. I’m just a brisk walk away from where you’ll live.”

      “I suppose you got a car too,” Aullie said with a frown.

      Her mother nodded and smiled. “Yes, your father has been very generous. You should try to, at the very least, act happy.”

      “What if I don’t want any of this?” Aullie asked them both.

      “This is all yours, by rights, Aulora,” her father told her as he pulled her in for a hug. “I’m sorry I did you so wrong. But that’s over now. You are my daughter. My first-born child. Not only have I given you all I should’ve been doling out to you all along, you will be my heir as well. You are a Wohrl. That means something.”

      “I stopped using that name. I go by Mom’s last name now.”

      “Not legally,” her mother reminded her.

      “Legally, you’re my daughter, Aulora. Now, come with us. I want you to throw on some clothes and get out of this ratty robe you have on. There’s so much I want to show you. You won’t be staying tonight in this dump. Your closets in the new penthouse have already been filled by a stylist your mother gave your sizes and style interests to.”

      “You’re going to love the clothes and shoes, the handbags, and jewelry!” her mother gushed.

      “This isn’t what I wanted,” Aullie said but her parents were having none of that.

      Her mother took her over, leading her to the bathroom and tossing her inside. “I’ll grab something from your closet. Shower!”

      Aullie stood in the bathroom, the set of keys still in her hand.

      What the hell just happened?

      

      Chapter 5

      

      Rain had delayed the private jet from taking off for four hours. When they arrived at JFK airport in New York, it was ten at night. Hayley had been eerily quiet all that time. Weston didn’t seem to care, though.

      “Care to share a cab, Weston?” she asked him as they walked out of the sliding glass doors.

      “No, I’m taking one to Aulora’s. Like I said before, I’m sorry about things and how they’ve gone but I’m done with you, Hayley. I do hope you have a nice life.” He opened the door of a waiting cab and she got into it. Then he closed the door as her mouth opened to say something else. He didn’t want to hear it anyway.

      Getting into the cab that was waiting right behind it, he gave the driver Aulora’s address and was headed that way. Pulling out his cell, he gave her a call. A call she didn’t answer. But he’d expected that.

      He sent her a text.

      -On my way to you.-

      Looking at the phone’s screen, he waited for a reply but got none. When they pulled up at the apartment building, he saw her Accord in its usual spot and grabbed his small overnight bag and got out of the cab. Quick steps took him to her apartment.

      Her door was slightly ajar. He pushed it open and found an older woman cleaning it. “Do you happen to know where the owner of this apartment is?” he asked her.

      She merely shrugged and said one word, “Moved.”

      “She moved?” he asked with shock reverberating the words he’d spoken.

      She nodded. “Moved.”

      “But her car is here,” he said as he leaned against the door frame.

      The woman shrugged again and he turned to leave as it was pretty obvious he’d get nowhere with her. A call to the cab company had another car coming for him. He caught the cab and headed to the bar she worked at.

      It was cold and rainy and Tackleman’s was packed for some reason. He headed inside and asked the hostess if Aullie was working to which he found out she’d quit earlier that same day.

      He left, stunned and stricken. Instead of calling another cab, he called her as he stood under the flimsy canvas roof that covered only part of the entrance. She didn’t answer and he ended his search for her for that night.

      A long ride back to his home left him wondering what the hell had happened to her. But that night wasn’t going to see him getting to talk to her, that much was obvious.

      -You moved. You quit your job. You left without your car. I need to know you’re okay. Please let me know that. I won’t be able to sleep until I know you’re alive and okay, Aulora. Please.- He texted her then waited for a reply.

      A beep let him know someone had texted him and he crossed his fingers before he looked at the phone.

      -She’s fine. She doesn’t wish to speak with you.-

      It was from her number but someone else was talking for her. That had him feeling a bit jittery. So, he texted back.

      -I want to talk to her. If I don’t hear her voice, then I’m going to call the cops and report her as abducted!!!-

      He hoped like hell that would get her to call him and when his phone rang, he answered it before it could make an entire ring, “Aulora!”

      “I’m fine. Leave me alone, Weston,” came her sweet voice. Yes, it was heavily laced with anger but it was her voice and to his ears, it was sweet.

      “Aulora, wait. I need to talk to you. You swore to me you’d allow that. We had a deal. I will hold you to it. You and I need to talk.”

      “No,” she said. “And I’m blocking your number. I talked to your ex-wife. She told me everything. She told me that you were going to lie to me. She told me you and she had sex. There may be a baby in your future. I’m not about to get in the way of that.”

      “She’s lying,” he managed to get in.

      “She said you’d say that. She said you had sex then you felt guilty and told her you couldn’t be with her because you love me. But the fact is she could be pregnant and I’m not getting in the middle of that. You screwed someone else, that’s a deal breaker and this is over. You’ve had your say. I don’t owe you anything else.”

      “She is lying and I swear that to you, Aulora. I swear it!” He was desperately trying to hold on to his composure but it was getting harder and harder to do.

      “She has no reason to lie but you do,” Aullie told him.

      “She does. She wants me back and she thinks if I don’t have you then I’ll go back to her. But I won’t be going back to her. Not ever. And really not now that she’s done this. Please, Aulora. Let me come to you, where ever you are now. Please, you will believe me if I can tell you everything face to face. I know you will.”

      “You’re right, I probably would believe you if we were face to face. You know why? Because I’d see that gorgeous face and you’d touch me just right and I’d want to believe you. But that would be stupid and I’m anything but stupid,” she said.

      A man’s voice in the background had the hairs on the back of Weston’s neck standing at full attention.

      “Who are you with?”

      “Never mind that. It’s none of your concern. I let you know that I’m okay. I’m more than okay if you’d like to know. Money isn’t an issue. I’m not a poor, little, starving artist any longer. I’m not in need of being rescued. And I think that would have you finding me not quite your cup of tea any longer. Along with believing your ex, I think you’d lose interest in me very quickly. I don’t need a thing anymore.”

      “And how the fuck did this happen in one day, Aulora?” he asked her in astonishment. “You quit your job, moved, and left your car behind. Who came and spirited you away so damn quickly?”

      “Not your business anymore, Weston. Hayley Stiller is your business. Maybe, if the pregnancy test comes back negative in a couple of months, I might think about talking to you as friends. Nothing more than that. If it comes back positive then I don’t want to speak to you again.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” he asked her in complete confusion.

      “Hayley said she’d give me a call in a couple of months when she could take a pregnancy test. She wants to let me know if you’re going to be a daddy again or not. If I may say so, I think that was cowardly of you to screw her when you knew she wanted to get pregnant with your baby and then tell her that you wouldn’t be staying with her. I didn’t think you were like that.”

      “I’m not like that!” he shouted at her. “She’s lying! She wants me to call her to bitch her out for it. I told her I wasn’t going to talk to her anymore. If you’d let me come see you, I could tell you everything. Every last detail. I was going to be completely open with you. You have to believe me!”

      She was silent and he took that as a sign that she was thinking about giving him a chance to explain. But then a man’s voice was in his ear, “She’s crying. I don’t know you but I don’t like the fact that she’s crying over you. When I found her earlier she was crying and refused to tell me why. I think I’ve figured that out now. Leave her alone or you will have me to deal with.”

      “And you are?” Weston asked.

      “Charles Wohrl. And you are?”

      “Weston Calloway.”

      “Great. Weston Calloway, stay away from Aulora.” And then the call was ended.

      When Weston tried to call right back he found he’d been blocked. Anger and frustration ruled him. He slammed his fist against the seat and cursed.

      She was with another man!

      

      Chapter 6

      

      Aulora went to bed that night with a glass of wine and a headache that could kill a horse. She’d never cried so much in her entire life. When she got the call from Hayley, she knew, without a doubt, she and Weston were over. They had to be.

      Her father had made sure she was settled into her new bedroom before he left her. He’d promised to send his driver for her around noon the next day, so she could come to his place in upstate New York and meet her new stepmother. It wasn’t anything she was looking forward to. But then again, she wasn’t looking forward to waking up ever again, either.

      Her new home was magnificent. Her mother had lent a hand in it. Her secrecy was more than a bit disturbing about the matter with her father. But her help in picking out things that would make Aullie feel at home in the place had helped.

      One of the living areas had been made into her art studio, complete with canvases of many sizes and every paint and brush in existence. She supposed any other person would be over the moon with what she had just been given. And she knew it was her birthright to have the things. But the loss of Weston overwhelmed her.

      Love sucked ass, she’d decided.

      Anything that could hurt that damn bad was best left the hell alone!

      When her phone rang at midnight, she jumped and saw it was Brittany. “Hello,” she answered.

      “Okay, what gives, Aullie? You quit. You moved. You dumped Weston.”

      “I know. I was kind of taken,” she mumbled.

      “Taken?” Britt shouted. “Like kidnapped?”

      “Um, no. Not exactly. I was just taken back to a life I had before. I wasn’t always dirt poor,” she said then sipped her wine.

      “What the hell does that even mean?” Britt asked.

      “I’m the daughter of a rich man. He showed up and wanted to make amends. He gave me what his lawyer said I was due. He bought me a home and a car and gave me a bank account that’s much too big to justify me working and taking money away from those who need it.”

      “You’re rich now?” Britt asked. “I mean, what the hell, girl? You wouldn’t take what Weston offered you but you’ll take what a father who’s all but forgotten you has given you? I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t really understand, either. I’m numb and more than a bit fucked up by what Weston did,” Aullie said, igniting Britt’s curiosity.

      “What did Weston do?”

      “It’s a long story with a crappy ending. No one wants to hear it.” She drank the rest of her wine then poured more into the glass from the bottle she’d brought to bed with her. “I could use a real bar in this place. Dad only stocked it with wines.”

      “I could come over and bring you something,” Brittany offered. “We could talk. You sound like you need a friend right now.”

      Aullie looked at the ceiling. The ornate ceiling that topped ornate walls, decorated with things that cost tons of money. She was lying under expensive sheets and blankets. Her head rested on expensive pillows. Much the same as she had experienced at Weston’s mansion.

      She closed her eyes. “Not tonight. I’m too weepy. Terrible company. I wouldn’t force myself on anyone I care about right now. I’m more than a mess.”

      “At least tell me you think you’ll live through this,” Britt said with a light laugh.

      “The way my heart hurts, it’s iffy,” she said and really meant it.

      “That bad, huh?”

      “Worse,” she replied. “Has anyone ever literally died from a broken heart?”

      “No,” Britt told her. “Well, I don’t think so. There was that one couple. But they were really old and had spent something like ninety years together. But no one could prove the last one went only thirty minutes later, from a broken heart.”

      “So, it could happen is what you’re saying.” Aullie took another long drink of the wine. “Great!”

      “No, Aullie. You should really let me come over. You sound half drunk and half insane.”

      An odd laugh burst from her mouth. “Insane? Yes, that’s exactly what I feel like. A real nut! I’ll talk to you tomorrow after I go to meet my new mommy and talk about decorating my new baby sister’s nursery.”

      “A new mom and baby sis, huh? Oh my! You’ve got a lot to let sink in.”

      “Yes, I do. This would’ve been hard with Weston in my corner. With him out of my life, this is nearly unbearable.” She finished the glass of wine and snuggled down in the bed. “Bye, I’m going to cry myself to sleep now, hopefully.”

      “How sad,” Brittany said. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Britt. You’re a good friend.” Aullie hung up and stared at the ceiling until sleep found her, some three hours or so later.

      

      When the sound of people talking, out in the hallway, woke her up, she opened her eyes to find the sun was shining through one of the windows that was curtained by a sheer olive colored panel. Her eyes hurt and so did her body.

      She groaned as she got out of bed. Her silk nightgown was twisted all around her body and she pulled at it to get it straight.

      Hushed voices were heard in the hallway. “Find the cat.”

      She shook her head and went to the door to see what they were talking about. “If her cat is gone, she’ll be so upset,” came a woman’s voice.

      Throwing the bedroom door open, Aullie asked, “Is my cat missing?”

      One man, dressed in a black suit, the butler she guessed, gave her a blank face. One woman in a black maid’s outfit gave her the same face. It was the older woman, wearing a light blue set of what looked to her like something a chef would wear, opened her mouth, “Missing?”

      “I heard you saying a cat was missing. Are you talking about my cat?” Aullie asked the woman.

      “Well, yes and no. I’m sure it’s just hiding in the house,” the lady told her.

      “But the door to the hall was open,” the butler said. “He’d have to get on the elevator and go down to the ground floor and get out of the lobby to really be lost.”

      Aulora felt her legs going weak. “Not another terrible day!” she wailed.

      The woman she thought must work in the kitchen, came to her, running her arm around her and taking her back into her room. “You don’t worry about a thing. That cat is fine. I’ve worked in this building before. I’ll talk to the building manager and get them to check surveillance footage. I don’t want you to do anything but take a nice hot bath, relax, and let us take care of things. That’s what we get paid for. On top of that, I’m going to make a member of the staff the cat’s personal caretaker.”

      Aullie started crying, yet again. “But that’s my job! He’s my cat. His name is Bruce. Please find him!”

      With all her noise, the cat seemed to have heard her and came running into her bedroom. “There he is!” the lady said with enthusiasm.

      Aullie fell to her knees then sat on the floor and held her cat, muttering, “Bruce, my only friend. Don’t leave me.”

      The woman crouched down and took her by the chin. “Aulora, my name is Laura. I’m your head chef. I have a list of your favorite breakfasts that your mother gave the kitchen staff. But I’d like to get to know you. Now, how about a nice bowl of comforting oatmeal with maybe a half of a strawberry and a little bit of blueberries? And maybe a nice smooth glass of almond coconut milk and some homemade wheat bread with a nice honey butter spread?”

      “Laura?” she asked. “That’s what I used to get called a lot when I was younger. People didn’t know how to say my name.”

      “How silly they were. Your name is spelled perfectly. I love your name. I hope you’ll allow me to call you by it. I should’ve asked you first. Would you rather be called, Miss Wohrl?”

      “No, call me Aulora. Or Aullie.”

      The older woman ran a hand through her hair. “I really like your given name. Can I call you that?”

      “Sure,” she said. “If you’d like. I’m not a spoiled brat like most rich people. I was rich then I wasn’t. Suddenly, I am again. My head is spinning, as you can imagine. I don’t expect you to bow when I enter the room.”

      Laura laughed and sighed. “Oh, but some do, right?”

      Aullie found herself giggling. “I know!”

      With the comfort of her gray kitty and what seemed like a new friend, Aullie was feeling a little bit better than she had been feeling. Her new home was gorgeous. The staff seemed nice. Maybe, just maybe, she could adapt to the life she once had. She had been rich much longer than she’d been poor after all.

      “If you don’t mind me saying, I think you’re dealing with this much better than I would at your age,” Laura said as she scratched behind the cat’s ears.

      “And you are how old,” Aullie asked. “I know it’s rude but I’m having a terrible time gauging it.”

      “I’m forty-nine. I’ve had two husbands, three kids, and more than a few pets in my time. And I took this gig on when I was told you were only twenty-two and an artist. I love art. I always have. Being a chef is kind of like art when you think about it.”

      “Oh, I know!” Aullie was finding some excitement moving through her. “Do you like to make your food look neat, pretty, cool?”

      “I do!” Laura said, sharing her excitement. “I knew you and I would make a great team.”

      “Oh yeah?” Aullie asked.

      “I sure did,” Laura quipped then got up. “Breakfast then perhaps you could hang out with me for a bit and we could talk about what you really like and dislike and I’d love it if you’d show me your work. I want to cook to inspire you. I heard you have your work in a gallery. You have no idea how much fulfillment I’ll get at knowing I get to cook for an artist! It’s like winning the lottery for me!”

      Aulora looked up at the woman. She had long blonde hair, wrapped into a tidy bun. Her blue eyes had a sparkle to them. She was fit and trim, the perfect amount of healthy weight on her medium frame. And her smile was infectious.

      “I’m glad you’re happy about this position.”

      “I was out of work for the last year. I went into the hospital with a blood clot in my left leg and the damn thing moved. It moved up to where my heart is. By a miracle, it was blown apart and ended up in tiny pieces in my right lung. I was in the hospital for two weeks. In ICU! The doctors and nurses told me I could’ve died. When I got the call about the job, I felt a slight jolt. I knew I should accept it. And now that I’ve met you, I’m damn glad that I did, Aulora.”

      “Were you afraid when you found out you had the blood clot?” Aullie asked with sincere worry.

      “I was. But I had faith that everything would work out. It did. And I saw my youngest child graduate from college a few months back. Things are going great and I hope I can bring some joy into your life. If you don’t mind me saying, I hate to see you crying so much. If there’s ever a time you want to talk, I’ll be in the kitchen. You come on and talk to me anytime, girl. Consider me your friend. Always.”

      “Thank you. That’s very nice of you,” Aullie said then smiled, a genuine smile. “I think you and I will get along well.”

      “Me too. See you in the kitchen in a bit.” Laura left her alone in her bedroom. Just her and the cat sat on the floor as Aullie looked around her new bedroom. A room she’d barely seen as her vision was mostly blurred the previous day.

      Her cell rang and she got up to see who it was, thinking it was most likely her mother or father. When she saw a number she didn’t recognize she thought twice about answering it then decided to take a chance. “Hello?”

      “I have Hayley and I’m bringing her to see you. She’s going to tell you the truth,” Weston told her.

      “Whose number is this?”

      “The cab driver’s,” he told her. “I was sure you wouldn’t answer my number or Hayley’s.”

      “You were right about that. But bringing her here won’t solve a thing. You withheld information. You went off to L.A. with your ex. And I have too much on my plate at the present time to deal with anymore. The timing is bad, Weston.”

      “I love you and you love me. That’s all that matters,” he argued.

      “And you want to have kids soon and I don’t.”

      “I don’t want that anymore. I want to have them whenever you do,” he said, sending a small chill through her.

      “I’m not sure I can believe you. On top of that, I have a feeling you aren’t being truthful with yourself.”

      “Let me bring her over, so you can see that I haven’t lied about sleeping with Hayley.”

      “Please,” she heard Hayley call out in the background.

      “I’ll text you the address. I’ll give you thirty minutes. I have a lot to do today, apparently,” Aullie said then ended the call and went to get into the shower.

      It was time to stop feeling sorry for herself. The self-pity was weighing heavily on her. She was tired of the weight. Tired of crying. Tired of feeling numb.

      And she’d need her wits about her to keep Weston out of her life. He was a wild card she didn’t need.

      

      Chapter 7

      

      The ride over to the building Aulora’s new penthouse was in had Weston wondering what the hell could have possibly transpired in the matter of a couple of days that had her living in such a grand manner.

      “A waitress lives here?” Hayley asked as they got out of the cab. “Oh, is she someone’s maid too?”

      “No. And she quit her job, so she’s not a waitress anymore, either. You don’t need to know what’s going on in her life. You need to tell her you lied and that’s all then you can leave,” he told her as they got on the elevator to go up to the top floor.

      “A penthouse on Fifth Avenue,” Hayley mumbled. “Is any of this making sense to you, Weston?”

      “No. Maybe Aulora has been hiding some other rich man from me. She was all against money when we first met, yet she’d never explain why that was. Maybe she has an ex who’s rich too. Maybe that’s why she was so against me in the beginning, merely because I’m wealthy.”

      The elevator stopped and they stepped off it and went to the door with the number she’d given him. Ringing the doorbell, they were met by a butler. “Welcome to Miss Whorl’s home. May I tell her who is calling?”

      “I’m looking for Aulora Greene,” Weston said. “She gave me this address.”

      “Yes, this is her home,” the butler said. “And you are?”

      “Weston Calloway. She’s expecting me.”

      The butler gestured for them to come in and led them to a small sitting room. “Wait here.”

      Weston sat down in a comfortable overstuffed leather chair as Hayley looked out the window that overlooked the busy New York street below. “She’s living with someone else,” Hayley said. “She’s moved on from you, Weston. You sure you want to continue to hold out for her?”

      “I am.” He gestured for her to take a seat. “Park it. You’re making me more nervous than I already was.”

      She took a seat just as Aulora walked into the small room. “Hello,” she said then waited at the door. “Tell me what you have to say then you two can be on your way.”

      “Aulora, please…” Weston said but she held up her hand to stop him.

      “Save it.” Aulora looked at Hayley. “You have something to say?”

      Hayley stood up with a sheepish expression on her gorgeous face. Her violet eyes were brimming with unshed tears. “Aulora, I’m sorry. I was beside myself when Weston turned me down. The truth is this. We shared one kiss at the graveside of our son. He ended it and let me know he wasn’t interested in getting back together with me. He loves you.”

      Aulora’s eyes moved to look at Weston who stood up, slowly. “And yet he hid things from me. That’s not what people who love each other do, is it?”

      “And what about you?” Weston asked as he came up to her.

      “About me?” she asked him with a frown. “What have I kept from you?”

      He gestured around to the grandeur of the small room. “A penthouse on Fifth Avenue, peach. How did this happen?”

      “I never held out information from you. My father left me and my mother when I was in my teens. I never thought I’d see him again. There was nothing I was hiding. It was merely a thing I didn’t like to talk about. It hurt too much.”

      “And you don’t think talking about my dead son would hurt me, Aulora?” he asked her, making her flinch.

      Hayley cleared her throat. “Is my part here done? This is beginning to get uncomfortable.”

      Weston nodded. “First let her know what I’ve told you about us.”

      Hayley looked at Aulora who held her eyes with a solid stare. “Aulora, Weston and I will not be getting together. It doesn’t matter if you take him back or not. He’s assured me that I need to move on. He and I will no longer be talking. I think I’ve pushed him a lot further than I should have. I’m sorry about lying to you. I think I warned you, inadvertently, that I’d probably resort to anything I had to in order to get him back. Bitch move on my part.”

      “Yes, it was,” Aullie agreed. “But I suppose I can understand. Thank you for coming clean. It’s appreciated. My heart has already been broken, though. Your apology hasn’t miraculously mended it.”

      “I didn’t expect it would. But Weston made me do it anyway. I’ll be going now. Good luck with your future, Aulora. I wasn’t thinking when I lied to you.” Hayley walked out of the room and Aullie watched her go to the front door where the butler was waiting to let her out.

      She turned her attention to Weston when he touched her cheek. Heat ran through her with his touch and the tears that sprang into her eyes only served to piss her off.

      “Do not touch me,” her voice was low and threatening.

      Weston removed his hand and gave her a stern expression. “So, spill it. How did you end up here?”

      “My father came back into my life yesterday. He’s married a woman and they’re having a baby girl. My new sister. His wife wants me to be a part of their lives. So, I guess I will be.” Aullie walked over to take a seat and looked out the window with a vacant stare.

      “Don’t shut me out,” he told her as he moved into her line of sight.

      “I see you shutting everything down. This is your life. If you want to live this way, then do that. If you don’t then don’t. Be who you want to be, Aulora.”

      She looked at him then sighed. “I’m lost, West. I’m completely lost.”

      “I can see that,” he said then kneeled in front of her and took her hands in his. “I’m sorry for keeping so much from you. I didn’t mean to hurt you by doing that but I can see that I did. I was so afraid of telling you everything and you bolting on me.”

      “So, you didn’t tell me and I did exactly what you were afraid of anyway,” she said then ran her thumbs over the backs of his hands.

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispered then kissed the tops of her hands. “Have you missed me at all?”

      Her eyes drooped with sadness. Her voice sounded tired as she said, “I have missed you. My heart has never hurt so damn much, though. I’m through with love, Weston. I want no part of it.”

      “But you have it there, inside of your heart. You have love for me there. You can’t tell me you don’t have it for me still.”

      With a heavy sigh, she said, “I think it will go away. If I don’t have to see you. I think I could get over you. I’ll never love again if that helps you to understand how devastated I am.”

      “Look, I’m not liking the way this is going at all,” he said then stood up. “Your depression is over the top. You’ve found out that I didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “You kissed her,” she reminded him.

      “One kiss. That’s all. Shit, Aulora! I’ll give you this. You can kiss anyone you want one time too. If that will make things go back to where they were, you get one kiss with anyone you want.”

      “You are the only one I want to kiss, West. Only you. But you not only gave her one kiss, you gave her a thought. You actually thought about getting back together with her because you have feelings for her and you want to have a child.”

      “Stop that,” he shouted at her, anger filling him suddenly and completely. “You have to stop doing this. I told you I want you and I want to wait as long as you want to. I’m sorry I kept things from you. I’ve ended everything with her. This pity party you have going on is unhealthy, to say the least. Now, get up and argue with me about anything other than that. I can’t change what’s happened. But we can move on from here.”

      “And if I don’t agree to?” she asked him.

      “You’re forgetting something. Something very important, peach. You’ve made a commitment to me. A verbal commitment. I warned you before I took you. You will not get away from me. I love you.”

      She eyed him carefully. He was strong willed, she knew that. Even when he had done something wrong, he was still strong in his convictions. Could she ever really stop loving him? Could he ever give up on her? Could things get better or would she resent him forever for what he’d done?

      Confusion filled her and all she could do was wonder if they could really have a future together.

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Hidden Riches Part Seven

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      The sound of her own heart pounding was deafening. Aulora was being led down the hallway of her new home.

      “Which one is yours?” Weston asked her as he held her hand tightly in his.

      “Why?” her voice trembled.

      “Because I need to remind you of what you promised me.”

      She didn’t want to be alone, behind closed doors with him. She knew all too well how he could bend her will with his touch. “Weston, this is a bad idea. Let’s go into one of the living areas.”

      “No,” he said with a snip to his tone. “Now, which one is it?”

      “The third door on the left,” she whimpered.

      He pushed it open and took her inside of her new bedroom, closing the door behind them and pinning her between it and his body. “Aulora, you and I are meant to be together. You and I share something I’ve never shared with anyone else. You may be stubborn but I am even more so than you are. I’m not about to take no for an answer.”

      She gulped when he pulled her arms up over her head and took her wrists into one of his hands, holding them down. She was panting with desire, a thing she didn’t want to be doing but her body wanted the man.

      “Please, Weston,” she murmured.

      “Please, what?” he asked then bit her lower lip, gently.

      She went wet instantly. “Please.”

      “Tell me that you love me, Aulora,” came his husky whisper from just behind her ear.

      “No,” she said with a moan as he ground his hard cock into her soft sex.

      His teeth grazed along her neck then he clamped down, making her yelp. Her legs wrapped around his waist as he continued to grind his body against hers. He clamped down hard on her shoulder. “Tell me!”

      Her mind was losing the battle between it and her body. Her lips parted, she licked them then whispered, “I love you.”

      That’s all he needed and he rewarded her with a hot kiss that left her breathless. In a frenzy of rips and tears, she found he’d stripped her down to nothing and was carrying her to the bed.

      Somehow, he’d managed to get his clothes off too. He never let enough space get between them for her to have a chance in hell at slipping away from him, not that she wanted to.

      He forced her legs apart and settled his body between them, thrusting into her with a passion she found exhilarating. “West!”

      His mouth on hers, shut her up as he took her like he owned her. Each hard thrust let her know she was his and his alone. There would never be any running.

      Never again would he allow that!

      When her body began to shake, he pulled his mouth off hers and watched her climax. “You are mine, Aulora.”

      Her nails gouged into the flesh of his back as she gritted her teeth. “Yes! Yes!” Her legs wrapped around him, holding him to her as she arched up and gyrated as her body gave into his.

      His cock wasn’t about to give up yet and he began to move again, stroking her until she was screaming his name and begging him for more. He found her need for him entrancing and gave her what she wanted three more times before he let himself go.

      He fell on top of her, spent and satiated. They were a puddle in the middle of her huge new bed. Her hands trailed softly over his back and her warm lips pressed against his neck.

      “I love you, West.”

      “And I love you, Aulora,” the words felt right, coming out of his mouth. He felt all was right again. Then he closed his eyes, falling asleep on top of her as her breathing went into a steady rhythm, telling him she too was fast asleep.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Her eyes fluttered open and she found it hadn’t been a dream at all. Weston was holding her tight in his arms, even though his light snores let her know he was fast asleep. A smile ran over her face as she eased out of his arms and made her way to the bathroom that was attached to her bedroom.

      Her father’s driver would soon be there to pick her up for her visit. She found a certain amount of enthusiasm had formed in her about meeting her stepmother. She washed her face and smiled at her reflection.

      “You’re going to be a big sister!”

      She hurried to dress, pulling her hair into a ponytail and leaving her face free from makeup. She was in a rush to get to her cell that she’d left in the main living area. It was getting close to noon.

      When she went back into her bedroom, she saw that Weston had spread out and was sleeping soundly. With a kiss to his cheek, she left him right where he was. She knew how exhausted he had to be. She was tired too but she was also excited about things now.

      He’d come back and he’d taken control. Aullie never saw herself as a woman who wanted anyone to take control of their live life. But she had to admit that it felt fantastic.

      He’d fight for her. He wasn’t about to let their love die. She knew that for certain now.

      It was odd how the ache that had resided in her heart had suddenly disappeared. Love was flowing all through it again and she found that a relief. And now to see how she would get along with her father and new stepmom.

      When she found her cell, she saw the text from her father that had come in, an hour back.

      -My driver is on his way now. Can’t wait to see you.-

      Just as she was about to text him back, the doorbell rang and she hurried to it. She found the butler answering the door and there stood the driver she’d known from the old days. “Dustin!”

      The older man’s smile had wrinkles forming around his mouth and light green eyes. “Miss Aulora!”

      She ran into his arms and he picked her up as they hugged. “I never thought I’d see you again!”

      “Oh, honey,” he said with a happy tone to his deep voice. “I knew your father would smarten up one day.”

      He let her go and took her down to the waiting car. “It’s so nice to see you, Dustin. How has everything gone these past years?”

      “The usual. I’ve driven your daddy around a lot and time has passed. My only news is that I’ve had three grandkids in the time that’s passed.” He opened the back door of the Town car for her to get into.

      “You’re a grandpa?” she asked then giggled.

      “I am. They call me Gramps. Now, off we go so you can meet your new family, Miss Aulora.”

      She gave him a nod as he closed the door. Then he took off and she found her tummy was filling with butterflies. She was back to where she’d been before.

      Riding in the back of her father’s car, driven around by their driver and looking out the window as the car veered around other cars, some expensive and some not. People were everywhere and then they began to thin out as they left the city and went toward the place she’d once lived.

      She wondered if her bedroom had been kept the same. She’d had a Paris-themed bedroom, complete with a replica of the Eiffel Tower in one corner. There was a huge balcony off that room and white lights had been strung along the railing.

      Her fingers trembled as she smoothed out her blue skirt. She was going home. The place she always thought of as home. The small apartment in Queens was never a thing she thought of as home. It was like a little dungeon to her back then.

      That apartment was like a prison. And it was a constant reminder to her that the money she’d always had wasn’t really hers. It was her father’s and he could take it all away.

      She thought about how things had all changed. The money in the bank account was all hers. No one could take it away from her. She’d made sure to ask the bank representative who helped her sign the necessary paperwork about that.

      She was the owner of a brand new Mercedes. Her name was on the title. She was also the owner of the penthouse. Her name was on that too. And it was her name and hers alone that was on the bank account that had a balance that was nearly a billion dollars.

      Aulora was set!

      Her man had come back to her, showing her how much he really loved her. She had two walls in a prestigious art gallery to fill. The world was her oyster, it seemed.

      She hummed, happily as they drove the hour and a half out of New York City to get to her father’s home. A mansion she had a key to!

      As they pulled into the long drive, she felt the butterflies turn into gargoyles. It was time to meet the woman who’d changed her father for the better!

      Dustin got out and let her out of the car, then walked her up the huge staircase that led to the front entrance. “Good luck, Miss Aulora. It’s damn nice to have you back home.”

      “Thanks, Dustin. It’s damn great to be here,” she said then gave the man a hug and turned to find the door was opening and a new man was standing at the door.

      “You’re father and mother are waiting in the nursery for you, Miss Aulora,” he told her.

      She didn’t recognize the man, though. “You’re new to me, sir. Do you mind telling me what I should call you?”

      “I am Stanley,” came his stoic response. “Follow me, please.”

      Aulora’s eyes were everywhere. The floor, the staircase, the enormous chandelier that hovered high above the entrance room. “It’s just the same,” she mumbled to herself.

      Up the stairs, they went and she hesitated once they came to the door of the bedroom that had once been hers. She wanted to stop and look inside of it but the guy kept walking, so she decided not to fall behind.

      Only three more doors down and they stopped and she found her father inside the empty room with his arm around a very young woman. A woman who looked very close in age to herself. “Miss Aulora has arrived, Master Wohrl.”

      They turned back to look at Aulora. Both wore huge smiles. Her father held out his hand in a gesture for her to come to them. “Aulora, darling, come meet your new mother.”

      Aulora laughed as she went to them. The young woman was gorgeous. Tall, thin, tan, and blonde. Deep blue eyes were framed with thick lustrous lashes. Her full lips were stained deep red to match her dress. She had on black flats and her stomach looked as if a basketball was under the tight dress.

      “I’m Clara, Aulora. But it would make me very happy if you’d call me, Mom.” The young woman extended her hand.

      “Mom?” Aulora asked with another laugh. She shook the woman’s hand. “I’m sure you and I are close in age. Mom might be a bit weird.”

      “Your father told me you were twenty-two. Is that right?” Clara asked as she let Aulora’s hand go and rubbed her round belly.

      “That’s right. And you are?”

      “Twenty-five,” she said. Then she looked up at her husband and grinned. “But Charles tells me I’m much more mature than that. Isn’t that right, baby?”

      “Much more mature than that,” he said and kissed her cheek. “Now, Aulora, don’t let the age thing get in the way of making this woman your mother.”

      Aulora choked back her words. She had a mother, after all. She wasn’t in need of another one!

      She decided to change the subject. “When’s the baby due?”

      “In two months. And we’ve not yet done a single thing to make this nursery a place for her. Did your father tell you what we’ve decided to name her?” her new mom asked.

      “He did not,” Aulora answered as she gazed around at the large room, trying to envision what could be done with it.

      “I so love your name that we’re naming her that too,” came her stepmother’s insane words.

      “What? My name? That’s going to be confusing. Don’t you think?”

      Her father quickly shook his head. “No, not at all. You see we’re going to call this one Aulora and you’ll earn the new nickname, Old Aulora.”

      Her heart sank as she thought about being called something like that. “No. No, I don’t like that at all.”

      Her new mom’s hand ran over her shoulder. “You’ll get used to it. Now, about this room. Your father and I are at an impasse. I want to use pastels and he wants to use bright colors. We’ve decided to let you pick.”

      “In that case, I like bright colors. They stimulate the senses,” Aulora said as she looked around. “If she’s anything like me, she’ll like the bright colors too.”

      “Then it’s settled,” her father said. “And now on to other things.” He took out a small catalog from inside his suit pocket. “Here are the baby cribs we’ve been looking at. We’d love it if you’d pick one for our little Aulora.”

      With a quick glance through the small booklet, she picked one out. “This one will work and I’ll paint it.”

      She noticed the frown on Clara’s face as she walked over to the window and looked out of it. “You certainly can make quick decisions, can’t you?”

      “I generally do make decisions very quickly. If you don’t mind my asking, how long did you two know each other before you got married?” Aulora joined her new mom at the window.

      The view was of the huge swimming pool that she’d learned to swim in. The tennis courts were off to one side and the riding stables were behind that. The place she’d played in her younger years.

      “We met last year and hit it off right away,” she told her.

      Aulora looked stunned. “And the baby is due in a couple of months. You two wasted no time, did you?” She laughed a little but it was more than a bit unnerving that her father could move so fast.

      “When you know, you know,” her father said as he came up behind them, putting his arm around his wife. “Do you think you can have this nursery up and ready in only a couple of months?”

      “Sure. Anything for New Aulora,” she said with a smile she didn’t really feel. “For now, I’ll go back home and work on the whole idea. I’ll sketch it all out and maybe use map colors to fill in the shades. How would that work for you two?”

      “Great,” her father said.

      “Would it be too much to ask for me to have some input into this?” Clara asked. “She is my first child after all.”

      “It’s not a problem at all,” Aulora said. “It wasn’t me who asked to do this after all.”

      The tiniest of twitches moved Clara’s brow. “I know that. Your father and I can’t seem to agree on a single thing to do with this room. That’s why I said you’d be the tie breaker. Only, I thought you’d see things my way. You know, being women and all. I was mistaken.”

      “Dad, let her design this room,” Aulora said as she exhaled. She had no interest in being a tie breaker.

      He ducked his head and said, “Clara, of course, you can design the nursery.”

      The grin that moved over her stepmother’s face let Aulora know it was all a ploy. A ploy to let Clara know how far she could push them both. “I’d love your help on it, though,” she told Aulora. “The Old Aulora’s stamp on the New Aulora’s nursery would be appreciated.”

      “I could paint a mural on one of the walls if you’d like. But I’m much more of an abstract painter. I could send you some photos of what I’ve done.”

      “But you are an artist, so that means you can paint anything I want, doesn’t it?” Clara asked with a sweet smile. The kind of smile the super-rich have that lets other people know they’re not really asking you for something, they’re telling you that you will do it their way.

      “Send me pictures of what you want, Clara.”

      “Mom,” she reminded her, still wearing that sinisterly sweet smile.

      “Mom,” she said then sighed. “So, I’m going to take off now. You have my cell number. You can text me the pics. Later, guys.”

      Aulora left the room with expectations that had become a lot lower. When she got to the door of her old bedroom, she pushed it open to find it wasn’t a bedroom at all but an office.

      Closing the door, she went down the stairs with her head hanging. She wasn’t getting her father back. He was replacing her and her mother with newer versions of them. Right down to the new baby’s name.

      Making her way to the front door, she found the butler jumping to open it for her. She let him. “Good day, Miss.”

      “Yeah, whatever,” she said as she left the home she had high hopes of making hers again. But that dream was history. She knew she’d love her baby sister but the idea of being one, big, happy family was gone.

      Dustin opened the door of the car for her.

      “You don’t look nearly as happy as you did when I let you out of this car.”

      “Reality set in. Bummer, huh?” she said as she got in.

      He nodded and closed the door without adding to her words. She figured he knew more about Clara than he’d ever say. The fact was, Clara nor her father, were anything Aulora should be worried about.

      Aulora had to find herself. She’d been a poor art student who moonlighted as a waitress. Now she was a rich woman with a rich boyfriend and a couple of walls to fill with new artwork in a gallery. If she wanted to. She didn’t have to do a damn thing if she didn’t want to.

      The drive back to New York was long and she found her head falling back on the headrest and her eyes closing. The exhaustion had finally caught up with her and she fell asleep.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      Weston rolled over and then over again, it became clear he was alone in the large bed. “Aulora?”

      He sat up in the bed and looked around the room that was dimly lit by the outside sunlight.

      She was gone!

      His heart stopped and his mind went blank. They’d made up. Why would she leave?

      Getting out of the bed, he got dressed and looked around for a note or something that would tell him where she’d gone. He went to the bathroom to clean up a bit and laughed at himself when he heard the bedroom door open. “West?”

      Stepping out of the bathroom, he found Aulora and scooped her up. “I was afraid you’d left me.”

      She ran her arms around his neck and laid her head on his wide chest. “I’m not about to do that. You’re the only thing I have in my life right now I’m certain about. I went to visit my dad and his new wife. A woman who’s around my age. She’s a real piece of work from what I saw.”

      “That had to be rough. So, it went kind of badly?” he asked as he took her to the bed and sat down, holding her on his lap.

      “I wouldn’t say that. There was no drama, so that’s good. But all my hopes of having my family back have been dashed. And the fact they’re naming the baby my name is a little upsetting.”

      “Your name?” he asked her then chuckled. “That’s weird.”

      “It is,” she agreed. “And I am to be called, Old Aulora. So can’t wait for my little sister to call me that.”

      “I bet,” he said then kissed the top of her head. “How about you strip and so will I and we can climb right back into this bed and love the rest of the day away?”

      “If you think that’ll help,” she said with a giggle.

      “Oh, it will. Believe me!”

      She got off his lap and pulled her clothes off as he took his back off and then they climbed into the bed and covered up, settling into each other’s arms. “I feel so comfortable with you, West.”

      He ran his hand up and down her arm with gentle strokes. “Me too.” With a kiss to the side of her head, he whispered, “We need to make some decisions, you and I.”

      She groaned and turned in his arms to face him. “Why do we have to do that? So much has changed, West. It’s all a bit dizzying. Making more decisions right now would stir an already overflowing pot.”

      “I can see why you’d think that but I’m talking about making decisions about what it is you want. I can see that I’ve pushed you to do things maybe you weren’t ready for and now your parents are too. I want to stop doing that and I want you to know I’m in your corner and here to help you be you.”

      She sighed and kissed his plump lips. “And that’s why I love you so much. No one has ever looked at me the way you do. You can see right into my heart and soul, I think. You can tell this way of living just isn’t me, can’t you?”

      “You’re so uncomfortable here,” he said with a chuckle. “This place doesn’t look like a home you’d make for yourself.”

      “Because it’s a home my mother put together. I do have one member of the staff who I really like. The head chef, Laura. She’s all about getting to know me and what I want. And I can see keeping her on. I don’t need the tons of other staff. The butler isn’t necessary. The place is huge, so a couple of maids should be kept on. Other than that, I see no need to keep the rest.”

      “What about finding another place. A place where you’d feel at home?” he asked her then kissed her forehead. “A place we could call our home, peach.”

      She shivered with his words. “Our home, West?”

      “I want you and I to move in together.”

      She took in a breath and held it as she thought about what he wanted.

      Did she want that too?

      She felt at home in his arms. She felt whole when he was around. To have him in her life, really sharing it, would be more than nice. “What kind of place do you seeing yourself living in?”

      “Anywhere you are,” he told her then kissed her with a deep kiss that told her he wasn’t lying about that. “I could live in a ditch as long as you were with me, Aulora.”

      “Well, we won’t have to go that far,” she said then giggled. “I could sell this place, couldn’t I? I’m not stuck here. As if anyone would consider themselves stuck in a Fifth Avenue penthouse. You know what I mean, though.”

      He trailed one hand up to cup her chin and looked deep into her eyes. “I can see you do feel trapped. I don’t want you to let that happen to you. Why not think about some place that will help you be the artist you want to be? We could get a vacation place anywhere in the world. And we could get a place near New York too. That would be a necessity for my work and your artwork to be sold.”

      She nodded and sighed. “You’re so level-headed, West. So, on top of things. I think I could be happy right here in this place. I just need to change the décor, you know. We could keep this place and get a vacation house somewhere. Maybe Paris.”

      “I like that idea.” He kissed her again, this time with a fervor that told her their discussion was over. Their plan had been made, now to consummate their new arrangement!

      She felt it too. The shift in what they would be to one another. They were going to move one step forward and live together. He’d help her to push away the things that had been tossed at her and replace them with things she wanted and liked.

      Aulora had no idea that anyone could do that for another person. Step in and help them be who they longed to be. She had always wanted to be an artist. The loss of money got in the way, slowing that goal down for her. But the money was back and she could use it to help her move ahead in her career much faster than she’d been doing.

      When their bodies connected, she felt a heat surge through her. They locked eyes as he moved slowly, letting her feel every inch of him as he made his strokes. He took her breath with his beauty, inside and out.

      “I love you more than you will ever know,” he told her.

      “I think I do know. Because, I love you that much too,” she said then took his handsome face between her palms and pulled him in for a kiss.

      Their tongues danced as their bodies bid the others to move rhythmically to a song only they heard. Long, sensual movements had them sharing more with one another than they ever had before. Things were different.

      They were now a real couple with a real commitment!

      

      Chapter 4

      

      The mural, done in soft pink pastels, oranges, and lilacs, had been done in her baby sister’s bedroom. Her father and stepmother were at the hospital, delivering the New Aulora.

      Weston came into the nursery with a grin on his face.

      “It’s beautiful, peach. Well done!”

      Aulora stood back and looked at the wall she’d created for her sister. A unicorn, not an ordinary one, one with fairies embedded in its long, pearly mane, was the focal point. But there was so much more in that mural.

      A couple of princesses hid behind tall trees with pale purple moss growing up their massive trunks. Aulora meant it to be the two of them, playing in a fairy forest. She knew they would never get to play together like real siblings, so she made up a fantasy childhood where they both could pretend they had known each other forever.

      She couldn’t say she’d grown fond of her stepmother, Clara, who never wavered on her calling her mom. A thing she was finding humor in rather than aggravation. Clara was an odd woman. Though only a few years older than Aulora, she was ancient in many aspects.

      Formal dinners were held every Sunday evening. Weston always attended them, with Aulora. Her family had accepted him and their living arrangement, though Clara often told Aulora she needed to get something more permanent with Weston. A ring should be on her finger, in Clara’s opinion.

      Aulora was fine without one. She knew she and Weston had something special. No ring was necessary to prove to her that he was the other half of her.

      His arm ran around her as they left the room. “I suppose we could go to the hospital now,” Aulora said as they walked down the massive staircase. “I’d like to be there when New Aulora is born.”

      “Then we shall go,” Weston said then kissed the side of her head. “I too would like to meet her. I have a confession to make about her name, though.”

      “And that would be?”

      “I intend on coming up with a cute nickname for her. New Aulora isn’t doing it for me.”

      She laughed and nodded. “I was thinking about doing that too. We can come up with something together and make it stick.”

      Weston and Aulora were good at things like that. Getting together to make things more tolerable for one another. Life is seldom fair, one needs a cohort to help smooth out the ridges of unfairness.

      The two had settled into a comfortable existence together. Aulora was only six weeks from graduating, and Weston was preparing her a surprise party, even though she’d told him not to.

      He’d found she never wanted attention focused on her and he was determined to get her to accept a little attention now and then. When he’d asked her what kind of a wedding she’d dreamt of, he was astonished when she told him, she’d never dreamt of one.

      Aulora wasn’t exactly a person who gave everything she had to others and expected nothing in return. She was more of a person who did what was necessary for others and never thought about asking anyone to do anything for her.

      Weston had stayed true to his word. He didn’t try to fix things for her. He let her make her own way and she was selling her art to others without his help. But he was having a hard time with not giving her anything.

      The ride to the hospital was made in silence. He knew she was in an odd spot with it all. She’d been an only child forever. Now she’d have another person in the world who shared her genetics.

      “You know, it has run through my head more than a few times that my father could do to my little sister what he did to me,” she confided in Weston.

      “I knew something was troubling you. I think your father has matured since he did that to you and your mother. I don’t see it happening again. And I think he and Clara will most likely have more children. My guess is it won’t be long before you have more little brothers and sisters.”

      She looked down and he felt the agony that was exuding from her. “And they will all have a wonderful life that might be swept out from under them.”

      He chuckled and wrapped his arm around her, giving her a firm squeeze. “I suppose it’s that dramatic flair that makes you so good at what you do. I don’t think you have a thing to worry about. You seem to be waiting for the other shoe to drop. Things to go wrong. Heartache to happen. Just live and don’t worry about the future or what might happen. It’s as if you’re mourning something that hasn’t happened.”

      “It feels real, Weston. You have no idea what it’s like to have a great life then all of a sudden find yourself living near poverty level. And then, just as suddenly, put back into your old life. It’s not a thing most people go through.”

      “Agreed,” he said as he contemplated her feelings. “But you’re safe from that ever happening again. You’re no child who’s at the whim of your father. What you have is all yours, he made sure of that. And you’ll always be around to make sure your little sisters and brothers never have to go through what you did.”

      She looked at him and a smile broke over her face. “You’re right. I never thought about it like that. I have enough money to take care of a ton of kids. They’d never know what it’s like to go from lobster one night to Ramen noodles the next. Not any of my siblings will go a day without knowing if they’ll eat that day or where the hell they’ll get the money to make rent and other bills.”

      “See, you can see a silver lining when prompted,” he said as he laughed and kissed her cheek. “I can’t wait to get my hands on that baby, Aulora!”

      Her heart lurched as she suddenly realized how much Weston wanted a baby. She’d been pretty selfish, she thought. All about herself the last couple of months.

      “West, I’m kind of afraid this is going to make you get back on that baby bandwagon again. And I hate to say it but I’m still nowhere near ready for that kind of responsibility.”

      His golden eyes sparkled as he looked at her and tweaked her nose. “Not to worry, peach. I’m ready only when you are.”

      She smiled and ducked her head. She had no idea when she’d be ready for such a thing. She knew nothing about babies. It was a distant hope that Clara would allow her to learn some about them with her new sister. But it was a vague hope, as Clara was more than a bit picky and bossy. She was sure she’d be the same way about the baby.

      When Dustin pulled up at the hospital, he parked and came around to let them out of the back. “Are you coming up too, Dustin?” Aulora asked him as they exited the car.

      “Should I?” he asked her as he frowned. “I’m not family.”

      “You’re as much a part of this family as anyone else. You’ve been Dad’s driver forever and then some. Come on. Park the car and come up. It wouldn’t be the same without you,” she told him then kissed his wrinkled cheek.

      “I’ll park then come up. See you in the waiting room.”

      Aulora was happy he’d decided to join them. Her father had many acquaintances but no real friends. She knew Dustin was more of a friend to her father than an employee.

      Weston held her hand as they went up on the elevator to the fifth floor where all the expecting mothers were. It was then that she realized this must be hard for Weston.

      “If this is too much for you, you don’t have to stay, West. I just thought about that.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze.

      “It’s right where I want to be. Right here, by your side.” With a kiss on her cheek, the doors opened and they stepped out of the elevator.

      Her father had texted her the room number and they went straight to it. With a soft knock, they found her father stepping out to greet them. “Hi! Thank God you’re here, Aulora!”

      “Oh?” she asked, more than a little surprised.

      “Clara’s mother was on her way here but she fell down the steps of her home, breaking her hip. Her sister is in Switzerland and she has no other female to help her out. She’s a disaster!” Her father ran his hand over his face with angst.

      “So, I should go inside?” Aulora asked him.

      He nodded. “Please. She’s a moaning groaning wreck. I don’t have a clue what to do for her. I wasn’t in the room when you were born. I came up to the hospital later, after you were delivered. This is new to me and quite frankly, I hate it!”

      Her body went tense. Weston, felt it go rigid and hugged her, tightly. “You can do it, peach. Get in there and help her. All you have to do is stay calm and rub her shoulders. Hold her hand through the pains. You know, be a friend to her. She sounds like she needs one.”

      “But I have no idea what to do, either. Dad, I’m sorry…”

      Weston pulled back and held her by her shoulders. “No! No, you will not get out of this by saying you’re sorry, you can’t. That is your stepmother. And she is about to have your baby sister. And you will straighten up and do what you need to do. You see, I’m a big brother and I know the responsibility that comes with that. So, buck up and do what you have to.”

      “Damn!” her father said as she shook his head.

      “I know, right?” Aulora said as she began to grin. “He’s a real ball buster, isn’t he? And he’s absolutely right. I need to get over my damn self. I’ll do this for my little sister. And Clara too. She’s not all bad.”

      “She really wants us to be a real family, Aulora,” her father said. “I know she doesn’t always go about it right but she wants that more than anything else in this world.”

      With a nod, Aulora said, “I know that. She’s a weird young woman, isn’t she?”

      “Weird?” her father asked with a frown. “I wouldn’t say that. I’d say she’s a different kind of young woman. And she loves me, Aulora. And she loves you too. She’ll really appreciate your help today.”

      “And you’ll learn a lot,” Weston added.

      She saw it in his eyes, hope that she’d want a child sometime a lot sooner rather than later. “I’ll be inside. You two wait in the little room over there. Dustin will be up soon, Dad. I invited him.”

      “Good. I didn’t think about that. I’m glad you did. Such a Godsend you are, Aulora. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” her father said then took her in his arms, hugging her tight. “I’m so sorry for the lost years. I was more than a fool.”

      Aulora pulled back to look at him. “I can forgive you for that. But if you pull that shit on any on my siblings, I’ll make sure your life becomes a living hell. Got me?”

      With a nod, he looked at Weston and said, “She’s a ball buster too, Weston. Seems you’ve taught her a thing or two.”

      “Seems I have. Go get ‘em peach. I’ll keep your dad company.” With a kiss, Weston and her father walked away, leaving her to go inside and deal with a laboring mother for the first time in her life!

      

      Chapter 5

      

      The grip Clara had on Aulora’s hand had numbed it. But Aulora let her hold it anyway. “Great job, Mom! You’re doing so great.”

      Clara’s face was red when the contraction eased. Aulora grabbed the cloth from the bed rail and went to the little sink to rewet it. “How many more of these things did you say you wanted?” Aulora asked with a light laugh.

      “None! She’s it! This hurts too bad!” Clara said as she tried to turn to one side.

      “So, I should never do this, huh?” Aulora asked as she went back to hold the cool wet cloth to her stepmother’s forehead.

      Clara’s eyes were watery. One tear fell down her cheek then she took Aulora’s hand in hers. “You have to have at least one, Aulora. I know this looks awful and believe me, it is. But you have to do this, at least once. Weston and you will be wonderful parents. I know you will. You have a deep love and that’ll help you to be great parents.”

      “You think so?” she asked as she wasn’t sure of that herself.

      With a nod, Clara’s face went red again with another contraction. Aulora found her hand being clenched in a death grip once again.

      

      An hour and a half later, the time had come. Clara was bearing down as Aulora rubbed her shoulders and coached her to push. The nurses stood by as the doctor waited for New Aulora to come on out.

      “I wish my father would come in here,” Aulora mumbled.

      Clara stopped pushing for a moment and tried to catch her breath. “Run and get him. He’ll come if you make him, Aulora.”

      With a quick nod, she took off. Going as fast as she could, she slid around the corner and shouted, “Dad, come on. This is it. She’s not freaking out anymore and she wants you to see your daughter come into the world!”

      His face was ashen as he sat perfectly still. Weston got up and pulled him up. “Come on, man! You need to see this. It’s awesome.”

      He helped get Aulora’s father all the way to the room his wife was in. Weston earned a quick kiss to the cheek from Aulora before they both disappeared into the room.

      Weston stood outside of it. His heart and mind a flurry of emotions. It had been so long ago but he could recall the exact feelings he’d had when his son was born. Terror, love, adoration, and most of all excitement.

      He’d been so excited about the baby and their future. So many plans had been made. Weston Junior would be in little league. He’d be the best player on his team. He’d make tons of home runs and make him so proud. His son was going to be something! He’d just known it. How wrong he’d been.

      With a heavy heart, Weston went to the bathroom. Tears had sprung up and he was in need of pulling himself together. It all came crashing down on him. He’d tried so hard to keep this about Aulora and not about him and what he’d lost.

      But it was always there, waiting in the background of his soul. His loss was a part of him. It was such a part of him that at times he forgot it was there. Like you would a small freckle on your back that you seldom catch sight of. But it’s always there and you’re reminded of that, once in a while, when you see it in the mirror.

      His son would always have a place in his heart. He’d moved on. But he could never forget the baby who never got a chance to play baseball, or even learn how to walk and talk. His life was cut short and Weston would never get to know that person.

      The hole that was left when his son left this world, began to fill with longing. He longed to hold a baby in his arms again. He longed to hear the little cries they made. He longed to wake up and look into the face of his child.

      But he’d never resort to making Aulora feel she had to hurry to give him what he so desperately desired, craved, needed. No, he’d hold on. Wait until she was ready.

      But he prayed she’d not make him wait too much longer, though he had every reason to believe that she would, not out of selfishness, though. Out of fear of what might happen someday. And all because her father had made a terrible mistake. One that he might not ever be able to make up for.

      

      Chapter 6

      

      Her first cries were so faint that Aulora had a hard time hearing them. “She’s here,” she whispered to her stepmother. “Your baby girl is finally here!”

      “Thank God,” Clara moaned. “She certainly made me wait. Didn’t she?”

      “Would you like to cut the cord, Daddy?” Aulora asked him as the nurse offered the scissors to her. It had been planned that she’d do it but Aulora suddenly felt that her father needed to do the deed.

      “Should I?” he asked Clara who nodded. He took the scissors and let the nurse position them at the right place on the umbilical cord. He closed his eyes as he clamped them down on the rubbery thing. He shuddered with the act then handed the scissors back to the nurse. “That felt odd.”

      “Yes, it does,” the nurse agreed.

      Aulora watched the red, wiggly baby as she was wrapped in a blanket and handed to her father. “Here you go, Daddy,” the doctor said.

      Aulora and Clara watched Charles as he went stiff. “I don’t know how to hold something that small.”

      Aulora went to her father’s side. Unsure of how to do it herself. “Let me help you, Daddy. I want to see this little girl in your arms a hell of a lot.”

      She caught Clara smiling as she took the baby from the doctor and helped her father hold her in his arms. They watched as he looked down at his new baby girl. “Hi there, honey.”

      With his words, the baby stopped crying and snuggled into her father’s chest. “She knows your voice,” Aulora whispered. “How cool is that, Dad? She already knows you and she loves you.”

      Tears began to flow down his cheeks and he looked at Aulora. “I’m so damn sorry. You’ll never know how sorry I am, Aulora.”

      She nodded and ran her arm around him, leaning her head on his shoulder and looking at her new sister. “I forgive you. Don’t apologize for that again. It’s in the past. This family has a new future and it’s starting back over with this little princess right here.”

      Clara’s loud sob had them both looking at her as she said, “This is just so beautiful!”

      Aulora pushed at her father. “Take your baby and go introduce her to her mom.”

      She kissed the baby’s head then gave Clara a nod. “I’ll leave you three to get better acquainted then I’m coming back in here to hold my baby sister for a very long time, okay?”

      Clara gave her a nod and a smile. “You better. I love you, girl.”

      Aulora smiled. “I love you too, Mom.”

      As she left the hospital room her sister had just been born in, she caught sight of Weston, leaving the bathroom. He looked at her and came to her, holding out his arms. “I need a hug!”

      She was more than surprised by his actions. Weston was the typical strong guy. He was always in control of his emotions. But there he was, practically shaking in her arms.

      They swayed back and forth as she lent him some of her reserves of strength. She was unaware she had any but she found some. “Weston, it’s going to be okay.”

      “I miss him, Aulora.”

      The pain that filled her heart was almost more than she could bare. But her man needed her to be there for him and she’d be damned if she let her emotions get in the way of what he needed from her.

      “I know you do, baby.” She ran her hand over the back of his head as he leaned on her shoulder, burying his face. “If you need to leave here, I’ll go with you. I know this is hard for you.”

      Suddenly, he pulled his head back, looking at her with red-rimmed eyes. “No! No way! We’re staying. I’m meeting that baby! I just needed to share that with you. I miss him. I miss what could’ve been. But I want to be a part of your family, Aulora. I do.”

      She smiled and tugged him back into her arms. “Okay, then we’ll stay. I get it now. And I think it’s healthy for you to stay and see her.”

      Sniffling and pulling himself up, he gained control over himself, wiping his eyes and laughing a little. “What a girl I am.”

      “Don’t say that,” she chastised him. “You have a valid reason for your actions.”

      “Enough about me,” he said, pulling her into his arms. “Did you hold her yet?”

      “I kind of did. I took her from the doctor and put her into Dad’s arms. I thought it would be best if they got a little time alone together. You and I can go in later and get to know the newest member of the pack.”

      “That was thoughtful of you,” he said as he took her hand and led her to the elevator. “Let’s go to the cafeteria and get something to eat and you can tell me how the whole thing went. I want it all. And I want to know how you felt every minute of it.”

      She laughed as they got onto the elevator. “I felt like there’s a ton of pain that goes along with having a baby. That said, there’s more joy than anything else. I found myself thinking that having a baby is a lot like anything else. Anything worth having takes blood, sweat, and tears for you to truly appreciate it.”

      “That’s one way of thinking about it,” he said as they got off the elevator and found the cafeteria. He pulled a couple of ham sandwiches off a cold tray and grabbed a couple of bags of chips. She picked up two bottles of water and they went to the cashier to pay for their lunch.

      Finding a seat, they sat and started eating their little lunch.

      “You know Clara told me something while I was with her.”

      “Oh yeah, I bet she did,” he said with a chuckle. “Women in labor can be real chatterboxes. So, what were her words of wisdom?”

      “That you and I would make great parents.” She leveled her eyes on him and watched his body language tell her he wasn’t about to fall for what she’d said. Not yet anyway.

      “And we will. Someday. When you’re ready.” He took a bite of his sandwich.

      Aulora watched him. His response wasn’t what she’d thought it would be. She kind of thought he’d agree wholeheartedly and ask her if she was ready to get started on the baby-making. When he stopped talking and only ate, she began to wonder if he wasn’t quite ready for a baby.

      Men were odd, she decided. One day they wanted one thing and the next it was like that didn’t really matter at all. She didn’t know when or how she’d ever figure Weston out.

      If ever!

      With their lunch finished and an hour had passed, they went back up to see if they could go in and see the baby. They found her father outside of the room, talking to the pediatrician. They waited until he was done and the other man had walked away. Charles leaned back against the wall and looked at Aulora with fear-filled eyes.

      They approached him with much hesitation then Aulora asked, “Is there something wrong, Dad?”

      When he nodded, she felt her knees go weak and was thankful for Weston’s strong arm that tightened around her to hold her up. “The baby has a heart murmur,” her father said with a long sigh following.

      “Oh God!” Aulora said, stunned. “What does that mean, Dad?”

      He shook his head. “Just that she’ll have to be specially monitored. One of her heart valves doesn’t seem to be closing tight enough. The pediatrician said it can get stronger with time. If she’s not better by the time she’s a year old, they’ll do surgery to fix the problem.”

      “Oh, so it’s not like some terminal thing then?” Aulora asked, feeling more than a bit relieved.

      “Not terminal, no,” he said. “If she has to have surgery a lot can happen. I hope she doesn’t have to undergo that.”

      Weston clasped Charles’ shoulder. “I’m sure it’ll get stronger on its own. We’ll research the shit out of what to do to make sure it happens for her. Don’t worry. How’s Clara taking it?”

      “Typical of any new mother. She’s devastated,” Charles let them know.

      Weston shook his head as he thought, at least he got two months of pure joy before it was all taken away from him. This poor couple got a few minutes before doubt was put into their heads about their child’s future. 
      “Let’s go see her, Aulora.”

      Going inside, they found Clara, holding the baby. Tears were in her eyes and it gave them both pain in their hearts. “Hey, there,” Aulora said as they came in. “Do you feel up to company?”

      “Did your father tell you?” she asked Aulora.

      She nodded and came to her side. “He did. Can I hold her?” Clara nodded and Aulora took the tiny baby in her arms. “Hey, you. You know you have to get that little valve problem under control, right? You’re scaring Mom and Dad. As your big sister, it’s my job to make sure you’re always okay. So, you have to get okay, New Aulora.”

      “Oh, we didn’t name her that,” Clara said. “Her name’s Hope. Because we want to remember to have hope for her every time we talk about her.”

      “Hope, huh?” Aulora asked. “I like it. So, Hope, you have to get better. I have big plans for you and I.”

      Weston took a seat as he listened to Aulora talking to her sister, much the same way he’d talked to his son. He’d had hopes, dreams, plans. But he shook his head to rid himself of the thoughts that would only send him into a funk.

      Clara looked worried and defeated. Weston made an attempt to ease her mind, “You know most babies get through this early on.” He held up his cell to show her what he’d looked up. “It says here that most of the babies with this condition when born are better before they reach six months old. That’s great news. Don’t you think, Clara?”

      “I guess,” she mumbled. “I just wish I knew what I had done wrong. I don’t want to do it again with our next child.”

      He looked at the article and shook his head. “It says there’s no one who’s at fault with this kind of thing. It can happen to anyone. And the mortality rate for this type of thing is extremely low, even if they have to do surgery to correct it. I think you should focus on the baby and not worry about that too much.”

      “Can you move in with us for a while, Aulora?” Clara asked her. “I think I could use your help.”

      Weston looked at Aulora who’d gone pale. “Me? Move in? Um,”

      Weston got up and came to her side, wrapping his arm around her waist, he said, “Of course, you can.”

      She looked up at him with wide eyes. “Only if you come too.” Aulora looked at Clara. “He and I are a package deal.”

      “I know that. Of course, he can come too. I can use all the help I can get. I will not have nannies looking after my children. Only family members. I consider Weston part of the family. So, it’s settled. You two can move into the room right across from ours, so you can help us out. Can you be in there before we get released from the hospital?”

      Weston took charge. “We can. Not to worry. I think it’s fantastic that you don’t want to use a nanny. I had one and I hated her. She was so stoic and strict. I could feel the fact I was nothing to her. My younger brother could too. I hated it when I had to go to school and leave him alone with her. We’d be glad to help with little Hope. And one day, I hope you and Charles can help us with our own brood.”

      Aulora blushed as she looked at the baby in her arms. “Would you listen to him, Hope. He’s counting his chickens, isn’t he? Calling what we’ll have, a brood!”

      The baby wiggled in her arms and she saw Weston looking at the bundle she held with great interest.

      “Might I hold her, peach?”

      He took a seat beside her as she handed the baby over to him. “Hi there, you precious little girl. I’m not sure what you’d call me. Not uncle.”

      “She’ll probably come up with something on her own when she’s old enough,” Aulora said as she ran her hand over the cute tiny head of her sister. “Probably something like, Bubba.”

      “Bubba?” he asked with a frown. “That sounds hillbilly, don’t you think?”

      “It does,” Clara said with a nod.

      “Well, I like it,” Aulora said. “It’s so not him, you know?”

      Clara smiled and so did Aulora. Then Clara pushed it a bit as she said, “So, when will you two start trying?”

      “To do what?” Aulora asked without a clue as to what her stepmother was talking about.

      “To do what,” Clara said as she laughed. “Trying to have yourselves a baby, Aulora. What else?”

      “I think we should be married before we even begin to discuss such a thing,” Aulora said.

      Weston got up and took the baby to Clara. “Hold her for a sec, will you Mum?” She took the baby then they watched him as he opened the door and left the room, leaving them wondering what the hell he was doing.

      “Did I offend him?” Clara asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Aulora said as she got up to go after him. “I have no idea why he’d react like that. It’s not as if he’s never thought about us getting married and having kids.”

      Before she could get to the door, her father came inside. “What did you do to the boy, Aulora?” he asked her as he gently pushed her to go back and sit down. “He walked right past me and got into the elevator.”

      “I… I didn’t do anything. Clara asked us when we planned on trying to have a baby and I said something about being married first and he left,” Aulora stammered.

      “Well, you shouldn’t have put him on the spot like that. Take it from a man who took a long time to believe in the sanctity of marriage, it’s a real game-changer when a woman starts thinking in those terms,” her father told her.

      “But I wasn’t. I really wasn’t. I’ve never tried to force the marriage issue. If he wants kids, though. Well, I’m not doing it unless we’re married. I saw all too well what can happen when there’s no real commitment.”

      Her father cast his eyes to the floor, guilt written all over his face. “You should follow him. I’m sure he went to the lobby. Maybe he’s planning on calling a cab or something.”

      “Maybe I should follow him. I never saw this coming. What the hell should I say to him, Dad?” Aulora asked as she got up.

      “Whatever you feel in your heart, honey.” He pulled her into his arms and rocked her back and forth, leaving a kiss on top of her head. “Whatever you feel in your heart is what you should always say.”

      He let her go and she left the room, feeling more than a bit confused.

      

      Chapter 7

      

      When the elevator doors opened, Aulora stopped walking just as she stepped out of it. The lobby was dim. Only candles lit it up. Tons of them.

      She saw no one as she stood perfectly still. Then the sound of men humming filled her ears. One by one, men dressed in tuxedos stepped out of the shadows, still humming a soft and tranquil tune.

      An acoustical version of John Berry’s ‘Will You Marry me’ was what the men started signing and out of the darkness, emerged Weston, also clad in a tuxedo. Holding out a black box and making his way to her.

      Aulora stood, trembling, her hands covering her mouth and her heart pounding so hard, she was sure everyone could hear it even over the singing.

      When the song was over, Weston was in front of her on bended knee. He opened the black box, exposing a diamond the likes of which she’d never seen. “So, will you, Aulora?” he asked her with a smile on his lips and a gleam in his golden eyes. “Will you make me the happiest man alive and become Mrs. Weston Calloway?”

      Would she?
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* * *

      
        Sky Rocketing Investments Part Eight

      

      

      Chapter 1

      

      Weston couldn’t believe how long Aulora was taking to answer his very simple question.

      Would she marry him?

      What he didn’t know was a lump the size of Texas had lodged in her throat, preventing her from saying even one word. Her hands covered her mouth, her blue eyes were wide and shining with tears which were streaming in small trails over her pink cheeks.

      Weston wanted to remember how she looked exactly. Her dark hair had freshly cut bangs that hung to the tops of her dark brows that were expertly shaped. Her blue eyes were shiny with more than mere tears, there was happiness in their depths. Her creamy skin was blemish free, a rare thing for her. Not a hint of makeup and still gorgeous, he thought. She was his choice, a perfect choice for him. Now she needed to give him the answer he wanted.

      “Aulora?” he asked as he repositioned himself, his knee was beginning to grow numb with his wait. His heart was beginning to beat faster as nerves settled in.

      Was she going to tell him, no?

      Just as he’d nearly given up, she finally bobbed her head a bit, letting him know she was accepting his proposal. He let out a huge sigh and pulled her left hand away from her face so he could slip the three-carat diamond engagement ring onto her slender ring finger. She held her hand out and gazed at it, even though it was shaking like a leaf on an autumn tree in a stiff breeze.

      When Weston rose, she wrapped her arms around his neck, hanging on for dear life as she began to sob. “Yes! Yes, Weston! I’ll be your wife!”

      “Good to hear the actual words, peach,” he said with a chuckle. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

      The young men he’d hired to sing his proposal started singing another song of congratulations in an acoustic harmony. Neither paid attention to the words as their hearts pounded and their minds went in the direction most newly engaged couples go in.

      This is where it all begins, the rest of our lives together.

      Weston danced with his new fiancé to the song the men sang, sweetly. Aulora lay her head on his shoulder and followed along as he led her around the candlelit hospital lobby, making circles as they went.

      It wasn’t his ideal place to make such a grand gesture, but he’d found himself thinking more and more about how to ask her to marry him and this place seemed like a very good idea. With the birth of her baby sister and the start of her family again, Weston found he wanted to be a real part of it all. Not just the guy who was with Aulora went it all went down. He wanted to be more than that.

      When the song ended, Aulora raised her head and looked at Weston. “Thank you, West.” Her thick, dark lashes still held a couple of tears, looking like rain drops on branches. When she blinked, they fell down her cheeks that were pink with what he thought might be excitement.

      She looked into the golden eyes of the man she’d one day marry. His handsome face would forever be etched in her mind. The way the candle light made shadows in the hollows of his cheeks and made a flicker in his eyes, bringing out the green in them. He was fantastic to look at, and she’d get to gaze at him forever.

      “Thank you,” he said and kissed her with a sweet kiss that had everyone clapping and cheering for them, somewhat quietly, due to it being a hospital.

      When their kiss ended, Aulora saw her father coming out of the shadows, holding up his cell. He’d been taking a video of the whole thing. “Congratulations, you two!” The smile he wore went all over his face. There was no doubt about his happiness with their union.

      Aulora was confused to find her father had made it down. She’d left him in the hospital room with Clara. The elevator hadn’t opened up again. “Daddy? How did you…”

      “Weston asked me for my approval first, Aulora. Of course, I gave it to him.  Once I knew what he was about to do, I told Clara. You can imagine her reaction. I had to sprint down the stairs to video the whole thing. Clara insisted I get it captured for eternity. She’s so sentimental you know.”

      Aulora laughed and wiped her eyes. She held out her hand with the new ring on it, wiggling her fingers, making the dim light catch on the diamonds cuts. “Did he show you this, Daddy?”

      “No, he did not. Let me see it,” her father said as he put the cell down and took his oldest daughter’s hand to look at her new engagement ring. “Gorgeous! I’d say this is absolutely flawless. Much like my beautiful daughter.”

      “Oh, Daddy, I’m far from flawless, but I have to agree about the diamond, it is absolutely gorgeous,” she agreed then looked over her shoulder at Weston who was holding her from behind. “And very extravagant. I’m sure you spent a fortune on it, and I would’ve accepted your proposal if it had been out of a gum machine. But I love it!”

      His lips pressed against her cheek. “Yeah, I knew you would. I wanted to get you something that let you know that you mean the world to me. Knowing that you’d accept me with or without money is a thing I truly appreciate, Aulora. I mean that.”

      The long day had ended perfectly. Aulora was an engaged young woman, a new sister, and things were looking pretty great for the future. Her cell rang, and she took it out of the pocket of her skirt. It was Clara from her hospital room upstairs. “Get up here, girl. I have to see it!”

      “Coming, Mom,” Aulora told her stepmother as she giggled.

      Up they went to show Clara the video and the ring and hold the baby some more before they had to leave for the night. Aulora and Weston sat and held the baby as Clara watched the video and cried as she did. “This is just so beautiful!”

      “It was,” Aulora agreed then handed the baby over to Weston and went to Clara’s side. She kissed her stepmother on the forehead. “And thank you for giving me, my first sibling. It’s taken a while, but I’m finally not an only child anymore.”

      “You’re welcome,” Clara said then hugged her. “I’m looking forward to being a part of making this family grow. I’d like to thank you for being here. Being a real part of bringing your little sister into the world and into our family. You’re a part of her, Aulora. Never forget that.”

      “I can see why Dad loves you so much. You’re a blessing in both our lives. I’ll never forget that Hope, and any more kids that come along, are a part of me too. And thank you for being so great. Accepting me and helping Dad see that he needed to make amends with me and my mother was big of you. It takes a special person to do something like that. I hope you know I respect the hell out of you.” Aulora told her then hugged her again. “We need to get out of here, so you guys can get some sleep. We’ll get things ready at your house. And get ourselves settled in the room across the hallway from you. I can’t wait for you guys to get home.”

      “Me neither!” Clara agreed then sniffled as what Aulora said had triggered the waterworks yet again. “See you guys soon.” Charles handed her a tissue, and she wiped her eyes. The day had been one, long, hard one but everything seemed like it was supposed to be that way. A good day, all in all.

      Aulora found Weston handing the baby to her father and found an ache in her heart when she saw her new fiancé with that baby in his arms. She was sure he’d make a wonderful father someday. But she was still unsure when that day would come.

      So much still struggled in her mind. So many things could go wrong. Weston was very much a part of her, and it was settling into her head that if something ever happened to him then she’d hurt like hell. Adding kids into that scary mix was a thing she still was unsure she could handle. And the fact she knew nothing about babies was an issue too. She may be terrible with them.

      At least she had her new baby sister to see how she was with them. She’d gain a little knowledge about babies. But would she ever find the courage to have one of her very own?

      It wasn’t the pregnancy or even the birthing process she was afraid of. It was the chance of losing something so precious that kept her mind occupied with doubts.

      

      Chapter 2

      

      Week one, helping with Hope, went by quickly. Between all four of them, taking care of the baby was a virtual breeze. Week two, when Hope’s stomach decided it didn’t like the formula she was being served, became the thing new parents have nightmares about. Crying that doesn’t stop for extended periods of time. And nothing seems to make the baby happy.

      Aulora walked the hallway with Hope in her arms as Weston made a trip to the local pharmacy where some kind of a gas reliever had been called in by the pediatrician to aid in helping the poor baby get some much-needed relief. She tried to quiet the baby so her father and stepmother could get some sleep after being up most of the night with the fussy little girl.

      Hope made an odd wheezing sound that startled Aulora, making her stop the constant pacing she was doing with the infant and look at her. She noticed her face was a bluish color and that had her worrying something might be wrong.

      Quick steps took her to the bedroom where little Hope’s parents were resting but about to be woken up with what Aulora hoped wasn’t bad news. A quick knock at the door had her father saying, “Come in.”

      “Dad, the baby’s color isn’t right,” Aulora said as she came into the large bedroom.

      Clara sat up in the bed with wide eyes, “Bring her here!”

      Hope had stopped crying. The only sound she made was the wheezing sound that had her father calling the paramedics. “She didn’t have anything in her mouth, did she?”

      “No, she was crying with her tummy again. Weston should be back soon with the gas drops. Then she stopped crying all of a sudden and started making this sound.” Aulora watched as Clara placed her fingers over the baby’s heart.

      “It’s beating oddly,” Clara said, and tears began running down her cheeks. “Tell them to hurry, Charles.”

      Aulora’s father got out of the king-sized bed and made the call as he went to put something besides pajamas on, leaving Aulora and Clara alone with the baby who seemed to be struggling to breathe. “I’m sure she’ll be all right, Clara.”

      “She has to be, Aulora. She just has to,” Clara said as she made sure Hope’s little head and chest were elevated as she lay her on a pillow in front of her. “I’m sure it has to do with that damn heart murmur and the fact she has so much gas. It’s causing her distress.”

      “This is just an idea. I have no experience at all with babies but do you think you should start breastfeeding her and getting rid of the formula? Perhaps she’d have less gas if you did that,” Aulora offered.

      “You may be right. The truth is, I didn’t want my breasts to hurt and get all stretched out and become saggy once she was done breastfeeding. That seems pretty selfish right now.” Clara picked up the baby who was still making the odd sound. “You stay with my, baby girl. Your momma will do what she needs to.”

      Aulora ran her hand over the baby’s tiny head. “It must be so hard for you to see her this way. I can’t imagine. If I feel this worried, what you and Dad feel must be excruciating.”

      Clara could only nod as her heart was in her throat. Charles came back into the bedroom, dressed and ready to go to the hospital. “You get up and get dressed now, Clara. The paramedics should be here in ten minutes.”

      Aulora kept a watch on the baby as Clara went to get dressed. “Dad, how do people do this all the time? My heart is breaking for her.”

      Her father wrapped his arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “Baby, it’s just life. It’s full of ups and downs. When you’re a parent, so many things are out of your control. No one knows how to actually deal with stuff like this. But you have kids anyway.”

      Aulora nodded and then heard Weston shouting in the hallway, “Why is an ambulance pulling up?”

      Charles let his daughter go and went to open the bedroom door. “Hope’s making an odd sound. I wanted to get her some help.”

      Weston came into the room with the little bag from the pharmacy. “I picked up the medicine.” He walked over and looked at the baby. Her eyes were nearly closed as she struggled to take in air. “Oh, my.”

      Aulora ran her arm around him and leaned her head on his shoulder. The Butler led the paramedics up to the bedroom, and they took the baby over with speed Aulora found mind numbing. She and Weston stepped back as they used a small ball-like thing to help her breath.

      Clara came out of the bathroom, dressed and ready to go. “Can I ride in the ambulance with her?”

      The two female paramedics nodded, and they all took off, leaving Aulora and Weston in the room, alone.

      “This is terrible, Weston. I don’t know if I can ever do this to myself.”

      Weston put his arm around her, giving her shoulders a squeeze. “You think this is hard, to have to bury your child.”

      Aulora looked up at him and found his golden eyes glossy with unshed tears. “Come on. Let’s go up to the hospital too.”

      The couple left the home Aulora grew up in and made their way to the hospital. The ride was eerily quiet. Aulora had no idea what to say to Weston. She wondered how he could want to have another child. How could anyone put themselves in the place where you might watch your child die someday?

      Once at the hospital, the day progressed far too slowly for any of the adults to handle well. Hope was in the NICU, lying in a clear box with a respirator helping her get the oxygen she needed. Aulora found it nearly devastating to see her tiny sister in such a state. She seemed so far away, lying in that box.

      Weston and Aulora stood by as Clara and Charles watched the nurse check the baby’s vital signs. “She’s improving,” the nurse let them know. “Is she on formula or are you breastfeeding?”

      “She’s on formula, but I want to try breastfeeding,” Clara said.

      

  




The nurse nodded then pulled the baby out of the confines of the incubator. “Then you should try to feed her. Even though she isn’t crying yet, you still need to get her to eat some. It’s important to feed her every four hours, whether she’s crying or not.”

      Clara nodded and took a seat in a large rocking chair. The nurse draped a blanket over her shoulder and helped her get the baby situated to eat. Aulora took Weston’s hand and whispered, “We should leave them alone to do this.”

      “You should watch and learn,” he whispered back.

      She shook her head and tugged at him to go with her. He followed along but wasn’t happy with how Aulora was acting. She was shutting down.

      They went to the cafeteria and picked up a couple of coffees then took a seat in a booth. Aulora finally spoke, “Weston, would it be a deal breaker if I never had kids?”

      He leveled his eyes on her. Would it?

      “Aulora, this is the wrong time to be thinking about having kids. I can see how this is affecting you. Let’s not talk about things like that right now.” He sipped his steaming hot coffee as he looked away.

      She could see it written all over his face. It would be a deal breaker if she didn’t want to have kids. And she was more than sure, she didn’t want to ever be put in the position her father and stepmother were in. She really didn’t want to put herself in the position Weston had been in when his baby was killed in that car wreck.

      She knew what she had to do. Weston deserved someone who would give him children. He wanted them badly, and Aulora wasn’t about to do that to herself.

      “I should go to the bathroom,” she found herself saying.

      “I’ll walk with you,” Weston said as he got up too.

      She sighed then got up. “You stay here. I’ll be right back. It might take a while.”

      He nodded and sat back down. “I’ll be right here, peach. Take your time.”

      She nodded and left. At the door, she turned back and looked at him for what she thought might be the last time. Aulora couldn’t take it anymore. She was done pretending she could be what he needed.

      Her feet were heavy, but she made them move. Aulora had to keep it in her head, she was doing what was best for Weston. As she walked out the sliding glass door of the hospital, she felt a chilly breeze hit her face.

      A few taxicabs were parked near the exit, and she got into one of them. “Fifth Avenue in New York, please.”

      The driver took off with her, taking her to her penthouse where she had things to do. Her heart was heavy. Things were getting desperate, and much like her father had, years ago, Aulora was leaving the tough times behind her.

      

      Chapter 3

      

      When half an hour had passed, Weston went to find Aulora but couldn’t. He called her cell but got no answer. He didn’t want to burden her father and stepmother with anything else, so he went up to see them and made up a story about taking Aulora home to freshen up.

      He was happy to find out, Hope was doing much better. They wanted to keep her overnight just to be safe, though. Weston headed out to find Aulora, pretty sure she was freaking out and doing something stupid.

      Once he’d slipped into a taxi, he texted her

      -Call me. I know you’re thinking about doing something that will hurt us all.-

      He had the cab take him back to her father’s mansion first. The staff told him she hadn’t gone there, so he got back into the cab and took it to New York. To her penthouse.

      The ride was long, and he still couldn’t believe she hadn’t answered him. Then he got a bright idea and called her mother. “Hi, this is Weston, Evelyn. Have you seen Aulora, by chance?”

      “No,” she said. “But I haven’t been out of the house today. I’m feeling a bit under the weather.”

      “Sorry to hear that. I know this is asking a lot but can you go down to her penthouse and see if she’s there? She took off from the hospital earlier, and I’m afraid she might be trying to run off.”

      “Why would she do that?” Evelyn asked in confusion. “And why were you at the hospital?”

      “The new baby had to be taken to it. She was having trouble breathing. I think Aulora’s freaking out about the things that go along with being a parent and is planning on booking it out of here.”

      “Oh no! Is the baby okay now?” she asked.

      “She seems to be. They’re keeping her overnight just to be safe. So, can you run over and see if your daughter’s home? If she is, do you think you could let me know and keep her there until I get there?”

      “I will. Did she say anything to make you think she’d try to run away?” she asked him.

      “It’s more how she acted. She shut down. Her sign for what’s to come. Her running away. If it was only me she was running from, I’d let her go for a while. But she’d be running from her father and stepmother and baby sister too. I can’t let her make such a huge mistake.”

      “You are good for her. I’ll go check and let you know soon, Weston. Thank you for being so good to my daughter. She’s lucky to have you and I’m going to make sure she knows that.”

      “Thank you. I’m fortunate to have her too.” He ended the call and rubbed his temples. A headache had sprung up, and he had no idea if it would go away if he couldn’t stop her from making the mistake she was surely thinking about making.

      

      Chapter 4

      

      Aulora made it into her penthouse and headed to her bedroom to pack a bag. She wasn’t planning on taking much. Just enough to get her by until she could go shopping.

      “What’re you doing home, Aulora?” her head chef, Laura asked her as she headed down the hallway.

      Aulora froze in her tracks. She didn’t know what she should say. “Um, just getting some things. I need some more clothes to take to my Dad’s.”

      “Oh, how’s the new baby?” Laura asked as she stepped up to walk with her.

      Aulora stopped and turned to face the older woman. “She’s not doing very well. She’s had some gas issues, and now she has some breathing problems. To be honest, it’s hard to watch.”

      Laura stepped past her and opened the door to Aulora’s bedroom. “How sad. I bet it is hard to watch. Let me help you.” She walked into the bedroom and went to the closet. “How are the new parents doing with her?”

      “Good, I guess,” Aulora said then went to grab a suitcase out of another closet off the bathroom. “I don’t know how they’re handling it all. I don’t think I could.”

      “Sure you could,” Laura said as she pulled out a couple of T-shirts. “I suppose you want some casual clothes you don’t mind getting spit up on.”

      Aulora shook her head. “I need some nice things.” She was planning on going to Italy. She’d been wanting to go see the sights that hopefully would help her with her painting that was getting derailed by all the other activity that had sprung up in her life.

      Things were taking over. Filling her time with baby things and Weston things. Clara and her father things. She felt like she was losing who she was and what she was about.

      She was an artist. Not a wife. Not a mother.

      Laura’s expression changed to one of confusion as she asked, “Why do you need nice things?”

      Aulora jumped when her cell rang in her jeans pocket. She pulled it out and saw it was her friend, Brittany. “I’ll call her back later.” She swiped the screen, sending the call to voicemail. “And about the nice things, can you keep a secret?”

      Laura nodded and stopped looking through the closet and went to her, taking her hand and pulling her to sit on the bed with her. “I can. Tell me what’s up, Aulora.”

      “Promise not to judge me?” she asked her cook.

      Laura nodded. “I promise. I’m not here to judge anyone.”

      “Well, I need to leave for a while. You see, I’m not going to be able to marry Weston. He deserves better than me. I don’t want to have kids. I’ve seen the heartache and fear and want no part of it.” She bit her lower lip as she ran her hand through her hair in a nervous fashion. “Does that make me a bad person, Laura?”

      Laura shook her head. “No, it doesn’t. You’re truthful. Have you told Weston?” When Aulora shook her head, Laura sighed. “You’re engaged, Aulora. You need to talk to him. It’s not fair to him for you to run off without telling him why you’re doing it.”

      “He’ll try to stop me,” she said. “Let’s face it, he will stop me. And I don’t want to be stopped. I want to get the hell away from it all. The worry, the fear, the not knowing what’ll happen.”

      “That’s life, though. You can’t get through life without those things occurring. Sorry, that’s a fact,” Laura said.

      “Not everyone has kids, Laura. Not everyone gets married. I don’t have to do those things. Not when I know that one day I’ll lose the people I love. It’ll hurt too much.” Aulora stood up and began to pace around her large room. “I just want to paint. I want to have those feelings. No sorrow, unless it lends itself to my work. I don’t expect you or anyone else to understand. I just can’t do it. I’m a loner. I always have been.”

      Right on cue, Bruce ran out from under her bed and began to trip her up as he moved his fat body between her moving legs. Laura laughed as Aulora nearly fell. “He’s missed you. I’ve been wondering where he’d hidden. He’s managed to come out and eat his food and get some water when no one was around, but I haven’t seen him since you left to go to your father’s.”

      Aulora stopped and sat on the floor. Bruce had slipped her mind. How could she go off and leave him?

      “Kitty, what am I going to do about you?” she asked him.

      Laura used the cat to try to get into Aulora’s head. “How long do you plan on being gone? Bruce does miss you, you know?”

      “I’m not sure. Do you think the hotels in Italy are cat-friendly?” Aulora asked.

      “It’s doubtful,” Laura said as she went to sit on the floor with her and petted to the cat. “And that plane ride is long. It would be brutal on him. Locked away in a pet carrier in the cargo area of the plane. He’d hate it. Don’t you think?”

      Aulora looked at her cat and then her cell rang again. This time it was her mother. “I should answer this one,” she said as she swiped the screen. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hey, baby girl. Where are you?” her mother asked with a lilt to her voice.

      “Home,” she said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh, no reason. So, home in your penthouse?”

      “Yes, that’s my home, Mom,” Aulora said then laughed. “You sound weird.”

      “I don’t feel well. I’ve had a cold for a few days. How’s the new baby?”

      Aulora looked off at nothing. She was tired of feeling pain over the baby. She was tired of feeling things, period. “She’ll be all right, I guess. She’s in the hospital. Call Dad if you want to know more. I really don’t want to know anything else.”

      “Why in the world not?” her mother asked her as her voice went high and more than a bit agitated. “That sounds very selfish, Aulora!”

      “I guess that’s what I am. All these people being in my life has me forgetting who I am and what I’m about. I’m an artist who prefers to be alone. When did it become everyone’s primary agenda to include me in something I was never looking to be a part of?”

      “Aulora, I don’t like hearing you talk like this,” her mother reprimanded her. “Why so glum and anti-social?”

      With a choked sob, Aulora found the sadness had overtaken her. She threw the phone down, then got up and ran to lock herself away in the bathroom. Laura picked the cell up.

      “Hi, Miss Greene. You should stop by. Your daughter’s having a little bit of a breakdown.”

      “For Heaven’s sake! I’ll be right over,” Evelyn said then ended the call.

      Laura sat where she was, still stroking the cat’s soft fur. “What has your mommy got in her head?”

      She got up and left the bedroom, Aulora needed some time, she guessed. But could she be talked out of running off? Laura wasn’t sure about that.

      Artists could be closed off, she knew that from the one man she dated back in college. He could have been a true love, but he kept himself so guarded and aloof that she never got the chance to really love him. And she saw that in Aulora too. The only thing was, Laura wasn’t about to let Aulora do to herself what she watched the man she loved do to himself.

      

      Chapter 5

      

      Tears flowed as Aulora looked at herself in the mirror. What the hell was wrong with her? And why the hell couldn’t people just leave her alone?

      She was going to get trapped, she knew it. No one was going to let her go. No one was going to let her put them all behind her. When a light tap came to the bathroom door, she shook her head. “Go away!”

      “I can’t do that, peach,” came Weston’s voice. “Let me in.”

      “Go away! I want to be alone!” she screeched through the door at him.

      “No,” he said with a stern voice. “Now, you can let me in, or I can break the door to get to you. You decide.”

      She leaned up against the door and whined, “Weston, you have no idea how I feel. I’m so torn apart. Just let me go. I’m no good for you.” She slipped the engagement ring off her finger and slide it under the door. “Take that. Give it to a woman who can give you what you want.”

      “You’re the only woman for me, peach,” he said. “You come out and let’s talk. I have to put this ring back on your finger. Everything’s going to be alright. The baby’s doing fine. Everything will be all right.”

      Aulora opened the door and fell into his arms as she cried, “Weston, how can you take this? It’s all too hard! I’m so damn afraid for her. It’s not even making any sense to me how much I care about her. How can I handle this all?”

      He shushed her and cradled her in his strong arms. His breath moved her hair as he said, “I do believe this is the first time you’ve ever had someone in the world that you feel a kinship to. And that’s a strong thing to have. Hope is the first fragile life you’ve been a part of. It does make you hurt and worry.”

      She pulled her head off his chest to look at him.

      “How did you live through it, Weston? How could you have lived through the death of your son? I don’t think I could live through it. I can’t handle Hope being in the hospital. What if you and I have a child and something happens to it?”

      Searching her eyes, praying to help her to understand things, he answered her, “Aulora, life’s hard. All the money in the world can’t make bad things not happen. It did nearly kill me when the accident took my son’s life. That’s the God’s honest truth. I was a shell of a human for over a year. But then, little by little, things got better. I could think about my son and not burst into tears. I could remember his sweet little face and the way his cries sounded.”

      “I don’t see how you could ever want to possibly put yourself through that again,” she said then wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “I can’t even contemplate the pain you felt when that happened. All I know is, I don’t ever want to feel that.”

      Weston pulled her with him to the bathroom, getting her some tissue and helping her blow her nose and wipe some more tears away. “As much as it hurt, peach, I wouldn’t have changed the fact that I helped bring that boy into the world. I got to hold him, touch him, feel him. I got a glimpse at what real love is. He gave that to me in a matter of two months.”

      “Then that all was taken away, West. How can you ever want to take that chance again? I didn’t even live through that, and I don’t want to take the risk.” She looked at him for his answer as she had no idea why he’d do such a thing to himself.

      “We’re not here to go through life with no pain, no worry, no fear, no regret. Life is all about feeling things. Love isn’t the only thing there is to feel. You’ll be a miserable person if you try to keep those things out of your life. I can’t stand by and watch you be an unhappy person, peach.”

      “Why can’t you?” she asked him as she had no idea why he put so much time and energy into her.

      “Because I love you. You’re my life. Can’t you see that?” He ran his hand through her dark hair then kissed her with a tender kiss.

      She cradled his face in her hands as they kissed. Then he ended the kiss, and she asked, “How can you love me? I’m such a mess. I can’t handle the simplest emotions without trying to get away from what’s causing them.”

      “Love isn’t always easy,” he said then picked her up and carried her to the bed, sitting on it and holding her on his lap. “Now, you’re going to pull yourself together. Want to know why?”

      She nodded. “I think you’re going to say that I need to be there for my sister.”

      “Yes, you do. It’s time to put on the big sister pants and leave that only child in the past. You’re a big sister. As a big brother, I can tell you, the job never ends. You’ll be there for Hope through this trial, and more will follow. Her first heartbreak, she’ll come to you and want to know why her heart hurts so badly.”

      “And I’ll tell her because boys are mean and should be avoided at all costs,” Aulora said then sniffled.

      “No, you will not tell her any such thing,” Weston told her then kissed the tip of her nose. “You’ll tell her that heartbreak comes to us all and it should never stop her from trying love again and again until she finds the right one for her. Just like you gave me a chance that you were afraid to give me. I love you so completely that I’ll never let you hurt yourself again.”

      “So, I’m not going to be going off to Italy to turn into a hermit?” she asked him. “Because that was my plan.”

      “No, you will not be turning into a hermit anywhere. I’d find you. I love you far too much to allow you to hurt yourself that way. You’re wonderful. It would be a crime to hide from all of those who love you.”

      She had no idea why he loved her. Aulora only knew she was one of the luckiest people on the planet. “I suppose you’re my backbone, West.”

      “I can be whatever you need me to be. Now, promise me that you’ll never run off again and make me chase you down.” He kissed her damp and warm cheek then pushed her hair away from her face.

      “Seriously?” she asked him as she wasn’t sure she could make that promise. “I can tell you now that my mind takes me over sometimes and it sends my feet moving.”

      He slipped the engagement ring back on her finger. “Your mind needs to stop doing that to you.” He laid her back on the bed and ran his fingertip along the side of her long, slender throat. “You have a place in my life that no one can ever fill. You have places in the lives of many people, Aulora. Try very hard not to forget that. You would be more than missed, you would be mourned.” His lips found hers, taking her away from her worries and selfish ideas.

      Aulora was needed by people. For the first time in her life, she was an important piece of a family puzzle. She wasn’t sure she was up for it, but it seemed she had no real choice in the matter.

      Weston was dead set on her. She had a baby sister who would need her around. Running was no longer an option. How in the world would she learn to control that part of her brain that had the fleeing instinct so deeply embedded in it?

      

      Chapter 6

      

      A month down the road, Aulora and Weston went to Sunday dinner at her father’s house. When the butler answered the door, they saw Clara walking into the entrance room, holding Hope.

      “There you are, big sis. She’s missed you,” Clara said then placed Hope in Aulora’s arms.

      “Hey, pretty baby,” Aulora cooed at her sister. “How are you doing today?”

      The three moved off toward the dining room. “She’s doing so much better,” Clara said. “You were so right about giving breastfeeding a shot, Aulora. Hope’s made great strides since I started doing that. You seem to have a natural knack with babies.”

      Weston ran his arm around Aulora and kissed the side of her head. “I have to agree with Mum about that. You do have a certain knack.”

      Aulora kissed Hope on the forehead. “Well, she and I have this great connection. I know what she’s thinking is all.”

      Weston was more than pleased with how well Aulora was dealing with things after her breakdown. He’d been a bit afraid of having to fight her to come back around. When he didn’t, he was pleasantly pleased. But he’d have done it if necessary. There was no backup plan. She was his future, no matter what.

      Taking their places at a lovely table filled with gorgeous white flowers as the centerpiece, they found Charles waiting on them all. “There they are. I got a phone call from the Four Seasons, they can get you in for the reception party on the date you wanted. The wedding is on!”

      “Really?” Aulora asked as she held her baby sister up. “You should be walking by then, Hope. Do you want to be my flower girl?”

      “That’s a year from now,” Clara said. “I’m sure she’ll be over the moon to walk down the aisle, tossing flowers around.”

      “Do you think they could make her a replica of my wedding gown?” Aulora asked. “Wouldn’t that be so cute?”

      “I bet we can make that happen,” Weston told her then kissed her cheek. “So, one year and three weeks from now, you will finally be my wife. It’s about time we have a date set for that.”

      “Pity, you couldn’t get a date sooner than that,” Clara said. “Wedding venues in New York are nearly impossible to get on short notice.”

      “Nice ones, anyway,” Weston said. “But that’s okay. It’s better anyway. Hope will get to be a bigger part in it. I know Aulora wants that more than anything else.”

      Aulora smiled at him and caressed his cheek. “You know me better than I know myself, West.”

      “I do, peach.” He kissed her lips with a light kiss, making Clara sigh.

      “You two are so cute!” She clapped her hands and laughed. “I cannot wait for you two to make me a grandmother!”

      Aulora laughed. “How silly you are. If you didn’t look so young, people would swear you were fifty. The way you talk and think is off the charts.”

      “Sorry for loving my family,” Clara said with a smile. “So, the bachelorette party, the wedding shower, the honeymoon, we’ve got a lot to do, don’t we, Aulora?”

      “I guess we do. All of those plans and reservations need to be made too,” she agreed.

      “And the invitations have to be sent out. My family in England will need plenty of time to get their affairs in order, to make the trip. We’ll have to get the reservations for the hotel rooms,” Weston added.

      Aulora went tense with the realization about how much work needed to be done for the big wedding. “Perhaps we should scrap the whole thing and run off to Vegas.”

      Clara’s jaw dropped. “No way! You can’t do that to yourself. You should have a huge wedding. You deserve one, honey!”

      “You do,” Weston agreed. “You’ve never had anything big. You wouldn’t let me give you a big graduation party. Your last birthday you also wouldn’t let me give you a big party. I want to give you a wedding to remember. The sky’s the limit.”

      Aulora wasn’t used to being the center of attention. The fact was, she was nervous about the whole thing. But she did have a little secret, she did want the grand gesture of a gorgeous wedding. She did want pictures of her and her family all made up sweet and beautiful.

      “Okay, I’ll shut up and go along with this thing,” she said as if she was conceding to them. But she was actually conceding to herself. She’d always fought herself about stuff like that. It was time to turn over a new leaf and let her light shine.

      She had money, and so did Weston. She had a family who wanted to be a part of her life now. The poor and lonely days were fading into the past, rapidly. The future was anything but poor or lonely.

      Aulora was on a path she’d never even dreamt of, all because of Weston’s persistence. She beamed at him as she thought herself lucky. “I’m glad you found me, baby.”

      “Me too,” he agreed then kissed her again. “Now to eat and then we can get to making some plans, peach!”

      

      Chapter 7

      

      Toddling down the long aisle with Clara following close behind her, Hope tossed out white rose petals as she smiled at everyone. Decked out in a small white wedding dress that matched Aulora’s, the little girl was on cloud nine as she shared her big sister’s special day.

      Clara picked her up as they got to the end of the aisle and took her to sit down on the front row. “Look, Hope, Daddy’s about to bring out, sissy,” she whispered to her little girl.

      Hope smiled and pointed as her father and sister stepped up to the back of the large church, and the music changed to that of the bridal march. She clapped as they came down the wide path, she’d sprinkled the flowers on.

      Aulora couldn’t help but smile at her baby sister. She’d woken up to a gorgeous day. Everything about the day was glorious. Birds were chirping, and the sun was shining in warm rays that streaked the morning sky. At the end of the path was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.

      When Aulora’s father handed her off to the man she’d spend the rest of her life with, she felt a chill run through her. Weston took her hand in his, and they turned to look at the preacher who was about to make them man and wife.

      A shrill scream came from behind them. The next thing they knew, they’d been upstaged by the little one-year-old who was bound and determined to be a bigger part of their union than they’d planned.

      Weston had to pick Hope up as she tried to climb up him. Safe in his arms, she ran her small hand over Aulora’s face as the preacher continued to ask them to repeat the things he said.

      Aulora’s eyes were brimming with tears. It was the happiest day of her life, and she was pleased to share the center of attention with the little girl she grew to love more with each passing day.

      No longer did she fear becoming a mother. Thanks to the birth of Hope, she felt pretty confident that she did have what it takes to be a mom after all. And she knew Weston had what it would take to be a dad.

      Before she knew it, the wedding bands had been slipped onto their fingers, and they were kissing while everyone clapped, and Hope added her kiss to theirs. A wet sloppy one that left spittle shining on their cheeks.

      “Sweet girl,” Weston said with a chuckle.

      “Think she’ll let us go on our honeymoon alone, West?” Aulora asked him as Hope clung tightly to her new brother-in-law.

      Clara came to them and pried her little girl off him. ‘Come on, baby girl. They have things to attend to.”

      Hope looked a little mad at her mother but soon was okay when Aulora pulled a grape sucker out of her bouquet and gave it to her, easing her anger at being pulled out of the spotlight.

      Off the newly married couple went to have a party at the Four Seasons then off to Italy, they’d go for a month-long honeymoon. A time in which they hoped to become pregnant, starting their own family.

      Somewhere deep inside Aulora, fear still trickled through her, making her wonder if she was a fool for taking such risks. She’d gone with Weston to Los Angeles on the anniversary of his son’s death a few months earlier.

      Standing at the foot of a grave that should never have to be made so small, was sobering. For two months, the baby had been there. Filling the lives of Weston and Hayley. Their dreams were all about him. Their thoughts were all about him. In an instant, he was no longer there.

      Aulora didn’t know how Weston could take it. How it didn’t kill him too. But she knew it had given him a strength most never know. Weston’s love was complete. No matter what she threw at him, he caught it and made it into something beautiful.

      With him in her life, her artwork had flourished. He constantly told her how he couldn’t wait for her to become a mother. He wanted to see how feeling that particular love affected her art. Weston was sure it would become even better.

      If she hadn’t been a wealthy woman before, she’d have been one anyway. Her art was selling as soon as she got another painting out on the wall. No longer did she have two walls to fill at the gallery. They never stayed on them long enough to make it necessary for two of them. Instead, she had space behind the front desk. It was large enough to house three paintings at on time. And she was always asked if she’d be getting right back to work, as it was certain there would be an empty spot within the month.

      Aulora had changed. She was no longer the quiet, little, cynical young woman who thought darkness and drudgery were all that life held for her. She’d blossomed under Weston’s love, into a butterfly who knew there was a hell of a lot more to life than she’d allowed herself to ever believe before Weston had come into her life.

      After the reception, they spent the night in the hotel, sleeping instead of making love as they were way too exhausted to do anything but sleep what was left of the night away.

      But early the next morning found them not quite so tired and more than ready to get to the baby-making.

      Aulora’s dark hair had been done up in a fancy updo. It was a rat’s nest of tangles, and her makeup that had once been perfect was a mess of black around her eyes and red smudged lips.

      “Good morning, beautiful,” Weston said as he pulled her up to his chest.

      He too had seen better mornings. The gel that was used in his hair to keep it in place was holding it straight up on one side and plastered to his face on the other. His eyes were swollen from drinking too much and too long. They had to laugh as they looked at one another.

      “Lord, Weston. What have we become?” she asked as she pushed his hair back and found it standing at attention as the gel held it up.

      “I think the shower is where we need to start this marriage thing.” He climbed out of bed and picked her up, carrying her bridal style to the bathroom.

      In the shower, the warm water ran over their bodies as they ran soapy washcloths over the other’s body. Washing the tons of product out of their hair, they began to resemble the handsome couple they’d been before the long day of wedding festivities. “Remind me that I only want to ever get married once,” Aulora said. “That was too much work. I never want to go through that again.”

      “Don’t you worry,” he told her as he scooped her now clean and fresh body up in his arms. “I will never allow you to marry again.”

      Pressing her against the warm shower tiles, she wrapped her legs around him as he buried himself inside her. She moaned, her nails ran over his back, and she found he fit her better than he ever had.

      “I love you, West,” she purred as he stroked deftly. “I want all of you.”

      “You have all of me,” he told her as he looked into her eyes.

      “I want you inside me,” she said with another moan.

      “I am inside you, peach,” he told her then kissed up one side of her neck.

      Trailing soft kisses over his shoulder, she whispered, “I want to feel your baby moving inside of me.”

      He growled with her words. She hadn’t been very vocal about having a baby. She’d agreed to it, but he wasn’t sure if she was doing it all for him or not. Her admission to wanting to have his baby inside of her was new, and he loved hearing it.

      It invigorated him, making him take her with more force. With the slightest twinge of her body as she began to climax, he held back his orgasm until she was nearly through. Then he let his go, filling her up with his love.

      Their mouths come together as they exchanged their love. Then he left the shower, taking her to the bed. Laying her back on it, he moved back in for more.

      She spread her legs, inviting him in and hissed, “Do it again, baby. Damn, it’s good to be your wife.”

      “Not nearly as good as it is to be your husband,” he said then thrust into her hard and swift.

      She cried out with pleasure as he pounded her body with his. Faster and harder he went until they were quivering again and he spilled more of himself into her. “Oh, this month is going to be so much fun,” she said as she tried to catch her breath.

      “You can say that again!”

      It was their first morning as a married couple, and they were set on doing it right!

      

      Chapter 8

      

      “Grab him, he’s getting away!” Weston called out to his wife as their three-year-old son streaked through the main living area.

      Aulora put down their one-year-old daughter to go after their little nudist. “Come here, Brady!”

      With a squeal of laughter, the boy zipped past her and headed out of the room, apparently seeing fit to give the staff a looksy at his goods. “You can’t catch me!”

      “I’ll take Bree over,” Weston shouted. “You go chase him down. The kid is super speedy!”

      Aulora chased their son down the hallway as he laughed like a maniac. Suddenly, he stopped when a door opened. “And what do we have here?” Laura asked as she scooped up the naked bundle.

      “Yes! Great teamwork, Laura,” Aulora said as she stopped running and walked up to get her son.

      “Aw, man,” Brady whined. “I don’t wanna wear clothes. They get in my way.”

      “Your way of doing what?” Laura asked him as she handed him over to his mother.

      “In my way of being free,” he told her. “I like to feel fresh.”

      “Well, I like to see my son wearing clothes, like a normal human boy, instead of a wild animal,” Aulora scolded him.

      “Maybe he was a monkey in his past life,” Laura teased then messed up the dark mop of hair on his head.

      “Maybe I was,” he agreed. “Come on, Mom. Let me be a wild monkey again! Please!”

      “Shouting the word, ‘please,’ is no way to get what you want, Brady. Now, come on. Back to being a boy and wearing clothes.” Aulora took him back into the living area where he’d ditched his shorts and T-shirt.

      Finding Weston reading to their daughter, had her heart fluttering. “I got him, Dad.”

      “I see that,” Weston said as he put the book down. “Why is it that you want to be naked, son?”

      “Apparently, I was a monkey one time. That’s what Miss Laura thinks. And I believe she’s right!” Brady struggled with his mother as she put his clothes back on.

      “Well, you’re no longer a monkey. If you keep your clothes on, I might take you to the zoo later. That way you can see how monkeys actually live. It’s not nearly as nice as you have it,” Weston said, earning him a smile from his wife.

      “Clever, West.” She gave him a wink.

      He gave her one back. “Brady, what do you think monkeys eat, anyway?”

      “I know they eat bananas. I saw it in a book. I like bananas too.” He climbed up on the sofa next to his father.

      “The also eat bugs,” Weston informed him. “How would you like to have to eat bugs to stay alive?”

      The face the boy made had both his parents laughing. “Yuk!”

      “And monkeys live in cages,” Aulora added. “How’d you like to live in a cage?”

      Brady shook his head. “No thank you. But can we still go to the zoo? I wanna show Bree the animals too. I’m her big brother, and it’s my job to make sure she has fun every single day of her life.”

      “Let’s go. And we can stop by and pick up your Aunt Hope too,” Weston said. “Uncle Jimmy might want to come too.”

      “He’s only a baby, Dad. Don’t be silly,” Brady said about his six-month-old uncle.

      Aulora smiled as Weston got up and put his arm around her. They herded their two kids out of the room to get them to their rooms to get ready to go to the zoo. She felt it every time they touched. That spark that had started it all and continued to keep their fires going.

      Becoming a mother was the best thing to happen to her. If it hadn’t been for Weston, she’d never know what love really was. She’d loved her mother and father. And she even loved Clara. But she would’ve never known what it really felt like to love someone you’re a part of.

      As they went up the stairs, Bree tripped and hurt her knee. Weston snatched her up and kissed her boo-boo. “Daddy’ll make it better, sweetheart.”

      As if the kiss was magic, Bree stopped crying and giggled. The pain all gone, it seemed. Aulora was always surprised by how easy it was to make the kids happy. A kiss on a boo-boo, a piece of candy, a nighttime story, all were easy to give, and all made their children happy.

      Aulora realized that being a parent was scary. Fear was always an underlying thing when you have a kid. But fear was already there, anyway. She was afraid something would happen to Weston, her father, her mother, Clara, Hope all before she ever became a mother. It was life, Weston was right about that.

      She’d learned that there could be a constant concern for people, but it was overshadowed by this sense of joy that was also constant. A continuous river of joy flowed through her. It hadn’t before. Aulora wondered how she had ever lived without it.

      That stream of joy was what made her world turn. Without it, she didn’t know what life would be like. But she had reasons to believe, once you found that little piece of wonderful, it never went away. Hence, Weston’s always upbeat idea of life, even though he’d lost his first precious child.

      Aulora respected her husband more than she’d ever admired anyone. He was the best husband and father she’d ever known or knew of. His support was unwavering.

      They had their disagreements like anyone else did, but Weston never let them go to bed angry. If they had to argue a little bit longer to work it out, then they did that. If he had to kiss her into seeing things his way, they did that too. He was always there, never giving up.

      Aulora wondered what she’d done to deserve such a man. She had to admit to herself that she could be a real downer at times. There was her penchant for seeing the worst in things. None of it stopped Weston from loving her.

      On the other side of that coin, Weston wondered at times what his remarkable wife saw in him. She was a brilliant artist. Her work was coveted my many in the art world. And she saw fit to be with him.

      He didn’t have an artistic bone in his body. When imagination was needed, he had to confer with Aulora as he couldn’t seem to come up with a thing.

      One of his favorite things to do was to sit and listen to his wife as she made up stories she told their children when she was getting them to go to sleep. Stories about fairies and kingdoms that she made up filled their children’s ears and sparked their vivid imaginations.

      Weston couldn’t even imagine coming up with the stories she did, nor the ideas for her intricate paintings. She was a genius in his eyes, with both their kids and her imagination and ability to bring it to life.

      Aulora had been so worried about becoming a mother. Weston found that hilarious as she was a complete natural at it. Hardly anything bumfuzzled her. She was like the kid-whisperer. She knew why Brady would get cranky or Bree was having a hard time sleeping.

      Aulora had a sixth sense, Weston didn’t. She was fantastic in his eyes, yet she didn’t see herself in that light. No matter how many times she was right about the kids or him, she never saw it as a gift. She’d say any mom knows these things, but she was wrong. Weston knew she was a gift to him and their kids and he treated her as such. The couple had finally found their happily ever after and they were going to keep it that way.

      

      The End

      

      
        Thank you for Reading Dirty Money

        Click here to support the Author with a review
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        Savage SEAL’s Virgin: A Submissives’ Secrets Novel

        

        Dangerous missions, death-defying escapes, and mortal combats are child’s play compared to taking a virgin …

        Dark nights, strange forest creatures, ropes, cuffs, paddles, and a whip should’ve been more than enough to tame one little virgin.

        Blyss wasn’t your typical virgin!

        I’d won her in a bidding war. She was pure as the driven snow. Every Dom wanted her.

        It was me who was supposed to rule her, but she stole my heart before I knew what was happening. Every part of her was virgin territory, yearning to be explored. She was primal, and I took her that way.

        A blast from my past forced me to accept a fake marriage, just so I could see my daughter, who’d been kept a secret.

        Just as it was all coming together, my SEAL team needed me.

        War is hell, and it gets even harder when you have to leave the ones you love at home.

        Would I see the smiling faces of my girls again? Or would an enemy prison camp become my new home?

        Our happily ever after was in jeopardy. Could I save it?
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      Part 1

      

      Blyss

      BDSM stands for Bondage, Discipline, Domination/Submission, and Sadism/Masochism. They were a bunch of frightening words, that was for sure. And it just so happened that I was planning to write my master’s thesis on that taboo topic. As a psychology major and a virgin, I was in for a drastic change in my sheltered world. I knew that going into my summer project; If I had parents to answer to, then perhaps I wouldn’t have chosen this subject to explore thoroughly. But I didn’t have a family at all.

      My story was one of those sad ones. I was dropped at a fire station as a newborn and sent to an orphanage. I wasn’t as lucky as most babies. I was born addicted to all kinds of drugs and alcohol. My mother must’ve had a genuine love for all things that were bad. I was her complete opposite. Most likely, the violent withdrawals as a tiny baby had become part of my permanent makeup and had been stored in my cell-memory bank. Liquor didn’t appeal to me and I’d had not so much as an aspirin all the way up to my early twenties.

      Then I decided that my life needed to be shaken up a bit. There’d been no one who had sheltered me. I’d done that to myself, burying myself in books since I had learned to read at the tender age of five. I’d found companionship in stories and knowledge in textbooks. I loved to read so much so that I hardly ever stopped reading.  As they say, too much of anything, even a good thing, is bad for you. I was more than an avid reader. I was an addicted reader, which kept me from experiencing many things, including friendships. I’d never made one friend in all my years of growing up.

      There was no need to make friends. Books were my world and these characters were my only friends, until I began college. My roommates weren’t about to leave me alone with my books. Finally, I learned how to let people in while not letting them take me over. I liked it. I liked opening up to people and listening to their ideas, life stories, and daily drama.

      I had no drama in my life. It was as sterile as the environment I lived in. I kept everything in perfect order. White was my favorite color and everything I owned was that color, or lack thereof. My wardrobe consisted of lab coats, which I wore on a daily basis. I had slacks that matched them, and even my undergarments were as plain as I could find.

      The dark world of BDSM was ancient. The basics of the lifestyle seemed to be bred into us all. Man ruled over his women, which whittled down to one woman in many societies. He used anything he had to keep her in line. Brutality was necessary back in those caveman days. Males had to be brutal to maintain their mates. Not only did they have to fight off other males who tried to rob them of their women, but they also had to fight their women on occasion.

      On occasion, females tried to run off. Others didn’t want to give up their sexual favors to the males who’d taken them from their father’s cave. Males resorted to the only thing that was hardwired into them; hold her down and do it anyway. Procreation had to occur, whether females understood that or not. Time moved on and we all evolved. That caveman mentality became unacceptable, and that was for the good of all. Things progressed and polite society looked down on rough sexual activity. But some of the naughtier individuals still played rough behind closed doors and in dark places where others wouldn’t see them.

      It was that darkness that lured me in. I wasn’t vanilla. I was far worse than that. I was an untouched specimen. I needed an experienced Dom to take over me. My mind was set; I would hand myself over to him with no qualms. Everything we did, how I felt about it all, and how I felt about the man who’d done those things to me were to be noted. Then I’d make charts and sub-charts about the whole thing and write my thesis once summer was over.

      I could’ve researched different men. I could’ve asked around to find things out. But I wanted a clean slate when I began my research. I wanted to go into an auction and to allow the right man to find me. The thing that made it all okay in my mind was the fact that my emotions were left out of everything. That was the stipulation of many Dom/Sub contracts. Once it was over, the two people would walk away from one another with no hard feelings. Love wasn’t a thing that was supposed to occur.

      I was happy about that. I wasn’t looking for love. I was looking for an experience that I could write about and learn from—and that would make an excellent how I lost my virginity story.

      Not many women would have the story I’d have.

      Only a couple of weeks stood in my way. I’d done no research on anything that had to do with actual BDSM kinks. That way, I’d be able to accept whatever the man who bought me would want. Whatever he wanted to do to me, I wanted him to do. I was a blank slate and more than ready to be changed. My body had never experienced anything sexual. I’d never masturbated. No orgasm had ever filled me. I had no idea what that would feel like or if I’d even experience one.

      The men I knew jokingly called me a robot. I was fine with that. Not all women climax, from what I’d read about human sexuality. I did realize that I wasn’t normal. One doesn’t go through life, living in another world that’s alongside the real one and not see that she’s different. The truth was, I was tired of being different. I wanted to be normal, but knew I had no clue how to become that. So I could be something else other than normal. I could be a Submissive. I could belong to someone. I’d never belonged to anyone in my entire life. It was time I let that happen.

      I’d do it for the summer, and if I found I liked it, then I’d sign up for another auction and give myself to more and more Doms, until the right one bought me and wanted to keep me. No one had ever wanted to keep me. Not ever. Putting myself up for sale was risky. But so was living my life the way I had. I had deprived myself of so many things. All that was about to change. I was about to let loose and let go of all the things I’d clung to so desperately.

      Once upon a time, my mother put me outside of a fire station. From what I was told, I had on no clothes, nor was I wrapped in a blanket. I was placed in a box and a storm was raging. No one was sure just how long I’d been outside. It was a miracle I hadn’t drowned or died from exposure. In my mind, if my newborn body could handle all that, my adult body was capable of even more. I was about to test limits I knew nothing about and hoped the Dom who’d buy me, would.

      

      Troy

      The sun was setting behind me as I drove my Jeep out of NAS Point Loma in San Diego, California. I was currently a master drill sergeant career Navy man. I had the summer months free and a much-needed extended vacation was calling my name, as was the Dungeon of Decorum in Portland, Oregon. I’d been a member of the BDSM club for the last three years. The lifestyle worked wonders for me. I could take on a Sub, who I’d win in an auction, for any length of time I wanted. Since it was summer, I had three months off and planned to make up a contract for the entire time.

      Being a Dom was something I was good at. I knew how to think about what would work for entire groups of people. My experience working hands on with other people had given me more knowledge than most started out with. Not only was I acutely aware of what the human body could take and perform, I knew the inner workings of the human mind. It was capable of handling things most thought impossible.

      As a SEAL, I’d done things and seen things others might’ve gone insane over. I was tough, built like a tank, and mentally capable of doing anything I set my mind to. And I do mean anything. What others saw as insurmountable challenges, I saw as opportunities to push myself to the max. And I enjoyed teaching women, my Subs, how to do that too.

      At the end of our time together, my Subs left a hell of a lot safer than when I got them. They could take pain and morph it in their minds into things that not only didn’t hurt them, but could also be transformed into pleasure. I’d seen amazing transformations in the last three years with the women I’d taken on, and I was looking forward to getting my hands on a new recruit.

      The club had a website where I could get a gander at the women who’d be in the summer auction that year. I didn’t want to look them over. I wanted to pick one out based on instant attraction. I was looking to work from the ground up with someone. I preferred a BDSM virgin.

      I’d had women who’d been in that lifestyle and they were great. But I wanted a newbie—a fresh woman who knew next to nothing about BDSM. Showing someone things they could never imagine was what I was looking for. Watching her face as she found out just how high I could take her, using only some ropes, a paddle, and my cock was a thing that had my thighs tingling.

      I had to make a stop at my family’s estate in Napa Valley, then I’d be on my way. My grandfather had started a winery when he was young and it had taken off. My mother had inherited it, as she was his only child. Her mother had died early on, so it was just mom and her father to grow the budding company. Time and patience had Succulent Winery blossoming into a giant company that my father and brothers loved. I wasn’t like them. I thought wine was okay. I preferred beer and whiskey. And I also preferred to work a bit harder than any of them did.

      As heir to the fortune the winery gave us, I didn’t have to work a day in my life if I didn’t want to. But I hated to be idle. Both in mind and body, I liked to stay active. The cool thing about being a billionaire in the armed forces was that I could take the money I earned in the Navy and give every bit of it to various charities. I was also known to hand over large amounts of money as gifts for people who I found in need. I did those things anonymously, though. I didn’t want any recognition for anything like that. It was money. I had a lot of it and they didn’t. End of story.

      Life could’ve been easy for me, but I preferred to make it at least a little hard. I liked to work hard for what I had. Having something to show for all that hard work was what I lived for. While some might’ve seen taking on a Sub as a selfish thing to do, I saw it as an opportunity to help a fellow human being grow into something that they never thought possible before they had met me.

      I didn’t leave my subs with just an education of the mind and body, I also left them with enormous chunks of money to let them live the rest of their lives any way they wanted to. Along with their newfound freedom to explore their minds and bodies in ways others condemned, the financial freedom I gave them allowed them to live life on their own terms. So far, every Sub I’d bought was happy with what she’d received from me.

      We’d end our contract with smiles, handshakes, quick hugs, and maybe a kiss if the chemistry was there. The truth was, I hadn’t found intense chemistry with any of the subs I’d had. I’d found nothing to hang on to in the dating department, either. But I wasn’t freaking out over that just yet. I was still young, at only thirty years old. I had time to meet a woman, marry her, have a family, and all that jazz.

      I wanted those things someday. I had faith the right woman and I would cross paths and both know we were meant to be together. I never told a soul about my secret thoughts. I didn’t like to be made fun of, and if I spouted off that crap, I’d be ridiculed, there was no doubt in my mind. Until that time, though, I would take my vacations in Portland, making memories that would last me a lifetime. I wasn’t sure I’d ever tell the woman I eventually fell for about my little secret. How many wives want to hear that their husbands were Doms, once upon a time? How many kids want to think that way about their daddies? Not many, I thought. When I found Mrs. Right, my Dom days would be over. I was all right with that. I could put that all behind me. I could be normal.

      Until then, I’d be the savage who could take a woman, bend her until she thought she’d break, then reform her into a superwoman, able to take care of herself and feed her desires. I had been thanked by all the women I’d taken on. I had to be doing something right!

      

      Blyss

      Nerves were never something I’d dealt with. But that night at the BDSM club I’d found online, The Dungeon of Decorum, I was shaking uncontrollably. After filling out lots of online paperwork and going to a doctor to get not only a clean bill of health, but a certificate of virginity, I was in Portland, Oregon.

      The lady from the club, Isabel, was happy as a clam when I told her I was a virgin. She asked me if I was a virgin to BDSM or an actual virgin. When I told her I was an actual virgin, she was ecstatic and told me I’d end the summer a wealthy woman. It never occurred to me that I’d get so much money that it’d make a difference to me. But she assured me that if I brought a certificate of virginity with me from the doctor, then I’d probably have more money than I’d ever dreamed of. On top of that, I’d be fought over at the auction.

      The idea of money was novel to me. I had a job as a tutor at Stanford that didn’t pay a whole lot. My apartment was one of those studios with sparse furnishings. My car was ancient and I barely used it, as walking could be faster at times than trying to drive the backfiring rust bucket anywhere.

      When I’d left my apartment in Stanford, California to head to Portland, I’d told the manager of the complex I’d lived in for five years to sell what was in it. And I’d given her the rust bucket that was parked under the covered parking area designated to me. Leaving her the signed title to the car, I’d gotten into a cab and headed out to the airport to start my new life as a Submissive partner to a complete stranger. I was leaving it all behind. Every bit of it. When I returned to go to school in the fall, I’d have enough money to get myself a new car and a nice place to live.

      That knowledge had kept my chin up as I waited for summer to come. Bonus news just kept coming from the BDSM club. I was to bring only what I absolutely needed—my birth control if I took oral pills, which I did, and any other personal things like glasses or contacts. The Dom who won me would put me up in a place to live. It might be with him or it might not. And he’d cover all the bills and keep me fed and clothed. Now the clothing would be his choice, mind you, but I was down with that. My usual attire of lab coat and slacks would never do as a sexy Sub anyway. My new man could dress me any way he pleased. Or not dress me at all. I was cool with nudity.

      I’d worked on sculpting my body once I’d made the decision to become a sub. I wanted everything about my appearance to please men. My hair had been down to my ass. I rarely cut it as I put it into a tight bun each day. I’d gone to a beauty salon to have it shaped up, and I loved the loose, layered waves that hung from being freshly cut. And they’d fixed up my eyebrows and waxed up my body, telling me that was what women did all the time. They’d even taught me how to put on makeup and sent me home with an entire bag full of it. It had all cost me a small fortune of about five hundred dollars, but I was a new woman when I’d left there.

      Having no luggage to check on the flight was great. I had so few things that everything fit into a large purse. I was given a gorgeous white dress to put on when I got to the club that night. My hair and makeup were done by the club’s stylists, and I was sent to walk around a large room with other women who had high hopes of becoming subs to the many Doms. The men who were doing the bidding were supposed to be sitting in an area behind a large, two-way mirror.

      Isabel was hurrying here and there, helping us. There were twenty of us in all. It didn’t go unnoticed by me that the other women were being subjected to all sorts of things I wasn’t. And boy, I was thankful for that. The trainers were all huge men with sculpted muscles, and they did all kinds of things to the other women, including showing off the want-to-be subs’ genitals to the mirrored wall. I hadn’t been aware of all the things that would have been done to me if I wasn’t a virgin in both ways.

      No one expected me to take any kind of punishment, as I’d not been trained at all. Whoever got me had to do all my training. I thought that might be something Doms wouldn’t want, but Isabel and the other women who were on the auction block with me assured me the men would be putting their homes up for third mortgages to get me.

      It was still hard to believe that to be true. Without being able to see the guys at all, it was like the whole thing was make believe. We were paraded around so much, it seemed ridiculous. I wanted to take a break and write down all the feelings I’d had through the whole process, but there seemed to be no time for that. Time went on, women got called and left to meet their Doms, and I was getting left behind. Isabel came to tell me there was a bidding war going on for me as the only other woman who was left with me was taken away.

      Isabel took me with her to a small room. It was lavishly furnished and there was a bottle of wine on a small table. “Take a seat, Blyss. We’re out of sight in here.” She poured a couple of glasses of red wine, and I looked at my white dress.

      Klutziness was my middle name. “I better not. I’ll most likely spill it all over this dress and that wouldn’t be good.”

      “Nonsense.” Isabel pushed the long-stemmed glass toward me as I sat up, preparing to lean over the table as I took a drink of it.

      She walked away and came back with a small tray of fruit and cheese. “That looks good. I haven’t eaten since early this morning.”

      “Eat up, Blyss.” She sat down and joined me as she took some yellow cheese and a chunk of apple. “I’ve never seen anything like what’s going on upstairs.”

      I was more than a bit surprised. “How long have you worked here?”

      “Since it first opened. I was one of the owner’s first subs. He and I tested the waters as the men made up their long list of rules.” She sipped her wine, and I tried to follow the way she did it, without making a mess.

      Holding the wide bottom, I lifted it and put only a small amount in my mouth. I was successful and placed the glass back on the table as I held the liquid in my mouth for a moment to taste the first bit of alcohol I’d ever had. It wasn’t as unpleasant as I’d thought it would be. It was actually quite good. “That is a long list. That’s the only thing I read about this whole thing. I had to read the rules and sign off on them, or I wouldn’t be here, would I?”

      “No, you would not.” Isabel’s cell went off and she looked at it. “Oh, good. My assistant sent me a message. You’ve been won, Blyss Danner. Are you ready to go meet the man who’ll teach you things you never dreamed of?”

      My heart was pounding, my knees were knocking, and I had the sudden urge to run like hell.

      

      Troy

      I had decided to drive to Portland, instead of flying. I wanted to have my Jeep, so my new Sub and I could do a little backcountry traveling. With camping gear ready to go, I was planning on having some fun in the deep woods. I’d always been more at home in the outdoors. My parents called me Tarzan because of it. My brief visit with them—I’d only spent two nights—wasn’t enough to make them happy. And they never understood my vacationing in Portland. I told them I liked the forests of Oregon.

      It wasn’t a complete lie. I like the forests too.

      My drive was supposed to take around ten hours, but due to some gnarly thunderstorms, I was three hours behind schedule. I had to head straight into the club, borrowing a tuxedo from the rentals they had available. The Dungeon of Decorum had a strict dress code, which I found kind of funny, as they also allow various states of undress by the subs and prevalent sexual behavior, rendering body parts exposed.

      The auction had already begun as I entered the bidding room. A bevy of beauties were walking in a figure-eight pattern on the stage floor below us. The women were paraded around different areas to allow us to see portions of them at different heights, and allowing us to eventually see all of them. With them on the lowest stage, we could see their posture, the tops of their heads, how narrow or wide their shoulders were, and their gait. Not that any of that shit mattered to me. But it was what the men who founded the BDSM club came up with, so it had remained the same throughout the years.

      Slipping into the dimly-lit room, I found it was nearly full. One of the owners caught my eye and I took a seat next to him. “Finally going to grab you up a Sub for the summer, Grant?”

      “Me?” He looked at me with a grin on his face. “Not me. I’m here to catch a glimpse of the virgin all the men are talking about.”

      “A BDSM virgin?”

      He nodded. “But also an intact virgin. She hasn’t even had an orgasm before, from what her report says. And she’s absolutely gorgeous.”

      I keened my head a bit to find the woman. “She’ll be in white, right?”

      “There are two of them down there. One is blonde. That’s her, Blyss Danner. The other is a brunette—Caity Cavanaugh. The brunette is a virgin, but she’s had a lot of oral sexual experience with women. Blyss is untouched in any way. She claims to have never masturbated.”

      “How can anyone know if that’s true or not?” I had to stand up to find the elusive woman who moved around with the others in a way that left her looking ghostly.

      “I suppose one can’t be certain. That is what she put on her information sheet, though. And to add to the glory that is Miss Danner, she also refused to mark even one thing on the list as a hard limit. She’s up for anything and everything.”

      “And who trained her?” I caught a glimpse of her and found her hair was long and braided in one long, ropey length that hung down her back. The light caught the strands of pure gold that ran through her light blonde hair, making it sparkle and shine, captivating me.

      “She hasn’t been trained. That’ll be left up to her Dom. She’s a blank slate. And the men are salivating over her like wolves who are starving to taste the little lamb.” Grant licked his lips as he looked around the room of men who belonged to his club. “I expect to see a stellar auction tonight.”

      The news about the pure woman had my blood beginning to heat up. She would be perfect for what I wanted. A fresh body to work with. I was hooked already. “Looks like I should elbow my way to the front so I can get a better look at the woman who will soon be mine.”

      Grant laughed as I got up to ease my way through the men. There were over fifty bidders and only twenty women to win. I saw a few faces in the crowd and knew I’d be up against some high bidders, as they were as wealthy as I was. But one of the men was married and he had a limit, I was sure. He always hid his purchases. His wife would miss an obscene amount of money. I was sure of that.

      By the hushed words I was hearing, around thirty members were hot for my girl. The rest didn’t think they had the time or desire to train a Sub from the ground up. I was in for a fight, but I was ready for it. The night went on and I watched men who were in competition with me give up and bid on other women, winning them and leaving our midst. The ladies were finally brought up to the stage that was right in front of us, and I got a real view of my would-be princess.

      I sat behind a two-way mirror, knowing she couldn’t see me. But she looked directly at me for a few moments. I could see into her baby blue eyes. The innocence that resided in them stirred my soul. The young woman was gorgeous. Her skin was creamy and her golden hair accented it perfectly. Pink, plump lips that had never been kissed, I supposed, had mine tingling with desire.

      The trainer made her move and I watched her luscious body as it moved underneath the gossamer fabric of the flowing white dress. She looked like an angel—one who wanted to visit the dark world I was a part of. I had to wonder why she’d want such a thing. Did she have no idea of the caliber of men who made this world their domain? With no hard limits, was she aware of the things that could happen to her at the hands of the man who would win her?

      She was innocent, that was certain, and she needed a Dom who would do right by her. Not use or abuse her, but care for her like the angel she was.

      I had to have her.

      The night moved on more slowly than usual. It came down to four of us who were left, and Miss Danner was the only woman to be bid on. The others had been won. Isabel had taken her away as we made our bids and I prayed mine was the highest. Our envelopes were in the hands of the man who’d be telling us who won. His eyes roamed over us all, then stopped on one man in particular—John G., the married man who was looking for a Sub to hide from his wife for a few months.

      My heart stopped as his name was said and the rest of us groaned with our loss. My head dropped like an anvil and felt just as heavy. I’d lost her. And what was worse, I’d lost her to a man I knew wouldn’t even appreciate what he had in her. The sound of a cell phone had me looking up and I watched the man who had won my girl answer the call. He stammered and his face flushed. It was his wife, and she was on to him.

      We all sat and watched the man as his life was ransacked by his behavior and his wife’s revenge was on the verge of ruining him. He ended the call, telling her that he’d see her soon and that he had to deal with something first. “I can’t take her. Take my bid out.” He got up and left us as elation spread through me.

      I still had a chance!

      The envelopes were picked back up, and the next highest bid was picked out. My eyes were looked into the reader’s as my name was said.

      I’d won her!

      

      Blyss

      Isabel showed me how to kneel correctly as I waited for my owner to come and take me away with him. I wasn’t to look up until he directed me to. My stomach was a mess. It felt as if a thousand butterflies were in a tornado and a fist was clenching my gut at the same time. If I made it through everything without throwing up, I’d count it as a win.

      “I’ll take her from here. Thank you, Isabel.”

      My heart skipped a beat at the sound of his deep, velvety voice. I could tell he was tall before I even looked at him, and I was sure he was handsome. His voice told me that. But I was still a bit worried about what I would find when I got to see him. It had occurred to me that a man I didn’t find attractive might win me. But I was willing to accept that. I was willing to accept whatever was thrown at me.

      A strong hand touched my shoulder, sending chills through me. “You can stand up, Blyss.” He took my hand and helped me up. Then a silver collar clamped around my neck and a white leash snapped to it. I gulped at how permanent it felt. Shock went through me, as I had no idea that would be happening. My eyes traveled from his shiny, black dress shoes, up his long, lean legs, to his wide chest, and then stopped on his extremely handsome face. “Hi.”

      His lips curved into a smile. “Hi.”

      His eyes were green mixed with brown—a hazel color I found comforting. He was about 6’3” and his dark blonde hair was short, cut in a military-looking style. Although he had on a tux, I could tell that he had a muscular build. “What should I call you?”

      “Master?”

      “You sounded like you asked me that.”

      He licked his lips as he looked at mine. “I might’ve asked. To be honest with you, you’re the first woman who has ever made me nervous. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “No.” I couldn’t believe this god of a man was nervous, and it ignited something in me. “I’ll call you master if you want me to. So now what do we do?”

      “I’m going to take you out and show you off. You’re the most exquisite Sub I’ve ever had. We’ll go through the main area, then we will go into a private room where I’ll show you some of the tools of the trade.”

      “Okay, then. I’m ready when you are.” I dropped my head the way I thought would be appropriate and felt his hand touch my chin.

      He drew it back up. “I’m going to do things differently with you, Blyss. Hold your head up high. I don’t think you need to be broken. You don’t seem to have anything that needs correcting, in my opinion. You only need to be taught.”

      “Thank you, master.” I was happy to hear he thought a lot about me already.

      “You will walk just a step behind me.” He turned away from me and led me out of the room I’d been waiting in for him.

      It was an odd feeling, being led on a leash like an animal. No one was around us at that time to look at me, but I felt the slightest bit of shame. I was a smart and accomplished woman, who was nearly at the end of her education and on the verge of becoming a psychologist. I was all these things and now I belonged to a man. I was a submissive woman and I was on a leash.

      I could hear the sounds of people talking and glasses clinking and it frightened me. Was I about to be put on display again? I hadn’t liked that feeling at all. I’d dealt with it. I hadn’t let it take me over, but I didn’t like it. That was the one thing I wasn’t going to do again, especially seeing how the other women had to be treated in ways I wasn’t. If I sought another Dom, if this man didn’t wish to keep me after the three-month contract was up, then I might find one without being put up for auction.

      I was fairly certain, at that point, that I would seek to stay some Dom’s sub. The truth was that belonging to someone had already made a pleasant feeling pulse within me.

      My owner stopped and turned to me. “I want you to know that I’m extremely proud to have you, Blyss. Hold your head high and be proud to be mine. You’ll be rewarded for your efforts.”

      “I’m proud to belong to you, master.” It wasn’t a lie. I was elated to find the man to be so appealing to me. Not only physically, but I admired the way he talked to me too.

      He nodded, then opened the door and walked into the crowded room. I was astonished by the odd-looking people who had converged there. Many men were there, clad in black tuxedos much like the one my owner wore. And the women wore skimpy little leather straps that barely covered anything.  I saw a few of the women I’d been in the auction with. A couple of them wore blue dresses, telling people they were BDSM virgins. The other actual virgin, Caity, was there with her Dom. She looked pale and visibly ill.

      She and I had talked a little while we were put on display. She needed money very badly. Her home had burned down to the ground and she didn’t have any insurance. She’d inherited a small, wood-frame home from her grandmother. It was all she had.

      I felt sorry for her as she saw this as the only opportunity she had to get back on her feet—feet she’d never really been on. The fact was, she liked women, not men. I’d asked her if she’d thought about putting herself in the lesbian auction, but she thought men would pay more for her than women since she couldn’t call herself a virgin in that respect.

      The man who’d won her was good looking and any woman would love to have him between their legs. But Caity didn’t want a man. It was sad that she thought she only had that way to make money. After my initial experience, I’d most likely write about other subs. Delving into the psyche of others was what I did, after all. And I was searching the faces of those we walked past, wishing I was a mind reader. Some of the women were in their element, their faces seductive and sultry. Others looked frightened and embarrassed. I figured I looked somewhat aloof, as I often did according to the people I knew at school.

      My master stopped as a man with salt and pepper hair acknowledged him. “Might I kiss the hand of the fairest Sub I’ve ever seen?”

      My master turned to me. “Extend your hand, Sub. Allow one of the club’s founders to meet you.”

      It struck me odd that a founder of the club would call me the fairest Sub he’d ever seen. After all, he’d seen many of them. I extended my hand and he took it in his. His lips pressed against the top of my hand as he looked into my eyes. His eyes were a deep blue and there was a fair amount of sorrow in them.

      I gave the man a smile and he returned one to me. “You are a true beauty, Miss Danner. You’re in good hands with this man. I look forward to seeing you at the end of your contract. You’re pure as snow right now, but you won’t be when we next meet. I think I’ll find it interesting to see if you blossom or wilt as you discover our world.”

      “I like the way your mind works, sir. I’d love the chance to discuss what I’ve learned and how I feel about this world once my contract is over.” I bowed, as I felt it was the thing to do.

      The man sighed and let my hand go. “Treat her right, Mr. M. She is precious.”

      “I’m well aware of that. Thank you.” My owner gave me a brief smile, then led me on.

      In all my twenty-two years, I’d never been looked at so much. And most of the people in that room looked at me with awed expressions, especially the men who looked at me. More than a few women turned down their noses at me.

      It was obvious to me they thought I was a liar. Never having masturbated was something I couldn’t prove. Even some of the women I was in the auction with had made comments about that.

      There wasn’t a thing I could do about what anyone thought. I didn’t waste any time on trying to get any of them to believe me. What did it matter in the scheme of things anyway? When the crowd began to thin, I found a black door that my owner was heading to. The door to the private rooms, I guessed. The strangest combination of hot and cold ran through me as we came to the door.

      Was he going to just go for it, tie me up, and begin hitting me with things? Was he going to take my virginity with great speed and get that out of the way? What was he going to do to me? He opened the door and led me into a long, dark hallway. It was only lit by red and green lights that were up high. The walls were black and it was other-worldly in the corridor. I heard noises that definitely reminded me of what one might hear if they found themselves in a dungeon.

      “This place is aptly named,” I commented.

      I got no response from the man who led me to a door with a green light above it. He opened it and a dim yellow light highlighted a few ghastly sights the room held.

      He took me inside, closing and locking the door behind us. “Your first thoughts, Blyss?”

      “The room inspires fear. Is that one of the basic emotions BDSM is based on?” I looked him in the eyes and saw his sparkle.

      “Yes. In life, there are many things people fear. Some have valid reasons, like rattlesnakes, blazing infernos, and things that can actually kill you.”

      I gestured to the shackles that hung on the wall. “If a body is secured, unable to retreat, and physical harm is inflicted, one can die.”

      “That’s true. The truth is, there are things in this room that can cause serious injury and even death. Even if I allowed you to fight me, I could easily string you up and beat you until you’re dead. As my sub, the first thing we have to establish is trust. You should never allow anyone to bind you in any way if you don’t have complete trust in them.”

      With a nod, I said, “That said, master, I haven’t known you long enough to form an opinion about how trustworthy you are. While you seem like a man people trust, I don’t know that for sure. Will you be attempting to tie me up tonight?”

      He pulled my leash, making my face come close to his. “And if I did, what would you do about it?”

      I had to think about that one. What would I do?

      My eyes wandered around the room and I found one of the several cameras that were there. “I’d look into one of the cameras and ask for security to be sent in.”

      “You could do that.” His lips grazed my cheek, then trailed over my neck before they landed on the shell of my ear. His breath was warm and my knees went weak. Luckily for me, his arms moved to enclose me in them, holding me up. “Or you could judge me based on what your body and brain tell you. Do I give you a sense of dread, Blyss?”

      “No, sir.” I wasn’t feeling dread at all.

      His body went flush with mine and I could feel his cock becoming erect as it pushed against my mound. “Do I give you a sense of adventure?”

      “Yes,” came my breathless reply.

      He kissed his way down my neck, then turned me in his arms and faced me to the wall. “Put your hands on the wall.”

      I did as he’d said and found him moving his hands over my shoulders, then down my body. He left streams of heat on my skin as he made his way over every part of me with a gentle touch.

      “Can you tell me why you held onto your virginity, only to give it to a stranger?”

      “I didn’t plan it, exactly. It just so happened that no man ever wanted it.”

      His arms ran around my waist and he pulled me back to him. I sank into his body as he breathed into my ear, “That’s impossible to believe. You’re the most amazing woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      “I guess you’re the only one who thinks that, master.”

      I stopped breathing as one of his hands moved down my stomach, resting on my pussy. “I’m not the only one, I assure you. But I am the only man who will be touching you, holding you, and treasuring you and what you’re giving me. I don’t take lightly the gift that is you.”

      “The way you speak is intoxicating. Not that I’ve ever been intoxicated, but this must be how it feels. My head is light, my body feels like electricity is moving through it, and I’d do anything you want.”

      “You’ve formed that trust in me that I was talking about. See, it’s easy, isn’t it?”

      “With you, it is,” I agreed. “Do you want to tie me up, master? I’m ready to do anything you want.”

      The growl that came from deep inside of him made his entire body rumble. “That’s good to hear. I won’t be doing anything like that to you yet.” He turned me in his arms and rested his forehead against mine. “Tonight, we’ll get to know one another. I want this to be special for you.”

      “That’s sweet of you. You’re quite the opposite from how you look.”

      “Like how?”

      “You’re big and all muscles.” I ran both hands over his bulging biceps. “Kind of beastly, you know. But inside you seem to have a softness that’s rare, I bet.”

      “I can be brutal too, Blyss. You’ll find that out later. Much later, after I’ve gained all of your trust. You think you have trust in me now, but it’s not anywhere deep enough for what I have planned for you. For that, you’ll have to trust me with your life, something you can’t possibly do yet.”

      The way he held me had me wanting to undress and get right to it. Our bodies were hot and I was about to break into a sweat. I envisioned us together on a bed, sliding together as we coupled like a couple of squids, all slippery and entangled.

      His hand moved to the back of my neck, cupping the base of my skull in his large hand. “I’m going to kiss you now. I want you to tell me the truth. Always tell me the truth about things, even if you’re embarrassed by it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Have you ever been kissed?” His eyes searched mine for the truth.

      “Never.” I felt my lips pulsing as I got ready for my first kiss.

      “Never,” he exhaled the word. “How fortunate for me. I get to give you your first kiss.”

      My fingers curled around his arms as he moved closer to my mouth. I parted them only a bit, and when his touched mine, I went wet. His tongue barely touched my lips, then he eased it through them. He tasted like cinnamon and I wondered if I tasted good or terrible to him. When he moaned and pressed his mouth harder against mine, I knew he liked what he tasted. His tongue stroked mine as mine laid limply in my mouth. He coaxed it to move with his, and I did what he wanted, loving how it felt.

      Why touching lips and tongues felt so good made no sense. Food had moved over my tongue before. I’d licked lollipops and ice cream cones, but nothing had ever made that sensation inside of my mouth before. I was flying, without wings, without drugs, without alcohol. The man who’d bought me was taking me on a ride I’d remember for the rest of my life. And it was only our first kiss.

      

      Troy

      Blyss lived up to her moniker. Kissing her was pure bliss in every sense of the word. I’d kissed many girls, but that young lady took my breath away. Our chemistry was explosive. The way she clung to me as I kissed her spoke to my heart. I knew, without a doubt in my mind, that she was going to be a Sub I’d always remember.

      When I ended our first kiss, we both were breathing hard. I could’ve dropped her on the floor and fucked her right then. My cock was begging me to do that, but my brain wouldn’t allow it. She wasn’t like the other subs I’d had. She was more innocent than anyone I’d ever been with. We had three months to do all I wanted. I could wait. I could make it an experience she wouldn’t only remember, but would think about as the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      I took her hand, instead of the leash that was attached to the collar I’d put on her. “I’m taking you to a nice hotel, where we’ll have separate rooms. We can have a late dinner, then I’ll walk you to your room and leave you for the night.”

      She hung onto me as if she wanted more. I didn’t care if she did want more. I was going to give it to her the way I wanted to. The way I knew would be best for her.

      When she nodded, instead of argued, I was happy. “Okay, master.”

      I felt I needed to make sure she knew a few things before we left the safety of the club and entered the judgmental world of reality. “My name is Troy Masterson. You’ll call me Troy when we’re not here or in private.”

      “Yes, master.” She smiled at me and blushed. “I like your name.”

      I kissed her lips for the briefest of moments, as I just couldn’t get enough of them. “I’m glad you do. I like your name too. Now, let’s get going. I’m sure you’re tired after such a long day and we have a lot to do tomorrow. There’s shopping to do before we head out in the morning.”

      I picked up the leash and led her to the door as she asked, “And where are we going?”

      “Camping, after one night in a nice hotel, sleeping on soft beds. Tomorrow night, we’ll be sleeping on a blow-up mattress while gazing at the stars. How does that sound to you?”

      “Good. Anything you want sounds good to me.”

      I knew she was being agreeable more so now than she would be later on. The new was still controlling her. In no time at all, that would wear off, and we’d get on real terms with one another. That’s what I was looking forward to. Getting to know the real woman that was Blyss Danner. Perfection is only good for a small amount of time. No one can be expected to live up to that all the time. While Blyss was on point in every way imaginable, I would never hold her to staying that way. I didn’t even want her to stay that way.

      I wanted to see her screaming with desire, sweating bullets as I took her body to an unbelievable max. I wanted to see her with her hair in a tangled mess and her creamy skin blotched red from my hands and whatever else I used to torment that perfect skin of hers. She thought I was a softie, and to a certain extent, I was. But the biggest part of me was a warrior who wanted to make more people into what I was. A person with more strength than weakness.

      We walked through the roomful of people again, and I reveled in how the men looked at my woman. Blyss held her head high as I’d instructed her to. Not an ounce of training in her and she was naturally exhibiting traits of the most prized subs in the club.

      As we waited outside at the valet’s entrance for my Jeep to be brought around, I took off the collar and kissed her cheek. “I’m Troy now.”

      “Hi, Troy.” She kissed my cheek too and slipped her hand into mine. “This is fun.”

      “What kinds of things do you do for fun?”

      Shrugging, she said, “I don’t. I mean, I read. I guess you can say I have fun vicariously through the characters I read about.” Her eyes clouded. “Do you think that’s sad?”

      “Why would I think that’s sad?” I opened the passenger door as my car was pulled up to the curb.

      “Everyone I know thinks it’s sad.” She took a seat in my car, and I closed the door as my brow furrowed. She was in a prestigious college, full of above-average students. Why would they all think she’s sad for reading?

      I got in behind the steering wheel and took off. “I don’t know who all you know, Blyss, but I don’t see anything wrong with being an avid reader.”

      “When it’s about all you do, then it seems to be a problem.” Her hands knotted in her lap.

      “Well, that’s all about to change. I’m going to fill this summer with things you’ve never done. All kinds of things. The place I have in mind for camping has a lake. We’ll swim and maybe rent a boat.”

      “I never learned how to swim.”

      “What?” I stopped myself from sounding as if that was so unbelievable. “I mean …no prob, I’ll teach you.”

      “I also don’t know how to ride a bike. I’ve never been to the movie theater. I’ve never been to the zoo or the beach. I’ve been on a bus that went past the beach once, but I’ve never felt the sand between my toes.”

      I gulped, as she seemed like she must’ve lived in a plastic bubble. “Where did you grow up, Blyss?”

      “I was born in Texas. I wasn’t there long. I was moved to New York. They had better places for me there. I didn’t go to school in New York. I was sent to Michigan to live in an orphanage and went to school until the third grade. Then I was moved again. This time, I was sent to Colorado. There was a new program where the orphanage taught kids. Homeschool is what it was called. I stayed there and did that with a group of about eighteen kids. But when I was to go to high school, I was moved again.”

      “Jesus, Blyss!” I felt terrible for her and had to try hard not to make her feel bad by pitying her. I knew people hated being pitied.

      She looked out the window, and I reached over, taking her hand to give her some comfort. She looked at it, then me as a weak smile took over her sweet lips. “I know my childhood is daunting, to say the least. You’ll be happy to know I went to all four years of high school in the same place—West Virginia, a school for highly intelligent teens. And from there, I was accepted into Stanford, and I’ve been in California for the last five years. That is where I finally interacted with people and found my voice.”

      “Glad you found yourself.” I squeezed her hand lightly.

      “Only a small fraction of myself, Troy. I came here to find more. I want to make myself into something more while I do research on this lifestyle. I’m going to do my thesis on BDSM.”

      I let out a loud guffaw, then hated that I’d done that. “Sorry. You’re serious, huh?”

      “I am.” She nodded. “I’m going to be a psychologist. I think making a thesis on that subject might even get me published before I begin my practice.”

      “Intelligent and gorgeous. Man, I lucked out.” I pulled her hand up and kissed it. “I can’t wait to get to know all about you.”

      “I’ve talked too much already. Tell me about yourself, please.”

      Talking about myself wasn’t my usual practice when I took on a sub. But Blyss was different and I wanted to give her more than I’d ever given anyone else. I felt like she needed more from me. She seemed to be missing that human connection and needed so much more than most.

      “I graduated from a high school in Napa Valley. That’s where I was born and raised. My family still lives there. Technically, so do I. I mean, my bedroom suite is still filled with my things. I also live on the Naval Base in San Diego. I’m a master drill sergeant and a career Navy man. And I’m on a special team.”

      “A special team?” She looked intrigued.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard of SEAL teams.”

      “A little. I’m not into military knowledge. But I’ve seen stuff on the news about that. You live a dangerous life, then, don’t you?”

      “Sometimes things can get pretty hairy.”

      “Have you ever been close to meeting your end?” Her eyes were wide as she stared at me as if she was looking at a ghost.

      “More than once. I think that’s why I like to practice BDSM. I want to know all I can about the human body and mind.”

      “That’s interesting, Troy. I’m excellent with research. If you want anything looked up, I’m your girl.”

      I kissed her hand again as I winked at her. “You are my girl, Blyss. Mind, body, and soul, for three months, anyway.”

      I felt a shiver run through her, then she looked away again. “I’ve never belonged to anyone, Troy.” Her eyes cut back to me. “I like belonging to you.”

      My heart stumbled, as I knew I had my work cut out for me with her. She was perfect on the outside, but on the inside, there was much that needed to be done. Kind of like a classic cherry car that’s never been wrecked and the outside is impeccable, but once you open the hood, you find mice have chewed up the wiring. The job’s a lot bigger than you thought it would be.

      Lucky for my girl, I was a man who looked at what others would deem insurmountable and figured out how to overcome it. “There’s no other who is more suited to care for you, Blyss. I’ll help you find yourself. I’m great at it.”

      “Good. I’d like to be a lot more rounded before I start seeing patients.”

      “So one day you’ll be Doctor Blyss Danner?”

      “In a few more years, if everything goes as planned, yes, I’ll be a doctor.”

      I took the exit to downtown. There were brightly illuminated buildings that lit up the night. I watched her eyes go wide with excitement. “Pick out the hotel you’d like to stay at tonight.”

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      She looked like a kid in a candy store as her head moved back and forth. “I like the lights and the inviting fountain of that one. Do you like it?” She looked at me with a wide smile.

      “I love it.” Turning in, I drove up and stopped the car as the valet came out.

      He opened her door for her as I got out and came around. “Are your bags in the trunk, sir?”

      “They are.” I scooped Blyss up, dropping my arm around her shoulders.

      A porter hurried to get my things out of the trunk as we headed inside. The lobby was lavishly furnished and Blyss seemed to be in awe of everything. “This is the nicest place I’ve ever been in.”

      “So far,” I said, then kissed the side of her head.

      Going to the reception desk, I found a nice-looking older woman smiling at us. “Welcome. How long will you two be staying with us?”

      “One night. And I need two rooms. Next to each other is preferable.” I had to let Blyss go so I could pull out my wallet. “Is there any restaurant in the hotel that you recommend for a late dinner?”

      “That one right through those doors.” She took my credit card. “Mr. Masterson.” She looked around me at the one bag that was brought in. “And we have a few shops that are open twenty-four hours, for our guest’s convenience.”

      “Good to know.” I signed the receipt, then took the keycards to our rooms.

      “The rooms are right next to each other on the third floor,” the receptionist told me. “Your bag will be taken up right away.”

      “Thank you.” I put my arm back around Blyss and headed to the restaurant. I was starving and knew she had to be as well. A little dinner, some more conversation, then bed. Tomorrow, we’d head out to start camping and working on bringing Blyss into my world, a place she might never want to leave.

      

      Blyss

      “Pizza and salad, mostly,” was my reply to Troy when he asked me what I ate most of the time. I had difficulty picking out something from the menu of the hotel restaurant he chose.

      “I’ll order for both of us. Don’t worry, I won’t make it anything too weird.” He gave me a smile, and I put the menu away as he looked at our waiter. “Two steaks, medium rare, baked potatoes, broccoli, and your best Merlot.”

      “I will get that ordered for you and Svetlana will bring your appetizers shortly.” The waiter left us, and I was left wondering how an entire glass of wine would affect me.

      “I’ve never had any alcohol. Well, that’s not entirely true. I’ve had one medium-sized sip of red wine. Nothing more than that.”

      The way his hand moved over mine was comforting, as was the soft gaze he gave me. “You have nothing to worry about. There’s not a lot of alcohol in wine and you won’t be drinking that much. It’s time for you to venture into the world of adulthood.”

      “Thank you, Troy. I was afraid whoever won me would laugh at all I haven’t done.”

      “You’re welcome, and go easy on the part about how I won you. We don’t want to give anyone a reason to put their two-cents into our business.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right. I mentioned BDSM to one of the girls I had classes with and boy did she have a lot to say about it. None of it good. So far, I didn’t have enough evidence, either way, to argue points with her. Not that I was into arguing. The meal was served and finished before I knew it and the wine tasted grapey. It was enjoyable and didn’t seem to have much of an effect on me. Internally, I bandied about telling Troy how I’d been addicted to all sorts of things when I was born, alcohol being one of them. In the end, I decided not to worry about it.

      Hanging out with him brought out more in me than hanging out with anyone else ever had. He was cool, kind of classy, and the way he took charge was sexy. I could see myself having no qualms about doing anything he asked or told me to do. After dinner, we went up to our rooms. His hand held mine the whole way, and then we were at our doors. He looked at me for what seemed like an eternity before asking, “Wanna come into my room for a little while?”

      My heart raced, my body flushed, and I stammered, “Huh? I mean, yes.”

      He opened the door and led me into the room. There was a little sitting area with a television. I was surprised to see no bed. “Are you going to have to sleep on that little sofa? Is that how my room is too?”

      With a chuckle, he led me to one of the doors that were at the back of that room. When he pushed it open, I saw what I suspected was a king-sized bed. I’d never seen anything so big before. “Wow, that’s big. A whole family could sleep on that thing.”

      He sighed. “For tonight, it’ll just be me. Yours is that big too. Don’t get lost in it.”

      Pulling me with him, he sat on the edge of the bed, then pulled me onto his lap. His large hands caressed my face. I had no idea what to do with my hands and he noticed that. He took them and placed them around his neck. I was glad to see he’d help me and not make fun of me for not knowing how to do these simple little things.

      “You’re so handsome. Um, since we’re in private, am I supposed to call you, master?”

      He stared at me for a moment. “What do you want to call me?”

      “Whatever you want me to.”

      The way his eyes moved back and forth so rapidly had me wondering if something was the matter. “Blyss, I think it’s important that you make some of your own decisions. This is an easy one. At this point, right now, while we’re getting to know each other, what do you want to call me? For instance, I want to call you Blyss, not Sub.”

      “Then I’ll call you Troy.”

      “That was pretty easy, huh?”

      “It was. Troy, I don’t want you to think I’m not a strong woman. I’ve overcome adversity and am working on making something out of myself. I’ve spent all of my life thinking for myself.” I paused and looked down, as I felt like I was talking too much about things that didn’t matter. “That might sound kind of stupid.”

      He pulled out the rubber band that held my braid together and ran his hand through my hair. “I get it. You want my opinion on things. I can do that. In the end, I want you to make your own choices. And I never want you to go past any of your pain limits. When you begin to feel overwhelmed, you let me know right away. I never want to hurt you.”

      “Isn’t that what this is all about? Hurting me, then kissing me to make it better?”

      “No.” He kissed my neck, making my nails push into his back. “Ow.” He pulled his head back to look at me. “Less nail, baby.”

      Moving my hands, I blushed. “Sorry. You just made my toes curl, and my fingers went right along too.”

      “One little nibble to your neck and all that happened. Boy, are you going to like what I do to you.” He bit his lower lip and cupped the back of my head, holding me still as he kissed me.

      I tried not to curl my fingers as I put my hands on his shoulders. I thought about everything I was doing. I moved my tongue with his, which kind of sharply had him ending the kiss. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m pushing you. I’ll stop.”

      “No!” I looked down then looked back at him. “I like when you kiss me and I want to get better at it.”

      He picked me up and laid me on the bed, moving to one side of me. He stroked my cheek, then kissed me again, moving my arms around his neck where I let them lie in a relaxed state.

      The position made me comfortable, and I felt more at ease somehow. It was cool to me how he instinctively knew how to get me comfy and open to him. He ran one hand up my leg and I moaned. It was my first sexy moan, and it must’ve been a good one because he pulled his mouth away and looked at me with a lusty gaze. “Damn, we’re going to have fun, you and I, Miss Danner.”

      “That’s good to know.” I pulled him back to me and kissed him. It was the first kiss I’d taken charge of and I found things were coming quite naturally. As we kissed, he moved his hands all over me, stroking my stomach, then massaging my breast. It was exhilarating and not at all what I thought it would feel like.

      When he took my hand, my stomach went tight as he moved it to his groin. He made me touch his rock-hard dick and pulled his mouth away to look at me. “Look what you did to me, princess.”

      I gulped as he moved my hand up and down it. “Can I feel it for real?”

      His lips curved into a smile and he opened his pants, then slipped my hand under his boxers. I felt the soft skin of his dick that covered the hardness of his shaft. He wrapped my hand around it, moving it up and down. All the while, my vagina was on fire, and it ached. It actually ached.

      I had no idea why it felt that way from just feeling a penis in my hand, but it did, and it moistened too. I felt so wet that I was pretty sure there was going to be a wet spot on my panties.

      Troy gazed at me as he moved my hand, then he blinked and asked, “Would you like to see it?”

      “I should look at it, shouldn’t I?”

      He nodded and moved away from me, getting onto his knees and pushing the pants and underwear down. His cock stood straight up, and I gasped, then closed my eyes.

      The laugh he made was hearty and deep. “Now how about you let me take a look at yours?”

      My eyes sprang open as I nodded, but couldn’t utter a single word. He pushed my dress up and pulled my panties down in the front and whistled. I was already blushing with a ferocity liked I’d never known and wondering if mine was any better looking than all the others he’d seen.

      “Does it look okay to you?”

      “Okay?” he asked, then shook his head. “It’s a hell of a lot better than just okay, Blyss. It’s beautiful. Can I kiss it?”

      I threw my hands out to the sides of me and shouted, “Oh, hell!”

      “Is that an oh, hell, yes, or an oh, hell, no?”

      “Are you sure you wanna do that? I mean, shouldn’t I go clean it all up for you or something? I mean, I wanna be fresh for you.” I was rambling and knew it, but I was nervous.

      “I think it’s fresh enough. So, may I kiss you, Blyss?”

      He was asking, and I thought that was odd for a man who’d just bought me for the summer. But I was leaving him hanging and that was rude, so I nodded and closed my eyes tightly as I waited.

      His hands moved over my inner thighs, sending a chill through me. I could feel his warm breath like a gentle breeze caressing my inner private areas—an area that had only been seen by a doctor who’d given me a clean bill of health for my summer adventure.

      Warmth spread over me as his lips touched me. His tongue moved fluidly through my folds and I moaned. My fingers curled into the blanket and my toes did too. I was so thankful for the open-toed sandals I had on. They made the curling so much easier. I couldn’t believe how easy he was being with me. The intimate kiss was glorious, and I was going out of my mind with all the new sensations. His fingers pressed into my ass cheeks as he lifted me and kissed me harder.

      Panting with harsh breaths, I felt something stir inside of me. My fists were pounding the bed as I pulled my knees up high. His hand moved over my stomach and he pushed it up. Then his mouth moved up and he tapped my clit. I screamed and he did it again. “More!”

      The tapping became long licks. He did that over and over as my insides began to quiver. Then he put his lips on my clit and moved up and down on it, making something burst inside of me. Pure desire, joy, and fireworks went off as I shrieked and tried not to pass out.

      His lips left mine and his tongue went into my vagina. He pushed his tongue in and out of me as he seemed to be licking my insides. The crazy sensations multiplied and I found myself needing more. “Troy, why does it feel so damn good but I want more?”

      He looked up at me with a grin. “Because your body wants my cock inside of you. But I’m not about to do that yet.”

      “Please,” I begged him. “Oh, please, Troy!”

      He took his cock and it still looked big as he held it in his large hands. I leaned my head up to watch him push that monster inside me. He smiled as he pressed it against my vagina that was pulsing and needing him.

      I felt something go inside of me and cried out, as it burned. He moved his hand, and then I realized it was only his finger that he was pumping into me. “You’re so tight, it defies my imagination, baby. We’ll have to work you to get this inside.” He pulled his finger out and pushed his cock against me again.

      “Just do it, Troy. I want it. I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything. Please.” I was desperate and hated that my stupid vagina was being so small and uncooperative.

      He pumped his finger some more and sighed. “I’m not about to hurt you. And it will hurt you without you being stretched at least some. I have a dildo that’s smaller than I am. I could use that.”

      “I want you.” I groaned with frustration. “I want to feel your skin inside of me.”

      When I opened my eyes, I found him looking at me. “That’s one of the sweetest things anyone has ever said to me.” He wore a half-smile and laid on his side next to me. “Wanna taste yourself on my tongue?”

      It wasn’t really what I wanted, but I wanted more of him, so I nodded and he kissed me. The taste was salty, kind of musky, and not bad at all. The best part was when he took my hand, put it on his dick, and moved it back and forth as we kissed.

      He kept it up until I felt him go stiff. He looked at me as warm liquid spilled all over my hand and he made a terrible groan. It was the first time I’d ever had oral sex and I liked it. But I wanted more. I wanted so much more, and I had three months of being with Troy to get all that and then some.

      “I think you and I will find a lot we like about each other,” he told me, then kissed the tip of my nose. “I need a shower and so do you. But I’m not up to showering with you if I can’t fuck you. Time for you to go to your room.”

      Before he could get up, I grabbed his arms. “Tomorrow, can we do it all the way?”

      “We can. We’ll be in a tent, all alone, and have all the time in the world to stretch you out. I’d have done it tonight, but I know you’re tired, and I want you to be up for it all.”

      He rolled off the bed and held out his hand, helping me up. I staggered a little, as my head was light. “Whoa. I wonder how my head will feel when you and I really do it.”

      He laughed as he walked me to the door, then pulled my keycard out of his pants pocket and handed it to me. “I’ll watch you, to make sure you get in okay.” He kissed the top of my head, then smacked my ass.

      I liked it even though I made a tiny scream. “Being yours is the best thing that will ever happen to me. I know it is.”

      “I think we both will learn a lot out of this. Goodnight, Blyss. I’ll have some clothes for you to put on at around ten tomorrow morning. Be showered and ready to put them on, okay?”

      “Okay.” I kissed his cheek and walked out the door. After I opened my hotel room door, I waved at him, then walked in and closed it behind me. Leaning back on it, I looked up and thanked god for Troy Masterson. He’d be the man who’d make me who I was supposed to be.

      I was never as sure of anything as I was of that.

      

      Troy

      I tossed and turned the entire night after I sent Blyss to her hotel room. I wanted to tell her to come back to my bed, but I knew where that would lead and I wanted to go easy with her. There was a lot more to Blyss than I knew. I had an idea that her backstory was something I had to know before I planned out our activities in the BDSM world.

      She’d said she was in orphanages, which can be rough on a child. She was moved around a lot, too, which means she must’ve been troublesome. I could see she was clearly intelligent, but lacked common social knowledge. And she was in school to become a psychologist, which meant she was more into human behavior than most, which was great for what I wanted her for.

      My work was cut out for me. Blyss Danner was fragile. She was, by far, the most delicate female I’d ever known. With all that in mind, treating her with kid gloves wasn’t the answer, but it was going to be damn hard not to do so. I also had to watch out for her becoming too bonded to me. She and I would be done in a matter of three months. I didn’t want to send her home broken because she was in love with me. That could happen and I didn’t want it to.

      The only idea I could come up with was being straightforward with her. I would speak to her psychologist’s mind and constantly remind her that I’m her Dom—her teacher, not her boyfriend. I’d have to leave the romance off the table or she’d fall for sure. Sleep finally found me, but only for a few hours before the sun shone through the window, waking me up. Instead of feeling rested, I felt even more tired and got out of bed to go shower. I wanted a bottle of water first and went to the living area to get one out of the mini fridge. And that’s when I found a piece of paper had been pushed under the door.

      When I picked it up, I chuckled. Blyss had written me a letter. I leaned on the door as I read the words she’d written, thinking before I read them that she’d be telling me how special the night before was.

      Troy,

      I’m glad you won me. I think you’ll teach me a lot about life in general and BDSM thoroughly. I’m not made out of porcelain like some doll you have to be careful with. I feel as if you think I’m breakable. I am not.

      There are things about me that you might think make we weak or fragile. For instance, I was left at a fire station when I was a tiny baby. I was naked, left in a box, and a storm was raging. It wasn’t known how long I’d been left outside and all thought it was a miracle that I survived.

      That’s pretty bad for a baby to go through, but I had even more going against me. I was born addicted to all kinds of things. Heroine was the worst of them. Alcohol was also on that list. That was the main reason I never consumed any alcohol before the wine I had last night. I’ll never use drugs, and I’ll only consume alcohol in small amounts. I do have to be careful with that.

      I wanted you to know that about me. I also think you should know that I’ve had trouble forming relationships. I’ve never bonded to anyone in my life. With that said, I hope you won’t be offended if I don’t connect with you in a normal way. I don’t know how to do that, and I don’t want you to think there’s anything wrong with you. It’s me, not you.

      Being more than a bit disjointed is normal to me. I don’t expect to ever love. If a person hasn’t experienced such an emotion in the first ten years of their life, loving someone is hard to do after that point. I don’t think you’ll fall in love with me. No one ever has before.  But I wanted you to be aware of my shortcomings.

      With all that out in the open, I want you to know that I’m going to put my whole self into this thing. My mind, body, and I’ll attempt to get my soul invested as well. The truth is, my soul has never been something I’ve ever been conscious of. So we’ll see if I can manage that or not.

      While I have your attention, I want to say the things you did to me felt better than I expected them to and I can’t wait to feel more. I’m sure you can give me the experience I want and am happy about the chemistry we seem to have.

      Looking forward to a great Dom/Sub relationship,

      Blyss

      As I held that letter in my hand, it began to shake. My heart pounded and my eyes clouded with tears. The poor young woman had a lot behind that perfect shell she was in. I’d been right to assume there was more going on inside of her than most.

      She touted that she wasn’t breakable, but I knew she was absolutely breakable. And I had to admit to myself that I was afraid I’d hurt her, mentally. I made my way to the shower and found that my heart hurt so much for her. I wasn’t usually that emotional about other people. Hell, I wasn’t that emotional, period. But her letter had told me scores about the woman I’d won.

      My plan would have to be made with her special weaknesses in mind. And I’d have to put my own shit aside for her. This summer wouldn’t be about me at all. It would be all about her, but I couldn’t let her know that.

      My job was cut out for me, and I had to succeed in helping her learn more about life and love than I had ever imagined doing. Somehow, I had to get her to open herself up to love, but just not fall in love with me.

      That was going to be a chore!

      

      Blyss

      Troy had khaki shorts and a white T-shirt with a pair of sneakers sent to my hotel room for me to dress in. I put my hair in two braids that hung on either side of my head and left the makeup off. He did say we’d be going camping and I didn’t think makeup went into that equation.

      I waited for him to come get me, watching some television as I sat on the sofa and sipped on a bottle of water. My hunger was more prevalent than I’d ever experienced. I guessed it was from the sexual activity of the night before. A craving for pancakes filled me, and I was happy when a knock came at the door.

      Bouncing my way to it, I was excited to go eat, see Troy again, and get our day rolling. I opened the door open, saw his freshly shaven face, and had to smile. “Hi.”

      He stepped inside and let the door close behind him as he pulled me into his arms. “Damn, baby. You look even better without makeup.” He kissed me with what started out as a sweet kiss, with only a touch of tongue. I wrapped my arms around him and found myself no longer hungry for pancakes. I wanted him!

      We turned and he pushed me up against the door. I picked my legs up and wrapped them around him. A moan began deep in my throat when his bulge pressed against my mound that was beginning to pulse with the same need it had the night before. All I wanted was for him to give me another orgasm. And right then!

      Instead, he eased the kiss. Our breathing was hard and raspy as he leaned his forehead against mine. “Damn, baby. Good morning.”

      “Good morning,” I echoed him.

      He pushed my legs back down and pecked me on the cheek. “Let’s go eat. We have shopping to do, plus we need to get food and other things for camping. There’s a lot to get done today. Go grab your purse and let’s get going.”

      I went to the bedroom and got my purse. I’d been sure to take my birth control pill that morning and ensure I had three packets for the summer months. I double checked the room and bathroom, leaving nothing behind, and returned to find Troy standing by the large window. The light made him glow and I found my heart skipping a beat. We were in perfect harmony, as our clothes matched—white T-shirts and similar khakis—except for his hiking boots. Somehow he made all that look hot as sin.

      “I’m ready.”

      He turned to look at me and the smile he wore made my stomach tense. Taking my hand, he led me out of the room to start our day. As we stood in the empty elevator, he ran his arm around my shoulders and kissed the side of my head. “Thanks for the letter, Blyss. I’m glad you told me those things.”

      Embarrassment tingled inside of me like it always did when I let anyone know my humble beginnings. “I hope you understand me a little better now. I know I’m an odd duck.”

      “You’re great,” he said, then tugged my chin up to look at him. “I want that to be the first thing you let go. You are not odd. You’re Blyss, and she’s a cool chick.”

      He was great and I couldn’t stop the smile from peeking out. “You’re sweet. I’ll try not to think that way about myself, but it’s been a long time that I have, and people have agreed with that.”

      “I don’t care about how you’ve been perceived by idiots. I only care how you perceive yourself. You’re one hot woman and you have a hell of a brain. There’s nothing odd about that.” The elevator doors opened and we stepped off.

      

  




The lobby was bustling with activity, much more so than it had been when we’d come in. Troy held my hand as we went to the reception desk and he checked us both out. His bag was brought down and his Jeep was brought around, and we headed away in no time at all.

      “What kind of breakfast are you hungry for, Blyss?”

      “Pancakes.” I was still hungry for him, but he seemed to have another agenda that morning.

      He stopped at a chain restaurant, where we ate, then he took me to a sporting goods store where he bought me a weeks’ worth of clothing and a few more camping items he said he didn’t have. Then we were on our way out to the woods. With the windows down, the air flowed around us. I loved the way everything smelled. Troy and I didn’t talk much, as the sounds of the road and the wind made it difficult to hear without us shouting at one another.

      I liked the quiet comfortable solitude between us. The idea of hanging out in the woods with this man was turning me on. I’d never been so sexually preoccupied before. That’s literally all I could think about. Troy and I fucking in the tent, in the lake, in the grass, or on a rock. I was kind of a nympho, and it hit me that my mother was probably one too.

      Shit! Did I have to watch out or I’d become addicted to sex? Was that one of the many things that ran through me that I had to be careful of? Would sex be a thing I could only have in moderation?

      I hoped not!

      The trees that lined both sides of the road where tall and pretty and I tried to focus on them instead of my pulsing pussy that just wanted Troy’s cock planted so deep inside of it that I’d feel like he was part of me.

      Counting trees was impossible—there were too many of them. So I tried to count the yellow stripes on the road. Troy slowed down and we took a turn, taking us to a small road that led into the forest. “Here we go, Blyss. It’s not far now.”

      There was a large trash container and it had a heavy lock on it, along with a sign that showed a bear and an X over it. “There’re bears here, huh?”

      “This is where they live, honey. And wolves too. But you’re safe with me.”

      Nervous laughter escaped as I searched the thick trees for any signs of the killers that lived there. With my luck, I’d finally get laid, it would be the happiest moment in my life, then a bear and a wolf would join forces to eat me alive.

      Troy took my hand and gave it a squeeze. I looked at him and tried to act unafraid. “I trust you.”

      “Good.” He kissed my hand. “I love the outdoors. My parents call me Tarzan.”

      “Good to know. I hope that means you have his unique ability to talk to animals and make them not eat me.”

      His eyes went heavy as he growled, “The only thing that will be eating you is me, princess.”

      I made a little gasp and went wet with the thought. “Oh!”

      “Oh,” he said, and his eyes got big as he licked his lips.

      My entire body quivered, and I thought it might be possible for the man to make me orgasm with just his sexy look and the way he made noises. “You’re really good at what you do.”

      “How so?” he asked as he took another turn, taking us even deeper into the forest.

      “Like, you’re sexy, and you make me, um, horny. I guess that’s the best word for it.” I blushed a bit with my honesty. I’d never felt anything like what I was feeling. It was odd, but a great odd.

      “I make you horny?” He laughed and it echoed through the forest. “Good, because you make me horny too. I plan on taking you all over this forest, Blyss. What do you think about that?”

      My eyes nearly rolled up in my head, as he and I were on the same wavelength. Both of us wanted to fuck all over the place. I was beginning to think we’d do little else than that and I liked that idea. Screw the fishing and swimming, let’s just fuck! But we had lots to do before we got to that, I found out when he parked the Jeep under a big tree and we had to set up camp. That took forever, and we were both hot and sweaty when we were done.

      Thankfully, it was secluded and there was the lake only steps away from us. “I think we should take a dip before we start making lunch,” he said.

      I started going toward the tent to put on my bathing suit and found he had me in his arms. “Hey!” He let me go, only to grab the bottom of my T-shirt and pull it off. Then my bra was the next thing to go, and he made short work of the rest of my clothes. I was naked, standing in front of him, and not a bit of shame was in me.

      He held up his arms, and I rid him of his shirt. His shoes were kicked off as I helped him with his shorts. When he was naked, I took a step back to look him over and appreciate his body. “So muscular.” Before I knew it, he had picked me up and was taking me into the lake, which I found out was frigid. I shrieked with the abrupt change in temperature, and he tossed me away from him, sending me under water.

      I freaked out for only a brief second. My feet touched the rocky bottom and I found I could stand up. I was glad he didn’t have to see me losing my shit, but I felt he needed to be reminded. “I can’t swim, Troy. Don’t forget that.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.” He came to me and held me tight. “Put your arms around my neck and hold on. I’m going to take you for a swim.” I held on and he leaned back, swimming backward. My body was laid out on top of his. The cold water hadn’t dampened my libido a bit, and it helped that his dick wasn’t in an erect state. If it had been, I’d probably have been trying to ride it.

      “You like it out here?” he asked me.

      I looked around at the tall cliffs that surrounded the lake. The green trees formed a ring around the blue water and it looked like something out of a travel guide. “I do like it here.”

      A fish jumped beside us and I must’ve looked surprised. “The fish live in the water, baby.”

      “Yeah, I can see that.”

      “Have you ever been in a lake?” He turned in a circle and headed back to the shore.

      “I’ve been to a lake on a field trip. I’ve never gotten in the water, though. This is the first time for me.”

      “I think it’s cool that I’ll be a part of so many of your firsts, Blyss. First time in the lake, first time camping, and first time fishing.”

      “And my first.” I kissed him. I knew I wasn’t following any of the Sub rules Isabel had told me about. According to her, I was supposed to wait for my Dom to do all things. I wasn’t even supposed to undress myself unless he told me to do that. In my opinion, from what she’d said, I was to act mindless.

      I could’ve acted that way, but there was something about the way Troy acted that let me know I didn’t have to portray a typical sub. He was fine with me being me. For the first time ever, someone was okay with that. As I looked into his hazel eyes that had a lot of green in them at that moment, I thought about how I had thought things would be going for me. I’d envisioned a dark room where some masked man would have me strung up, whipping me, then tending to my wounds before he took me.

      I was glad I was in a lake with a man who looked at me with care in his eyes instead. But the truth was, I was more than ready to get to the good stuff. I wanted to feel a belt wrap around my ass with the power of his hand. If that made me weird, so be it.

      

      Troy

      The day passed with us playing in the water, skinny dipping most of the day away and making out a few times. Blyss was smoking hot for me. Everything about her told me that. It wasn’t that I wasn’t used to women wanting me, but Blyss was a virgin with a tight-as-shit vagina. And I was packing some real heat. I knew I’d hurt her if I plowed into her the way she seemed to want me to.

      Her inexperience was the only reason she was trying to jump the gun. I had a plan in mind and waited until after a dinner of freshly-caught trout to take her into the tent and begin the descent into sexual relations with her. The vibrator I’d brought was light pink and it could heat up as well as vibrate. I pulled it out of the bag I had it in and showed it to her. She ran her hands over it as I held it. “This is half the size I am. I’ll get you stretched to this size before I go any further.”

      Her eyes were glistening as she looked at me. “Troy, please don’t make me wait another night to feel you inside of me.”

      Caressing her cheek with the back of my hand, I wanted nothing more than to give her what she wanted. “Baby, you’ll get me tonight. I promise. But we have to go slow.”

      She bit her lip as she lowered her head. “And can you spank me?”

      I was taken aback by her request. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re not ready.”

      She blinked rapidly. “Not a lot. Just a few times. Like, lay me over your lap and give me a few. I just want to see what if feels like.”

      She had me so fucking hot for her, I found it nearly impossible to do things slowly. But I held onto myself and found the strength to do it. “I can do that. But we need to go ahead and establish a safe word. Stop won’t work.”

      “And why is that?” she asked with the innocence of a child.

      I made her lie back as I trailed my fingers up the inside of her leg. “Because there will be times that things get so intense that you’ll beg me to stop. But if I did stop, then you’d hate it. Your mind plays little tricks on you and so does your body. Some women try to get away when they orgasm. But once they’re held tight, and the man keeps going, the orgasm can go on and on.”

      “Oh, okay. I might say stop, but I won’t mean it. That’s interesting. How about another word that’s kind of like that, then? Say, desist?”

      “No, that’ll be too hard to remember. I like to use cherry. Will that work for you?” My hand went flat on her cunt and I found she was already getting hot for me.

      “Yeah, cherry will work for me.”

      I kissed her lightly on the mouth, then picked her up and turned her over my lap. “I’m going to give you three strikes, Sub.” I chuckled, then ran my hand in circles all over her ass. “Can you tell me why I’m giving you this punishment?”

      “And what am I supposed to say?”

      “Well, you’re supposed to tell me why you’re getting them. This time, it’s because you asked me for them. There might be a time that you get them because you did something that needs correcting and I’ll add in the punishment so you’ll remember the correction. Let’s say that I told you to take the trash down to the dumpster before it gets dark. And let’s say you ignored my request and a bear came to our campsite and tore the trash up, then I had to get up the next morning and pick it all up because you didn’t do what I told you to do.”

      “Why does it have to be about a bear?” she moaned. “Now I’m thinking a bear might really come tonight.” She looked at me over her shoulder. “What if our sex makes some bear horny and he wants to join us?”

      “It’s never happened to me before, Blyss. But, anyway, do you get what I’m saying? If you don’t do what I say, I might spank you or something like that, and then you’d answer me with what you did wrong.”

      “Okay,” she said, then turned her head away. “I’m getting punished because I asked you to spank me.”

      “That’s right. Good girl.” I rubbed her ass some more, then gave her a light pop.

      “Harder, please,” came her response.

      I did it harder, but not too hard. “Count them off, Sub.”

      “One, but can you do it harder?”

      I shook my head in disbelief as I raised my hand up high and came down on her ass with a hard smack. She yelped, then made a little mewling sound. “Two.”

      Seeing she liked that hard, I gave her another. “And that’s three,” I said.

      “Oh, baby, more. Please give me more.”

      There were already two red handprints on her ass and she wanted more?

      “Are you sure you’re new to this?” I asked her, then popped her again and again one more time.

      She was shaking and moaning as I picked up the vibrator and turned it on vibrate only. I moved it over her ass, around the outside of her asshole. She moaned the whole time, letting me know she was getting aroused.

      When I turned her over and pushed her legs up until her knees were bent, I had prime access to her pussy. I went straight to work on her. My Sub was hungering for more, and I was through taking my time, worrying about how she was going to handle it all. Blyss was a grown woman with the needs of one. She’d already waited longer than most, and I was about to make her body feel things it never had. I kissed her juicy pussy as she writhed with desire.

      She arched up to me and I could tell she was about to climax. I pushed the lubed dildo into her and she yelled with the pain, “Fuck! It burns!”

      I didn’t move it. I let it stretch her as I continued to lick her cunt. I licked her over and over, without moving the vibrator. When she came, she was shaking from head to toe. I began to move the dildo back and forth, causing her to moan continuously. When it moved with ease, I decided it was time for me to make an entrance. I pulled it out and moved up her body. “Now you’ll get me, baby.”

      Her eyes flew open and she smiled as she wrapped her arms around me. “Good. I’m ready.”

      I pushed my hard cock to the edge of her vagina and it wasn’t easy. I had to thrust hard for it to go inside. and when it did, her eyes glistened with tears. “It hurts, I know. I’m sorry …”

      She shook her head. “No, it’s not that. It does hurt a little, but it’s just so, so, so …” She began to sob, and I pulled what little bit of my dick I had gotten in, out of her.

      “Baby, did it hurt that badly?” I ran my hand through her hair as she shook her head.

      “Please don’t stop. It’s not that it hurts, physically. It’s more mental than anything else. It’s just that I’ve never felt connected to anyone before. It’s a little overwhelming.”

      My heart pounded and I thrust back into her, halfway in. I felt so horrible for her. How awful to never have felt connected to anyone your whole life. I pushed all the way in and her cries grew less and less as I moved back and forth inside of her, murmuring in her ear all the while, “I’m with you, Blyss.”

      The cries stopped and she moved with me, then she whispered, “Thank you, Troy. Thank you.”

      I kissed her. I wanted her to know that there was no need to thank me. I was getting as much as she was out of it all. Her canal squeezed me like none other ever had. Her legs wrapped around me and she moved with me like we’d done that a thousand times. It wasn’t like any other sexual experience I’d ever had. There was heat, tenderness, and something else that filled me as I took her innocence away from her, replacing it with sexual knowledge.

      Caressing her cheeks that were red and wet from tears, I kissed them as I continued to move in and out of her. She was panting and glowing. I’d never seen anyone look so beautiful. My heart was swelling as we made love, a thing I’d never done before. I’d had tons of sex, but I’d never found it so beautiful. Her hands took my wrists as she looked at me. “I can’t wait to feel you cum inside of me.”

      Her words sent me into beast mode and I pounded her virgin cunt with a fierceness that took her breath away. Her breasts rose and fell with each hard breath she took. And when I felt it climbing up in me, I went harder and faster until I spilled myself into her. I didn’t stop moving—I went slower, but I didn’t stop. “I’d have gotten you pregnant just now if you weren’t on birth control, baby. I’ve never ejaculated that deep before in my life.”

      “Good thing I’m covered, then,” she said as she gasped for air. “That was unbelievable. I never imagined it being that good. My God what I’ve been missing. I’m never going to stop doing this. Never!”

      I kissed her to shut her up. What she was saying was bothering me. The fact that she felt it was good she was on birth control and what we did wouldn’t result in a baby was aggravating me for some reason. And when she said she was going to never stop having sex, well it only served to bring to mind her being with other men.

      It all just pissed me off, and I kissed her hard, demanding she give all of herself to me and only me. I wanted her to tell me she’d have my baby if I wanted her to. I wanted her to tell me she’d never let another man have what was mine. My cock went hard again as I kept moving it. When I let her mouth go, she was looking at me with wide eyes. “I didn’t know it was possible for you to get back to that state so quickly, Troy.”

      “It is. And this time, I want you to scream my name when you cum with me. Don’t leave me hanging, Sub. I want all of you. Every fucking bit of you.” I knew I was going beast on her. It wasn’t something I’d planned. It just emerged, and she looked frightened. That was okay. She needed to be afraid. She needed to know I was the only one who got to touch her. I was the only one who could feel her that way.

      Only me!

      

      Blyss

      The way Troy’s eyes had changed to dark brown was a little scary to me. He seemed like another man, one who just might be possessed by a demon or something. He looked at me as he fucked me with hard thrusts. He grabbed one of my legs and pulled it back, so my heel was next to my ear, and went harder and deeper. I could feel it all, every last inch of his cock, as he plunged it into me.

      “Who do you belong to?” he asked me between clenched teeth.

      “You,” I said quickly, as I knew better than to try to make conversation with him at that moment.

      He made a swirling motion, and I moaned with how good it felt and gripped his biceps. “You like that?”

      “Yes,” I moaned as I closed my eyes and reveled in the sensations that were traveling all through my body. “You fuck so well.”

      The growl he made sounded so much like a wolf that my eyes flew open and I looked at all four walls of the small tent for its shadow. When I found only him staring at me, I should’ve been relieved, but I was anything but that.

      “Only I get to make love to you, Blyss. Only me. Do you understand me?”

      The words—make love—weren’t what I thought we would be doing, ever. But I wasn’t about to get into that with him. “I understand.” I did understand in a way. He meant that, while we had the contract, I wasn’t to have sex with anyone else. I knew that already; he didn’t have to be so worried about it that he’d say such a thing right in the middle of things.

      I was shocked when he pulled out of me and picked me up by the waist, tossing me onto my belly, then grabbing my waist again and slamming back into me from behind. I found the sensations even better that way and screamed, “Yes!”

      He pounded my ass and slapped it a few times, making me shriek more yeses at him. I had no idea sex could feel so all-encompassing. It was like only he and I were in the world. Nothing and no one else mattered—only us and what we were doing on that night in the middle of the Oregon forest.

      His nails dug into my sides as he held me tighter. “I’m about to come.” He reached around me with one hand and manipulated my clit until I was having an orgasm, then he jerked inside of me, filling me with liquid heat once more.

      I was soaked and so was he as we fell in a heap on the pallet he’d made for us. The blow-up mattress was for later, he’d said. We’d need the room to move around. I had no idea what he was talking about in that moment.

      Then, I got it!

      After he had caught his breath, which was way before I did, he turned over and stroked my stomach. The darkness in his eyes was all but gone. The green had returned and so had his smile. “Did you like that?” I nodded and he kissed me on my forehead. “Me too.”

      “Good,” I managed to get out.

      He dropped back to lie at my side. “I got a little more intense than I’ve ever gotten before. Funny, huh?”

      “You haven’t always done it that way with all the other girls?” I asked as I finally got my wind back and turned my head to look at him.

      He looked at me too. “First, I don’t want to talk about any other sex I had with anyone else.”

      “Okay.” I bit my lip, as I felt like I’d hit a soft spot with him and found that weird.

      He was a Dom—a man with a lot of sexual experience—and I thought it would be a man like him who’d be honest with me about sex. I guess I had been wrong.

      “This is about you and I, Blyss. And I’ve never felt the way I just felt. Can I be honest with you?” He rolled over and rested his head on his hand as he looked down at me.

      “You can be honest with me,” I said the words, but the truth was, he wasn’t acting the way I thought he would and it was a little unnerving.

      “There was something you said while we were making love.”

      There were those words again!

      “What was that, Troy?”

      “You said you never wanted to stop having sex. And it pissed me off.”

      “Um, do you know why it pissed you off?”

      He ran his hand over my cheek, kissed my lips softly, then whispered, “Because it made me think of you having sex with other men.”

      “I think it’s completely natural that you don’t want to think about that.”

      His eyes darted back and forth. “Do you think it’s perfectly natural for me to have thought about you and I having a baby?”

      I nearly laughed, but the look on his face made me hold it in. “That’s probably not natural. Have you wanted to have a baby with anyone else?”

      He shook his head. “The thought has never entered my mind. Not until just now with you. You’re the psychologist. Why do you think that is?”

      “I’m not one yet,” I reminded him. “And I think we’ll have to get to know one another a lot better before I have an idea of why you’d want that. My first thought is that I’m a person without any connections in this world and you’re picking up on that. You might be overly empathetic and want to connect more with me than you did with others, only because you feel that’s what I need.”

      “Hmm.” He laid back and closed his eyes as if he was thinking.

      But he wasn’t thinking. He was falling asleep. I suppose the whole sex thing had worn him out. It had worn me out, too, so I closed my eyes and fell asleep right alongside him. When the sun woke us up the next morning, I found him wrapped around me from behind. His cock was erect again and he was snoring. Dead asleep and he was all ready to go again.

      I grinned as I watched the sun get higher into the sky as he held me. It was a pleasant way to wake up, I decided. A stiffy in the middle of my back wasn’t something I ever thought would be endearing to wake up to, but I was wrong. It was quite endearing.

      When his warm lips pressed against the back of my neck, I ran my hand over his as he moved one of them up to cup a breast. “Oh, yeah,” he whispered. “I think I want a tit for breakfast.” The smell of sex mixed with fresh air was a little erotic to me. I giggled as he turned me over and I saw his sleepy eyes looking at me. “Hi.”

      He kissed my forehead. “Hi. Mind if I break off a chunk of that hot ass before we get up?”

      “I am yours. Break off anything you want.”

      The look on his face was priceless. Lust took him over and I was kissed all over before he very gently took me again. There was a lot of stiffness and a bit of pain, but the way he handled me took all that away with ease. Later, we bathed in the lake, washing each other’s hair, and I felt as if we were a couple who’d been lost on a tropical island in the middle of the ocean. It was only he and I, and we were happy with that.

      For the next three weeks, we didn’t fuck one time. He made love to me, though. So many times, I lost count. We did it under trees, in the lake, in our tent, and even once on the hood of the Jeep. I could see it settling in his eyes and his body. He was falling for me.

      I wish I could’ve felt the same way. Instead, I was feeling very little other than love for the amazing way he made me feel. Every touch sent sparks through me. When he put his cock into me, it was like I’d been hooked up to a battery charger. He made every time something I’d never forget. But I wasn’t falling in love, and it seemed he was.

      There was more wrong with me than I’d ever realized. I had a sexy man who looked at me with loving eyes and treated my body like it was a gift to him. He spoke kindly to me, while also chilling me to the bone with confessions of feeling more when we connected than he had with anyone else. But I was more than a little broken. I had genes and DNA running through me that no one knew about or understood completely. With no family history, I had no idea of what might pop up in me.

      That was the reason I stayed so closed off. I even did that to myself, afraid to love the woman I had no idea about. Could there be mental illness in my gene pool that might crop up one day and destroy my brain, take over my body, and send my soul so deep inside of me that no one could ever bring it out again?

      I had to protect myself from what might happen to me one day, and Troy was supposed to be a man for the summer and nothing more than that. I didn’t want to turn into my usual self with him. Not at this time. I wanted to explore things I’d never allowed myself to before. I never thought I’d hook any man, much less a Dom.

      We sat by the fire one night, roasting marshmallows and sharing them with each other. He ate mine off my stick, and I ate his. It was all very sweet. The night sky was filled with so many stars, it boggled my mind. I rested my head on his shoulder as we laid on the ground, looking up.

      “I’ve never seen so many stars. It’s beautiful out here.”

      He sighed and turned his head to look at me. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my life as the woman lying here with me. Do you believe that love can happen so quickly?”

      “This is lust, Troy. Let’s not get it confused with anything more than that.”

      He sat up, looking at me with a frown. “I’m not going to let you do that, Blyss. I know what lust is. Hell, that’s all I’ve ever felt.” He touched his chest then mine. “What we have isn’t lust, baby. This is much more than that. I know you’re an innocent young woman, but this is bigger than either of us ever planned.”

      I sat up too, ready to say something I’d been holding in. “While we’re talking, instead of fucking, like we’re usually doing …”

      “Don’t call it that. I hate when you do that.” He gave me a stern look as he shook his head.

      “Okay, I won’t. Anyway, I wanted to learn about BDSM with a real Dom. And I have myself a real Dom with lots of experience, and I haven’t gotten more than a few spankings, at my asking. When will the BDSM stuff come into play? When are we going to leave the woods, go to the club, and get down to business?”

      “You want me to take you away from this Nirvana we’ve managed to find, go back to the club, and teach you all about that life?” he asked me, as if I hadn’t been crystal clear about it.

      “Yes, that’s what I want. I want you to rule me, take me over, and make me over.”

      “You’ve been made over, Blyss. I haven’t said the words because I can see your fear at times when we’re making love. But I’m going to say them now. I love you, Blyss Danner. I do. And I don’t want to rule you. You have been made over, only you can’t see it for some reason.”

      “I want more. I signed up for more. Teach me about being a Sub. That was what you were supposed to be doing with me.”

      His eyes narrowed as he snarled, “I tell you that I love you and you don’t have anything to say to that? Not even a thank you, which would be terrible, but better than nothing at all?”

      “What do you want me to say? Do you want me to lie and tell you something I don’t feel?”

      “You do feel it. At times, it’s in your eyes and your body conveys it to me. Admit it. It’ll make you feel better. And if you want to do a little BDSM stuff, I’ll go along with that. But I won’t do it until you face your feelings for me. Because honesty is the number one thing about BDSM. Without honesty, people can get hurt.”

      “If I want to get to know what that’s like, I have to tell you that I love you?” I got up and walked toward the water to wet my feet, as I was growing hot from the way we were talking. It was too much like an argument and I’d never gotten into one of those before.

      His hands suddenly gripped my shoulders. “Don’t walk away from me just because you’re trying to get away from a conversation you feel uncomfortable with. I don’t want you to tell me that you love me unless you feel it in your heart. So, do you feel it?”

      “I do feel uncomfortable with this conversation. I feel as if we’re arguing.”

      “Because we are,” he said, then let me go. “Blyss, have you never had an argument with anyone before?” I shook my head, and he turned around and went back to sit by the fire. “You’re not ready for what BDSM is. You most likely never will be. If you’re uncomfortable with this, then you’ll hate what the other is. Degradation, humiliation, and insecurity are far worse than a tiny argument about being in love. And the fact is, I love you too much to put you through something that might shatter your delicate psyche.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and huffed, “I’m the damn psychologist, not you. I’ll decide what will and won’t break me. I think it’s odd the first argument I’ve ever had is with my Dom about finally bringing BDSM into our lives. I suppose I’ll have to put myself right back up for auction when our contract is up if I want to get the experience I came for.”

      “Like hell, you will,” he shouted. “I own your ass, remember? Now, come over here, sit next to your Dom, and let him tell you how much he loves you. Then he’ll show you what you mean to him. And not another word about putting yourself back up for auction. You never know, I may extend our contract.”

      All I could do was stare at the man who had me over a barrel. Did he honestly think he could make me fall in love with him?
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* * *

      
        Part 2

      

      

      Troy

      Blyss wanted more—a lot more than she was ready for. I had a feeling she wanted to break. Maybe there was a demon inside of her who wanted to own her. She had said she was born addicted to many things. God only knew what kinds of demons her mother fought or gave up the fight to. She had put her baby in a box and left her, after all.

      Was there something inside of her that wanted her flesh punished? Was there something buried deep within her soul that yearned to be hurt?

      Blyss was angelic in physical attributes. Treating her the way I had other subs wasn’t coming naturally to me. But maybe I wasn’t being what she needed me to be. Maybe that’s why she wasn’t saying the words that I wanted to hear.  The night was eerie. A cool breeze moved through the forest, making the trees moan and whisper to one another. A full moon had many of the creatures that lived there scurrying about more than usual.

      “You really want to go to the club, Blyss?”

      She nodded as she stared at the campfire. “I thought you would understand my need for this. Not only because I want to write my thesis …”

      “Stop right there.”

      She looked at me with curious eyes. “Why?”

      “Because you don’t understand this lifestyle at all. You don’t do these things just so you can write about them. You have these experiences because you can’t stop thinking about them. You have a desire to do them for yourself—not anyone else. That includes writing a paper about the experiences. The fact you don’t understand that is one of the many reasons I don’t want to put you through anything. Not yet.”

      “Well, we only have a little over two months left. So, when do you think you’ll see fit to showing me what I came to see?”

      Frustration was building in her. I could see it in everything she did. Was I wrong to deny her? Was I treating her like a girlfriend instead of what she signed up for—to be a Submissive? Was I short-changing her?

      I made a sudden decision, putting her needs first and my feelings second. “Take off your clothes and go face that tree over there.” I pointed at a giant tree that was surrounded by dark shadows as the fire’s light bounced off its dark trunk.

      “What are you going …”

      “Hush! Do as I say, Sub.” I didn’t look at her as I tried to steady my mind. I didn’t want to do anything like this to her, but her sweet nature was changing because I wasn’t keeping up my end of our deal. And if I never gave her what she wanted, she would put herself back on the auction block and find someone who might hurt her. Just the thought of another man having anything to do with her made my gut clench.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a smile fill her face as she jumped up to do what I’d told her to. She had no idea of what I was about to do. I had to be honest—I only had half an idea of what I was about to do, myself.

      If she had demons inside who needed tending to, then who better than I to do that?

      My inner demons needed to be fed occasionally too. Why was I putting Blyss on a pedal stool? Why was I treating her like a princess all the time, when some of the time she wanted to be treated like a lowly slave? Blyss might look like an angel, but she wanted to be treated like a sinner every once in a while. I wasn’t living up to what my duty was to her. I finally realized it that night.

      The conditions were right for her to be introduced into the dark underbelly of life. An owl hooted, then flew through the treetops, screeching its approval of what was about to happen to her. Or maybe it was a warning not to go through with it. I wasn’t sure of that. The only thing I was sure of was that the woman I’d grown to love wanted more and I knew how to give it to her. She was mine to care for, in whatever way she needed to be cared for. Her dark side needed to be brought to light, and that night it would be set free.

      In a box in the back of my Jeep were the things I typically used on my subs. I went to it and pulled out the ropes I’d tie her to the tree with. Then I got out the whip. I wasn’t sure if I’d hit her with it or merely snap it around her body, but I was about to let her see what being a Sub was all about. My blue jean shorts and T-shirt weren’t putting me into Dom mode. I ducked into the tent and put on the loose-fitting black warmups I liked to wear when changing mental gears from average Joe to demanding Dom.

      When I came back out of the tent, I saw she was still facing the tree, standing stone still. Moving in behind her, I ran the rough rope around her upper body with one loop, then tied it off. “I’m going to tie you to this tree, Sub. Do you know why I’m doing this to you?”

      “Because I’ve asked you to, Master.” Her eyes were glazed over. I had no idea if she was actually in that zone that Subs eventually learned to go into or what the deal was. But she had the same look seasoned pros would get before they received a punishment.

      Running the rope around the tree, I pulled her tightly to it. I had to make sure she couldn’t move. I didn’t want her to even flinch, or the whip might hit her when I didn’t want it to, or it might hit her in a place it shouldn’t. I still was unsure if I’d allow her pristine flesh to be broken. She was a rare beauty, unspoiled by any scars at all.

      I suppose when one makes reading her life, then one never does things that might end up leaving scars. But Blyss had them in her brain. She had many scars there. As I ran the rope around her, I thought about balance and how the pain in her mind might not be balancing with the relative painlessness of her outer existence. Was what I was about to do going to help create that balance?

      As I pulled the rope tightly around her ankles, then tied it off, Blyss was completely secured to the tree. Unable to move a muscle. That, in itself, was a form of discipline. So I decided to make sure she needed anything more than that. “Blyss, I’m going to leave you tied up, unable to move at all, for a period of ten minutes. That will be your punishment for tonight.”

      She turned her head, and when her eyes met mine, I saw the reflection of the campfire in them. It sent a chill through me. “Master, I desire more.” She looked at the whip I had lying on the ground. “Were you going to use that whip on me?”

      “I wasn’t sure about that.”

      “Did you use that on your other Subs?”

      She knew I hated for her to bring shit like that up. “It doesn’t matter what I did with the others, Blyss. You’re not like them.”

      “I want to feel it.” She looked at me with eyes that glistened as tears welled up in them. “Please, Troy. I want to feel it.”

      A knot had formed in my throat. She wanted to feel it. Her body had gone untouched for so damn long, she yearned to feel all she could. The bitch that was her mother deserved to rot in hell for what she’d done to an innocent baby. Blyss was lucky it was me who came into her life. God only knew what would’ve happened to her if a sadistic asshole had won her.

      I kissed her lips with a sweet kiss. I wanted the last taste of her BDSM virgin lips. After she experienced the pain of the whip, both physically and mentally, she’d be changed. Forever!

      

      Blyss

      My mind was quiet as I got ready to feel the whip across my back. Troy leaned in close, his breath was hot on my neck. “What is our safe word, Sub?”

      “Cherry.”

      “Good girl. I’m going to use this whip on you now. Or I might only brandish it around your body.”

      “Please, Master …”

      “Be quiet!” His tone was strict; his body went rigid behind mine. “I will do with you as I please. No more back talk out of you.”

      I nodded and felt let down—depressed about the fact that he wasn’t going to do to me what I wanted. My body had been on fire for him to take me sexually. The sex we had was far better than I thought sex could even be. Why couldn’t he allow me to feel what he’d given others?

      The same way that sex had preoccupied my mind before he gave it to me, so was the thought of feeling him do to me what he’d done to others. It wasn’t one of the things I’d thought a lot about when I’d signed up for this. After getting involved with Troy, I wanted more. I wanted to feel his power. It was all I could think about.

      I’d dreamt of him paddling me, stringing me up, blindfolding me, gagging me, and even whipping me. When I’d seen that whip lying on the ground, my mind had blurred with excitement. And when he’d said that he might not hit me with it, I’d wanted to cry. I yearned to feel it on my skin, but he’d shut me down before I could explain a thing to him.

      “Yes, master,” my voice quivered.

      He took me by the chin, running the pad of his thumb over my lower lip. “Tell me why you want me to strike you. And please refrain from saying it’s because of what I did with others.” His eyes were almost completely green as he looked at me like he was searching my mind for answers even I didn’t have.

      “My body yearns to feel your power. That’s the only way I can explain it, master.”

      With a nod, he kissed my cheek. “Then you will feel my power, Sub. Promise me you will call out the safe word before your body is overly taxed by the whip, and I will fulfill your need.”

      “I promise you, I will call it out before I’m overwhelmed, master.” My heart was pounding with excitement.

      He was going to actually do it!

      Finally, I’d feel the same thing he’d given other women. The elation that was running through me and my body was tingling with anticipation. I was about to have my first BDSM experience! He moved back several steps and I heard the tiny limbs breaking under his feet as he backed up. The crickets chirped, an owl screeched for the second time that night, and I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      A whooshing sound met my ears, then a thunderous crack came to my right side. It was so close; I could feel the air it moved. I stopped breathing as I thought about what that might actually feel like on my skin. The whip cracked on the other side of me, sending my body into a tense state beyond any tension I’d ever felt before. Everything in me tried to get away from the thing that threatened me, but I was tied so tightly, I couldn’t move a thing except my head. And that was tucked in, without me thinking about it, keeping it safely out of the whip’s reach.

      Troy popped the whip around my body about fifteen times. It was so strange how I went from deathly afraid he’d hit me to wishing he’d just do it already. My entire body began to vibrate as it wanted the impact. The sound of the cracking whip was making me more than frustrated and I screamed with tension—a high-pitched scream that had the whip stopping. “Did I hit you?” Troy ran his hands over my back, looking for a place I’d been hit.

      My breathing was ragged. “No, but I want to feel it. Please!”

      Troy was so close to me; I could feel the heat of his body on my back. “Are you sure, Blyss?”

      “Don’t call me that, please. I am your Submissive, master. A woman who is begging you to let her feel your power. Please!” I was nearly crying with the emotion that was overtaking me.

      “I will give you what you want, Sub.” He took a few steps back and cracked the whip four times on either side of me, then one fell across my back and I shrieked with the pain. Something inside of me erupted as another lash pelted me. A couple of pops on either side of me had my body vibrating with urgency. It wanted more!

      The searing pain had already vanished from the first two strikes. I wasn’t about to call out the safe word. Another strike sent fresh heat through me. The scream that came out of my mouth did so without me thinking about it. Then I moaned as the burning continued and Troy popped the whip around me. I was shaking, but the roped held me, not allowing my body to move the way it needed to. One more lash fell across my back and I had to call out, “Cherry …” I sagged in the ropes as everything drained out of me.

      Troy was moving fast, untying me. It was then that I realized I had started crying. Sobbing, actually. I didn’t know I was doing it and that bothered me a bit. I was picked up and carried to the tent. Troy laid me on my stomach and moved around as I kept on crying like a baby. My back was throbbing, my body ached, and I felt like a blob of nothing but pain.

      Something cold was put on my back. “Blyss, are you okay?”

      “Not really,” I got out between sobs.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want to do that. I told you.”

      “No, I’m glad you did. I … I …” my words were choked by my crying. A sudden burst of warmth rushed through me, as if a heater had come on inside of me. An odd warmth, a comforting feeling, moved through me and my head felt light. My crying stopped and I moaned with another sensation as Troy ran his hands over my back.

      “This is a pain-relieving antibiotic ointment. There are a few places on your back that will take a few days to heal.” He began rubbing my shoulders as he leaned close to me. “Baby, don’t make me do that again. Please, don’t make me.”

      I turned to my side and saw the distraught expression he was wearing. Running my hand over his bearded cheek, I felt sorry for him. “You didn’t like that?”

      He shook his head. “I hated it. And you waited so long to call out the safe word.” He shuddered, then hugged me. “Blyss, I don’t like the way you screamed. It was terrible. I felt as if I was killing you.”

      I had no idea the sounds I had made were so disturbing. The man had done things like that before. Had the other women not reacted the way I had? Troy pulled back and I found he had a box of tissues. He wiped my eyes, then held one to my nose and I blew. No one had ever done that for me. He was taking care of me. Not that he hadn’t done that the entire time, but this felt different.

      I sat up once I’d pulled myself together. “Master …”

      “No! Troy. Not master. Not right now.” The look he gave me was stern. “You didn’t do what you were supposed to. You let it go too far.”

      “To be honest with you, I think I went right where I wanted to be. I wasn’t crying from the physical pain, exactly. What I felt was much more primal. Isn’t that what’s supposed to happen?”

      He sat back on his feet as he looked me over. “Much later it is. Not with your first time doing anything like this. Usually, one strike is given on the first time. Maybe two if the Sub’s pain threshold is high.”

      “I think mine is really high.”

      He shook his head, surprising me. “I don’t. The way you screamed told me that much.”

      “I didn’t think I was screaming more than anyone else would.” He was beginning to make me feel uncomfortable about how I’d reacted and I wasn’t loving it at all. “Troy, did I go overboard?”

      He looked at me without so much as blinking. “No. No, I shouldn’t be holding you to any kind of reaction. You reacted in a way that came naturally to you. You had a burst of energy that escaped you. It came out the way it’s meant to, for you. I’m sorry. I’m overreacting so much with you.”

      I was too much for the man. That was obvious. “If you want to end our contract …”

      His hands gripped my shoulders. “NO! No, I don’t want to end anything. I don’t want you to seek out another Dom. You’re fragile.”

      “I am not!” I was getting so tired of him thinking I was breakable.

      His grip tightened as he looked into my eyes. “You listen to me, Blyss Danner, you are vulnerable and fragile. You may not like to hear that about yourself. I get it. I really do. You see yourself as a confident, smart woman. And you are that, but you’re also a little girl who was left all alone. Your cry was primal, much more so than any cry I’ve ever heard. I’m never walking away from you. I’m never allowing another person to take you on as a Submissive.”

      “While that’s nice of you, I don’t need you to go to that much trouble with me.” He was overstepping his bounds. I hadn’t signed up to be with him forever, the way he was talking about.

      “It’s not trouble. I actually feel obligated …”

      It was me who stopped him as I put my finger to his lips. “No. Just stop, please. I don’t want you to feel obligated to me. Troy, I came here to learn, and now I see that I can learn even more than I ever thought I could. That release has left me feeling better than I’ve ever felt. Even better than after you and I have sex, and that’s saying something.”

      The way he slouched didn’t make me happy. “That made you feel better than sex with me?”

      I’d hurt his ego, something I hadn’t meant to do. But was I supposed to lie to him to save his feelings? “Troy, sex with you is great. Better than I knew it would be. But the way I felt, letting something go that was buried inside of me—that was unbelievable. It’s difficult to explain. It felt as if negative energy was shooting out of my head and out of the universe, where it could never harm me again. And I have you to thank for that. Please don’t stop it now.”

      “There won’t be any more of that type of thing until your wounds have healed. So don’t even ask for that. But you do seem to need to cry more. You must’ve been a quiet kid.”

      “I was told I cried any time I was awake when I was first born, until I went completely through the withdrawal. And then I didn’t cry at all. I was sent from place to place and never got close to anyone. It didn’t bother me to move on.”

      “Not even a little?” He looked confused. “You never got close to anything? You didn’t like a place a bit more than what you went to next?”

      “Sure, there were places I liked better than others. There were people around who I thought were more interesting than others were. Some were nicer, some were meaner, and some were barely there. It didn’t matter to me; I knew I’d be moved again.”

      I hated the way his eyes drooped at the outer corners. I hated the pity I saw in them. He held out his arms, as if I needed to go into them to find solace. I didn’t need him to provide that. I could find that within myself.

      Or could I?

      I had screamed in a way that frightened him. I had cried in a way he’d never seen and he thought I needed to cry more. Something was definitely wrong with me. I had been denying that for too long. Troy was there to let me know I needed help, even though I didn’t think I did.

      Moving into his arms, I let him hold me. “You can let yourself go with me, baby. I’ve got you. You have me and you always will. I love you, Blyss. My love for you is deep and true, and I will never walk away from you. I feel like you and I came together for a reason.”

      “I don’t like feeling weak.”

      “No one does. But you have to know and understand your weaknesses before you can ever be truly strong. It’s okay. I’m here for you.”

      As he rocked me back and forth, I felt something pulse inside of me. It was my heart. It was pumping at the same rate his was, getting in sync with his.

      Was that love I was feeling?

      

      Troy

      I had never been in love. Not really. I’d said the words to a few women in my lifetime, but I’d never felt anything as deeply as I felt with Blyss. The pain that was masked behind that beautiful face was deep and ugly. And it needed to be released.

      The whip had brought out more in her than I had ever intended it to. It was shocking to me, and I had seen things that would make most men cry. Watching Blyss come undone was the single most heart-wrenching thing I’d ever witnessed. If I were to stay with her, I’d have to not only witness that again, I’d have to induce it. Cuddling her that night, after her first BDSM encounter, I found her body going into a much more relaxed state than it had in the previous three weeks. She even snored a little as she slept, and I watched over her.

      Every time she fidgeted a bit, I’d wonder what was playing out in her mind. Was she dreaming about something terrible that had happened in her childhood? Was she dreaming about her and I making love? Or was it another thing altogether that I’d never understand?

      Blyss was the most complex creature I’d ever encountered. The only thing I was sure of was how much she’d fight me. Our contract would be up in only a couple of months. I had no intention of letting her go, though.

      I wasn’t looking to extend our contract. I didn’t even want one. I wanted her to stay with me. And I knew she wasn’t about to do it of her own accord. Blyss was lying to herself. She pretended she could face life on her own, all alone. And she could. I wasn’t foolish enough to deny that fact. But she’d only dig her grave deeper if she did.

      The wailing sounds she made that night sounded like a banshee who was being crucified. The pain was deep, guttural, and dark. And I thought it was coming from the lashes I was leaving on her back.

      How wrong I was!

      Those lashes only opened her up to release that agony that was trapped inside of her perfect body, and she’d need more to help her become the woman she could be. A woman who could love and be loved—something she wasn’t at this time. I’m not an egotistical man, but I knew I was more than a catch. I was professing my love and loyalty to that woman, and she was acting as if she didn’t give two shits about that.

      I could’ve let it hurt my feelings and decide not to give her any more of my time or attention. But I knew there were reasons why she hadn’t reacted to what I’d told her. She wasn’t able to. She didn’t know how. It wasn’t something she’d ever dealt with. Giving or receiving love was something she’d missed out on.

      She’d told me something that if a person hadn’t experienced love before they were a certain age, then they never would. Well, I hated that idea. I was sure anything could be overcome, even something like that. Giving up on Blyss was not an option, and I was ready to do everything I had to in order to bring her into the real world—a world where love existed and helped people do remarkable things.

      Blyss would learn to accept what I had to give, even if I had to fight her every step of the way! Leaning up on my elbow, I peered down at her, softly stroking her pink cheeks as I watched her sleep. Her eyelids fluttered, then she opened them. She had a dreamy look on her sweet face. “What in the world are you doing, Troy?”

      I kissed the tip of her nose. “Watching the most beautiful woman in the world as she sleeps. Go back to sleep, baby.”

      She stretched, then ran her arms around my neck. “I was dreaming about you. You were running your hands all over my body, making me hot in all the right places.”

      Tracing my fingers along her neck, then down to her naked breast, I gave it a little pinch. “Were you now? And how was that working out for you?” I was glad to hear I was in her dreams. It meant I was becoming more to her, which was a step in the right direction.

      “It was working out great.” She pulled me down and kissed my neck. ‘Wanna make my dreams come true, Troy?”

      “In ways you’ll never understand.” I trailed kisses down the front of her throat, then pulled her ripe tit into my mouth.

      She arched and moaned, “Yes, baby. Suck me, lick me, and fuck my pussy.”

      I wanted her to want more from me than just a fuck, but that was taking longer than I had anticipated. I moved my body over hers, taking her hands and pinning them above her head. I thought it was about time I restricted her access to my body. Maybe then she’d realize how much she wanted me to make love to her, instead of merely fucking her.

      That night, I was going to give it to her. A mindless fucking might be what would help her see that making love was pretty damn good. There would be no kissing and no sweet words said. Using my knee, I pushed her legs apart and pressed my cock into her. She tried to move her arms, but I held them down, not allowing that. “I want to hold you, Troy. Let my arms go.”

      I stopped sucking her tit without looking up at her. “No. No touching me. You want to be fucked? This is what fucking is. I will use your body to get off.”

      “And what about me?”

      “Get off if you want, or don’t. That’s up to you. My cock will be going in and out of that tight pussy, fucking it the way you asked me to.”

      “That sounds hot. Fuck my pussy, baby. Fuck me hard.”

      So I pounded into her while holding her hands down and sucking her tit. Over and over, I thrust into her. All the while she was fighting to get her hands on me. She was groaning, then pulled her legs up to wrap around me. It gave me an idea about really immobilizing her.

      I pulled out and she looked more than a bit confused. “Um, you didn’t cum yet.”

      I pulled out two sets of handcuffs and tossed one of them to the other side of her. Not saying a word to her about what I was doing, I cuffed her right wrist, then pulled up her right leg and cuffed her ankle. I did the same to the other side, then looked at her and decided she needed more. A blindfold and gag might do the trick. I took them out of my bag and fixed her up, putting on the blindfold, then the gag. Touching no other part of her, I grabbed her ass, lifting it up, and stuck my cock into her, fucking away.

      I didn’t even look at her, I looked up at the top of the tent as I plunged my cock into what could’ve been any pussy. I’d done that kind of thing countless times before with my other Subs. With them, I had no real connection. I’d tie them up in various positions, get my rocks off, then set them free and we’d fall asleep, not even touching each other. It worked for what I was after.

      Blyss wanted to get fucked and she was getting it. It took quite a bit longer to cum like that. Dick to cunt penetration and that was it. No touching and no skin to skin contact. No real thought about pleasing the woman I’d come to love and want to do everything I could to make her happy.

      As I was trying hard not to think about her as I used her body to make mine feel better, I found I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Everything I did was for her, even what I was doing at that moment.

      How did my world start revolving around her?

      Blyss was a mess, emotionally speaking. I’d made it my responsibility to help her, whether she wanted that help or not. I was trying to teach her not to want things that were less than what she deserved.

      Did she deserve to be bound and used for her pussy alone?

      No.

      Did she want it?

      Maybe. But I was trying to teach her how she could have more. She didn’t have to settle for less.

      I couldn’t keep it up. I stopped and took her gag out of her mouth. “You want more, or should we change this up?”

      She wasn’t even out of breath. “This is a bit dull. Can you take off the blindfold so I can watch you fuck me?”

      I pulled it off and growled, “You sure you don’t want me to let you go, so you can actively participate in this?”

      “Um,” she bit her lower lip as she thought about it. “Can we try this first? Just go on and fuck me the way you were doing.”

      “You didn’t even like it.”

      “I know, but I should know what it’s like. You’ve always been so, so …”

      “Loving?”

      “Yes, so loving, and it’s always felt so … so …”

      “Personal?”

      “Yes, so personal. I want to see what it feels like when it’s not personal. You know, like any man who a woman might meet and do a random hookup with.”

      Then I was mad. She was thinking about meaningless sex with other men. I slammed into her, making her breath shoot out of her mouth. “Oh, I can show you how that goes. I’ve fucked many women that way and walked away without so much as a thank you. You really wanna feel that?”

      Her eyes went dark. “I want you to do things to me that you’ve done to other women. I want to get that aspect of you too.”

      I nearly shouted at her, but I decided I’d let her in on what she wanted to know so damn badly. “Tonight, you get the treatment those other women got, Sub.”

      Looking up again, focusing on anything but her, I fucked her. Out of the lower part of my eye, I saw her watching as my dick went in and out of her. She watched and watched and still her breathing was normal. Her body hadn’t responded one bit to what I was doing to her.

      “I don’t understand,” she moaned. “There’s just not that much feeling. Are you sure this is what you’ve done to other women? I mean, who’d come back for more of this?”

      I looked down at her. “Women who want nothing more than to feel a dick in their cunt. Women who don’t have anyone who loves them. I can make you feel something if you’d like.”

      “How? You’ll have to uncuff me.”

      “No, I won’t.” I licked my lips and leaned over, kissing her. Her tongue ran around mine, then I pulled away and her head tried to follow, but could only come so far. Already her breathing was harder. I looked into her eyes as I made hard strokes. Moving my hands over her stomach, then up to her breasts, I massaged them as we gazed into each other’s eyes. I kissed her again, biting her bottom lip before I ended it.

      Her face was glowing and her body had a light sheen of sweat as her breasts rose and fell with her now much harder breathing. “How?” was all she could ask. Moving my hands to grip her ass, I pulled her up and thrust into her harder and faster. “Your pussy is salivating all over my cock, baby.”

      “I know. This feels so damn good.”

      I let one of her ass cheeks go while keeping the other right where it was, easing a pinky into her ass. Putting my index finger in my mouth, I wet it, then rubbed her clit. “Watch me, baby. Watch me please you. You like that, baby?”

      “Oh, yeah …” she moaned and closed her eyes. “Baby, yes …”

      Moving my pinky in and out of her ass, I felt her walls begin to pulse. “If you really want to have an experience you’ve never had before, say these words, Blyss. I love you.”

      Desire had taken her over. Her body was about to let go. I watched her lips part. “I love you.” She arched her back as I felt her climax. “Ahhh! I love you! I fucking love you!” Her eyes opened then and tears ran out of them as she looked at me like I’d tricked her or something.

      My cock was ready to fire, but I was holding back. “One more time, baby. But this time say my name.”

      Huffing and puffing, she looked at me. “I love you, Troy Masterson. I love you.” The orgasm that took me over had me groaning as I fell over her body and humped until there was nothing left in me. When it was over, I looked at her and found her frowning.

      “And what’s that for?”

      “I’m not sure I meant what I said to you.”

      “Well, your body meant it. Your brain will catch up.” I pecked her lips. “I love you, Blyss Danner.”

      As I uncuffed her, I watched her looking more and more worried. Rubbing her arms and legs, I finished my duties as a Dom, making sure my partner’s limbs had blood flowing into them again.

      “Troy, is that really how you did things with other Subs? I mean the first part.”

      “That is exactly what I’ve done to other Subs. Then I’d take one side of the bed, leaving them alone on their side, and we’d fall asleep.”

      “No cuddling?” she asked, as if that was crazy.

      “Why would we cuddle? We wanted sex. Nothing more than that.”

      I laid down, giving her the option of cuddling or not. She laid down next to me, then rolled over, putting her head on my chest and throwing one leg over me. “I didn’t feel a thing at first. Not a thing. No spark, no fireworks, nothing.”

      “That’s because it was fucking, Blyss. No real emotions are involved.”

      She raised her head to look at me. “How does anyone climax?”

      “Friction, I guess.” I chuckled and ran the back of my hand over her cheek. “It takes a lot longer to orgasm when you’re fucking someone. For both parties. Can I make the assumption that you like it when we make love a lot better than when we merely have sex or fuck?”

      “You can safely assume that. How did you and I manage to make a connection so quickly if you had never experienced one with anyone else? Or are you lying about that?”

      “Now, why would I lie to you about that?”

      She shook her head, then laid back down, resting her head on my chest again. “I don’t know. It’s just that this odd sensation went through me when I thought about you having anything with anyone else the way we have it. I don’t like that feeling.”

      “That’s jealousy, Blyss.” I grinned, happy she had some jealousy where I was concerned. “I’ve got a ton of that over you.” I kissed the side of her head. “Go to sleep. Morning will be here before we know it and you know those birds won’t allow us to sleep in.”

      “Jealousy? I don’t like how that feels at all.”

      My voice was heavily laced with sarcasm, “Me neither. Goodnight.”

      Things moved further that night than they had in the last three weeks. She loved me!

      

      Blyss

      Troy made me wait a whole week before we left that forest to go to the club. He was taking me to be a voyeur and nothing more than that, for that night anyway. With his help, I was making some real breakthroughs in myself. He thought I should learn how to cry, virtually on demand, to get some of my troubles to come to the surface. I hadn’t managed to do that yet. I needed the outer stimulation to achieve that. If pain was initiated, then my emotions would rise. I couldn’t do it on my own, even with the ideas he gave me.

      “Feel sorry for that poor baby who was left in the rain, Blyss.” He looked at me with sorrow filled eyes. “She was helpless and left there by her own mother, a person who was supposed to love and care for her, unconditionally. It’s not fair that she robbed you of that, Blyss. Cry for that baby.”

      I’ve tried to see the baby I had been and feel sorry for it, but I couldn’t. He’d have to put me over his lap and spank me until I cried, which would take about twenty smacks to do, and that number was growing. He didn’t want to use things on me. He hated the way the whip had left my back with a few stripes on it. It was me who asked about using a paddle. He agreed to do it, and we both found that to be more pleasing. He didn’t have to give me that many strikes before I was crying.

      I found it hard to say the safe word. I wanted the pain to keep on coming. Troy decided that when I began to cry, he’d stop. He was worried about the addictions I’d had when I was born. He’d only give me enough pain to open myself up and let things out, but no more than was necessary to achieve that.

      The day he took me back to Portland, he and I went shopping at some exclusive dress shop inside the Dungeon of Decorum. After getting us an apartment there for a week, he set me up in sexy clothes and gave me what I wanted. I wanted to immerse myself in the culture of BDSM. I wanted to see what it was all about. I’d found out that pain helped me get into my feelings. Now I wanted to see how being put on display as a sexual object might help me to grow as a person.

      It was a bit after five in the evening when we left the lavish apartment to head down the dark hallway to the private rooms. We headed into the main room, hardly anyone was there yet. Troy had clad me in a red corset with fishnet stockings. My heels were so high, I had trouble walking. So he held the leash he’d attached to the collar he had put around my neck so other men would know not to touch me, very close to my throat, to help stabilize me. He joked that it made me look like a thoroughbred.

      A couple of burly men, wearing nothing but tight, black shorts, were setting up the stage at one end of the room. “A couple will be putting on a show or a scene in a little while. Would you like to watch?”

      I nodded enthusiastically. “Please.”

      He led me to a small table for three right at the front of the stage. “We’re so close, we should be able to feel their heat. How about a drink?”

      “Um, what would you suggest?” I asked as the man who’d kissed my hand the night I was auctioned off came into the room. He looked right at me, tipping his hat as he headed our way.

      “Mr. M. and Miss Danner, how nice to see you’ve decided to hang out with us a bit.” He took my hand and kissed it again. “May I say that your Dom has made you even more beautiful than you were when we last met?”

      Heat filled my cheeks as shyness took me over. “Do you really think so?” I wrinkled my nose as I didn’t think I looked much different if any at all.

      He and Troy exchanged looks as Troy nodded. “I have to agree with Mr. J. You have blossomed, my love.”

      Mr. J. looked at Troy with bright eyes. “My love? Did you two make more of a connection than just a Dom and his Sub?”

      Troy ran his arm around my waist, pulling me close to him, then his lips touched my cheek. “We did. I’m working on keeping this one for as long as she’ll let me.”

      I looked down. He’d been at me to agree to move in with him. He had to stay at the military base on occasion, but if we got a place midway between Stanford and San Diego, he’d get to be home more often. I still hadn’t agreed to it. I wasn’t sure life would be as great as he claimed it would be as a couple.

      “Congratulations,” Mr. J. said, then looked at me again as I raised my head. “You seem a little uneasy, Miss Danner.”

      “I’m going to go grab us something to drink.” Troy held out a chair for me that was between the other two at the small table. “Would you mind keeping my girl company while I do that?”

      Mr. J gave him a nod and took the seat to the right of me. “I’d love to. Take your time. Mr. M.”

      Troy left, and I found myself wondering about the man who was sitting next to me. “So, Mr. J. Didn’t my Dom tell me you’re one of the club’s founders?”

      “I am.” He sipped his Scotch.

      “The woman who helped me in the beginning—Isabel—told me she and one of the founders had a thing. Was that you?”

      When he nodded, I felt a little thrill run through me. “She’s so nice. What happened that had the two of you never becoming more than a Dom and Sub? If that question doesn’t offend you, sir.”

      “I’m not offended in the least. You see, Isabel and I like each other, but there was no spark. Not like you and Troy have. I haven’t found that spark and might never. I can’t say I’m looking for one.”

      My inner psychologist raised her head. “And why not?”

      “It’s a sad story. I don’t like to talk about it. Let’s just say that I’m not quite the believer in love that I once was. Not that what you and your Dom have found isn’t real. It probably is for the both of you. I come from a DNA line that makes me think love can’t last, at least not in me.”

      “I’m intrigued. You may not know this, but I’m going to be a doctor in a few years. A psychologist to be exact. I’d love to be able to talk to you more. You know, help you with your phobia where love is concerned.”

      “I’m aware of your major. You go to Stanford.” He sipped his drink again. “You seem bright and empathetic. Maybe one day, if your Dom will allow it, I might like to talk to you about things. It’s getting a bit old, being alone. But I can’t seem to make myself change. I used to think what I was doing was smart. Now I see it as being stagnant, something I don’t find very attractive.”

      “I’m sure Troy would have no problem allowing me to talk with you. And, for the record, you are extremely attractive. I’m sure you could find a woman if you wanted to.”

      “And that’s the problem right there. I don’t want to find one. But this life and the things I do are becoming dull. I want more. But I know what comes along with that. I’m not sure I can handle it all. Not sure anyone wants to handle my baggage.” He downed the rest of his drink just as Troy came back. “Good. I need a new drink. Save me a seat for the show, will you, Mr. M? I’d love to watch it with you two, if you don’t mind that.”

      “Not at all. I’d love to have you join us. We’ll save your seat, Mr. J.”

      The man who seemed to be in his late thirties walked away from us, and I couldn’t help watching him go. “He seems like he has a lot on his shoulders.”

      “I’ve never seen him act the way he does with you.” Troy turned me around as he tapped his tall glass to mine. “He didn’t come on to you, did he?”

      “Not at all.” I smiled and kissed his cheek. “Thank you for bringing me here. I think I’m going to like it.”

      “You seem to fit in, that’s for sure. You’re like a duck to water.” He took my hand and held it under the table. “Okay, the key to this place and these people is to not ask any personal questions. Most of the men who come here don’t want anyone to know much about them. Some will wear masks to hide who they are entirely. Some of the women will too. And if you prefer to be anonymous, due to your impending career, we can go buy us some masks before people begin to get here.”

      “I never thought about that. I’m not a liar, though. Hiding feels like lying to me. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not hide behind a mask.”

      “I don’t mind at all. I don’t openly talk about what I do in the summer months to my family or friends, but if I’m pinned down about it, I don’t mind saying what I dabble in.” He kissed my hand as he looked into my eyes. “And if things go the way I want them to, I won’t care who knows what we do.”

      “My savage Dom has no worries, huh?” I’d given him that little nickname as he and I experimented with the whole punishment thing. He was anything but savage, with me, anyway. I was hoping being inside the club with all the testosterone would pull that savage beast up in him. I wanted to see that beast I knew was buried inside. He thought he should keep that part of him away from me, his fragile little woman. I wanted to feel his wildness, though. I was working for that time when he let himself be free with me, something I desired more and more each day.

      

      Troy

      Grant, Blyss, and I had been chatting away when the lights went down and everyone got quiet to watch what was about to happen on stage. Classical music began to drift through the room. It sounded ghostly, haunting me already.

      Blyss put her hand on my leg, leaning into me. She whispered, “This seems surreal.”

      I kissed the side of her head and wrapped my arm around her. “Yes, it does,” I agreed.

      Blyss asked me often if we could come up with a scene to play out in front of the other club members. I was against it, still worried about how fragile she was, even though she kept assuring me she wasn’t as breakable as I thought she was. I wasn’t about to take any chances with her. My heart beat just for her, it seemed. She consumed me in more ways than one.

      Lilacs in a crystal vase took center stage as a spotlight hit them. The scene was anything but typical, in my opinion. Most of the scenes I had watched had been more on the dark side. This one already seemed sweet.

      Grant placed his ever-present glass of Scotch on the table and leaned back in his seat. His attention was fully focused, then he leaned in to tell us, “The Sub who’s in this has asked about me several times. She’s been what I call a hopper, going from Dom to Dom. I’m interested in her, only to try to tame her and stop her endless roving from person to another. I’d love it if you could see if you can get a read on her, to let me know if that would even be possible, Miss Danner.”

      Blyss gave him a smile. “I can try.” She patted his hand. “Maybe she will be the one for you. You’re a Sub hopper, yourself. Perhaps you could tame each other.”

      “Blyss, it’s okay for a Dom to take as many Subs as he wants to. Don’t refer to Mr. J. as a hopper,” I corrected her.

      “I apologize, Mr. J.” Then she turned her attention to me. “As for you, your hopping days are through.”

      Grant chuckled, and I felt heat fill my face. Blyss had no filter and she needed to get one. “Blyss, we’ll talk later about how you speak to me. Now, get quiet and watch the show.”

      She nodded and bowed her head a bit, “Yes, master.”

      I gave her shoulders a squeeze and kissed the side of her head. “Good girl.”

      The spotlight pulled out, enveloping the stage with light. In a chair made out of brown leather, the Sub sat, reading a book and wearing a knee-length, baby blue dress with white heels and a string of pearls around her neck. Reading glasses were perched on her nose and she had her legs crossed, bouncing the top one casually.

      Smoke began to billow out from the left side of the stage, but the woman seemed oblivious to it as she read the book. The sound of a door creaking came from the speakers, then there was a man standing at the right side of the stage. A black coat and hat were what he wore. The couple looked like something out of a sixties television show. He tossed his hat and it landed perfectly on the table the vase of flowers was on. “Is dinner ready, pet?”

      The Sub finally looked up from the book, seeing her Dom had arrived. “I have no idea. I got lost in this story.” The smoke moved in a large puff across the stage.

      “There’s a fire in the kitchen!” the man shouted and ran off to the left, while the woman didn’t bother to get up. Instead, she used a book marker to keep her place in the book, then sat it on the table along with the flowers and the man’s hat. Uncrossing her legs, she sighed and waited.

      The man came back, his coat gone, wearing a singed white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. A scowl was on his face as he shook his finger at the woman and yelled, “That’s the fourth time this week you’ve burned supper and nearly burned down our home, pet. We’ll be having cold bologna sandwiches yet again, thanks to your errant ways. What am I to do with you to get you to remember what your job is here at our home?”

      “I don’t know.” She got up and ran her arms around his neck, being flirty with him. “We don’t have to eat sandwiches again, sir. We can go out for a nice meal. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      He growled with anger, “Pet, you have a mess to clean up in the kitchen. Not only do the burnt remains of the meal in the oven need to be cleaned out, but you also haven’t cleaned any of the dishes you used to create the now-charred meal. And I will not be rewarding your behavior. As a matter of fact, I think you need to be punished.”

      She let him go and put her hands on her cheeks as her mouth made an ‘O’ shape. “Punished?”

      He took her by the hand and led her back to the chair she’d sat in while dinner had burned. She pulled back, trying to fight him about what he was about to do, but he sat down and pulled her to him as he looked at her. “Pet, do you realize that food you keep burning is costing us money?”

      “It’s not that much. Please don’t punish me, sir.” She batted her long eyelashes at him, trying to persuade him to let her go.

      “Do you not think I work hard for our money, pet? I have to stay on bended knee all day long, selling shoes. And for that hard work, you take the food we buy and ruin it. So far, this week alone, I calculate you’ve cost us fifty dollars. That’s three days’ work for me. With all we’ve been put out, do you still agree that you don’t need to be punished to make you remember you are to be cooking, not reading or doing anything other than making our evening meal?”

      “I’ll remember from now on. You don’t have to punish me. I promise I’ll remember. And I’ll go clean the kitchen right now. No, I’ll bring you a sandwich and even a pickle slice first, then I’ll clean the kitchen. Oh! And how about a nice glass of Scotch? I’ll go fetch that really quickly while you relax. You’ve had a terrible day. I’ll make it all better. You’ll see. If you let me go and put this silly punishment stuff aside.”

      The man’s face went red as he held tightly to her hand. “The time for all that has passed. You should’ve met me at the door with a drink. You should’ve kissed my cheek and led me to this chair. You should’ve rubbed my shoulders to loosen my sore muscles—muscles I will now have to use to administer your punishment.” He made an irritated growl and pulled her over his lap.

      She kicked her legs in protest and flailed her arms as he held her down with one arm across her back. “No! No, sir! I’ll remember to do all those things from now on! Please!”

      “It’s too late.” He tossed her dress up to uncover her bottom. She had on white panties and he pulled them down to expose her milky white flesh.

      Blyss was enthralled with the production and whispered, “She does deserve it.”

      Kissing the top of her head, I agreed, “Yes, she does.”

      The man’s hand made a loud smack as it hit her bottom. The woman screamed as if she was in terrible pain, which she wasn’t. She was all theatrics, and her Dom knew that. He spanked her again and again until she had stopped kicking her feet and moving her arms. He spanked her until she was crying, weak, and repentant. “I’m sorry. I really am. I’m so sorry, sir.”

      With her state, it let him know she had learned her lesson. He pulled her panties up and moved her around to sit on his lap. Tears ran in streaming down her face as she gasped to catch her breath.

      “Do you think I like to punish you, pet?” He ran his hand through her hair.

      She shook her head. “No, sir. I deserved it. I kept paying more attention to things that didn’t matter, instead of what does. Like cooking your dinner and making sure you’re welcomed home after a hard day at work. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “Good girl. That’s my girl. Can you give me a kiss?”

      She nodded and sniffled, then wiped her tears away with the back of her hand. She kissed her Dom on his lips, then ran her arms around his neck as their kiss grew. Her Dom moved his hands over her back as she turned and straddled him as he sat in the chair. She moved her hands down, undoing his pants, then pulled her skirt up, gliding her body over his cock.

      “Oh wow!” Blyss mumbled.

      The Sub rode her Dom’s cock as they kissed. Then the Dom stopped the kiss. “Get on the floor on your hands and knees, Sub.”

      “Yes, sir.” She hurried to get off him and went to the floor, doing as he’d said.

      He threw her dress up and pulled her panties down, then thrust his large cock into her, making her squeal. She looked out at the audience as he fucked her from behind. “You will be a good girl from now on, won’t you?”

      “Yes, sir.” She bit her lower lip.

      He slapped her ass and she moaned. “You will never burn our dinner again.”

      “I will never burn it again, sir.”

      He slapped her ass again. “You will meet your Dom at the door each and every day after work.”

      “I will meet my Dom every day after he gets off work, with a fresh glass of Scotch.”

      He slapped her ass again. “And why will you do these things for your Dom?”

      “Because my Dom takes care of me and I am to take care of him. In all ways, the same way he does for me.”

      He rubbed her ass as he pounded into her. “That’s a good Sub. Do you like this fat cock?”

      “I love your fat cock, sir.” She chewed her lip as she looked out at the audience, her eyes landing squarely on me. “I love feeling your cock inside of me. I want you to fuck me.”

      Blyss looked at me, then back at the woman on stage. “Well, that fucking bitch!”

      Her jealousy was cute, but her anger was about to get out of hand as she tried to get up. I grabbed her hand and kept her where she was. “What the hell are you thinking?”

      The woman on stage was still looking at me. “I want you to fuck me tonight. I want you to tie me down to the bed and fuck me until you can’t anymore.”

      “I’m going to beat her ass!” Blyss said under her breath. “Just you wait!”

      I took Blyss by her face, making her look at me. I could feel her body shaking with anger. “Blyss, it doesn’t matter what she’s doing. I am with you. You can see that, right?”

      Blyss stared into my eyes. “You don’t want her, do you?”

      I shook my head. “I only want you, Blyss Danner. Only you.”

      The lights went down on their little scene, and the lights in the room came up to a dim yellowish color. Grant looked at Blyss and I as I held her tightly. “Seems that Sub on stage had it for you, Mr. M.” He smiled at Blyss. “Seems you had a bit of jealousy over that, Miss Danner. Perhaps you should learn a bit about controlling that. Mr. M, you should reign that in before it gets out of control.”

      “Mr. J, I thought you liked me,” Blyss stammered.

      “I do. That’s precisely why I think that ugly little trait should be taken care of. It’s just sex, Miss Danner. Nothing more than body parts. Your heart doesn’t get into it. So what does it matter if another woman wants to feel your Dom’s power?”

      Blyss was blindsided by Grant. “This man is more than just my Dom. He is my love. Once you find love, Mr. J, your opinion might very well change.”

      The Sub from the stage came to me even though I shook my head at her. She ran one finger along my shoulder. “I’m Daphne.”

      I wasn’t able to hold onto Blyss as she got up and stood toe to toe with the woman who seemed set on trying to get a piece of me. Blyss put her hands on the woman’s shoulders. “He’s mine. You will back off now!”

      The woman stopped looking at me to look at Blyss. “You are his, not the other way around, Sub. And if he’d like a taste of me, he can have it. I don’t belong to anyone.” She looked at me again. “So, would you like a taste?”

      The sound of flesh smacking flash was all I heard as Blyss slapped the shit out of her and shouted, “You fucking bitch!”

      The cat fight was on and Grant and I had to scramble to pull the two apart. “I’ll take care of her,” Grant called out as he dragged the over-sexed woman away from us.

      “See that you do, or I will!” Blyss shouted.

      A crowd had gathered around us, and I was suddenly feeling very ashamed of what had happened. I took Blyss by the hand and led her away. “Come on, Blyss. This has gotten out of hand.”

      Her leash was hanging from her collar as I walked her through the crowd. One of the men stopped me as he put his hand on my chest. “Take her by the leash, man.”

      Shaking my head to clear it, I grabbed her leash and tugged her along. She wobbled on her high heels and nearly fell to the floor. I managed to yank the leash to stop her, but it hurt the back of her neck, as the collar was pulled tight against it. Tears sprang up as I looked at her. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded and dropped her head. Shame radiated off her as I led her to the door. I stopped to open the door and another man said, “You need to train her a lot better before you bring her back.”

      With a nod, I agreed with him, then opened the door and took her away. I was racked with guilt. I knew she wasn’t ready for that and I took her there anyway. Everything was my fault, but all were looking down on Blyss.

      

      Blyss

      I didn’t understand anything. Troy was taking me away from the room and everyone was looking at me like I was some kind of leper. All I had done was make sure a woman knew that Troy was mine.

      What was so bad about that?

      Staying quiet until we got all the back to our apartment, I opened my mouth once we were behind the closed door. “I don’t think this is quite the catastrophe everyone is making it out to be.”

      “Please go sit down while I make myself a drink. We have to talk. I’ve made mistakes, too many of them, and they have to be rectified.” He walked away from me, going to the kitchen, and I found anger rising inside me.

      Instead of sitting down, I went to the bedroom, where I pulled off the ridiculous heels that had almost had me on my ass. The corset was tight as hell and I took that off too. No reason to keep on the fishnet stockings, so I took them off and put on a robe. When I turned around, Troy was standing there with a tall glass in his hand, just staring at me. The corners of his lips were pulled down into a frown and I hated the way he was looking at me. Disappointment lingered in his eyes. I disappointed him and I couldn’t understand why he felt that way.

      “Troy, if a man were to have done to me what that slut did to you, you’d have had them by their balls. So why is it that everyone is looking at me like I’ve committed a crime?” I went to sit on the bed, cross-legged, and waited for his answer.

      “Because you are my Sub. You aren’t my equal. And if I wanted to experience another, it is my right to. It’s also my right to turn her down on my own. It’s not your right. It’s a simple premise, Blyss. I won you. You do as I say and I hadn’t said a word to you about doing anything. You overstepped your bounds and broke the rules.”

      “She was being disrespectful to us both!” I threw my hands up in the air, trying to get him to see reason.

      “I admit, you could look at it that way. In this place, she wasn’t being disrespectful. Anywhere else, yes, she would be out of her mind to speak to me that way or look at me the way she did. Not here, though. Here, I am a dominating man who owns the woman with me—a woman who is to stay quiet unless I tell her she can speak. And no one ever allows their subs to fight with other women.”

      “Why not? Why can’t I fight for what’s mine?”

      “Because I am not yours.”

      “Then what was this last month about? You and I are more than Dom and Sub.”

      “Not here, we aren’t. And I told you that. I told you that you needed to be a spectator and not interact. That was so you could see how people act here. This isn’t a normal place where normal things happen. This is a BDSM club, Blyss, where some are in charge and others do as they say or they’re punished. You do know I’m expected to punish you for what you’ve done. Other men will ask me what I did to correct that behavior and I will be expected to give them information.”

      “I don’t see why you would be expected to tell anyone what you and I do in the privacy of our own apartment,” I huffed, exasperated by what was going on.

      “So they can learn from it. That’s what we do here. We share information so others can learn from it. As Doms, we discuss things in depth to become the best we can be.”

      The way he stood there, leaning against the door frame, was pissing me off. He wasn’t mad at me, yet he talked about punishing me because others expected it.

      “I don’t live my life according to what others expect or want. I live it on my own terms. One would think you, as a powerful man, would do the same. I just can’t see any need to be corrected for putting that bitch in her place. I’m not going to agree to any punishment.” I had said it, plain and simple. I wouldn’t go along with being punished for something I saw as the right thing to do. End of story.

      “I see.” Troy turned and walked away from me.

      I sat there for a long moment before I went to the living room to see what he was doing. I found him sitting there, staring at nothing. The glass he held hung in his hand as if it was about to fall.

      “Troy, you’re making a big deal out of nothing. Come on. Let’s go to bed.” I reached out for him, but he just shook his head.

      “We should leave.  It was you who wanted to be here anyway. I didn’t want to come here. I knew you didn’t understand all the rules. I knew you would have trouble following them.” He pulled the glass to his lips and took a long drink.

      “Look, just tell the guys you spanked me and that I apologized. I want to stay. I really do. I’ll be quiet when we’re out there. I’ll do as you say. I want to see what that world is like. You know I want to write about it.”

      Putting the glass down, he took my hand and pulled me to sit down. “That world is about a lot of things you don’t want. Things like separating love from sex. Things like putting one person above another. It’s a place where the reality of everyone being equal is dissolved. In there, one person is the master and one the slave.”

      I didn’t want things to end. I wanted to understand things in that world, not only so I could write a thesis, but for myself as well. I climbed off the sofa and kneeled as I bowed my head. “I trust you, master. I want you to rule over me. I want to experience it all. If that means taking the punishment for something I feel wasn’t breaking any rules, then punish me. I’ve changed my mind. I will accept it because I want you to know that I give myself to you completely.”

      He took me by the chin and made me look at him. “I don’t even want that anymore. That’s something you want.”

      “You bought me to be yours. I want to know what that feels like. I still have no idea what it actually feels like to be ruled over. Teach me, master. Please.”

      I was hungry for something. Not sex with him or anyone else. It seemed I wanted to be pushed to do things I didn’t want to. I wanted to feel more, even if it meant being humiliated for standing my ground with a rival woman. If that was what BDSM was about, I wanted to experience it.

      But Troy was fast becoming soft with me, and I was missing out on what I was after because of it. I wasn’t sure if I should push him or not. His look was more than a bit despondent. I felt a chill around him. He wasn’t happy with me.

      “Blyss, I can be brutal. I can be heartless. You have no idea of the beast you’re provoking. I don’t want to treat you that way. I want to love and cherish you.” His eyes climbed into mine. “I want everything with you. Marriage, a family, the whole nine yards. I want to leave this behind me. Can you come with me and leave this all behind us?”

      What he said didn’t shake me. I knew what he wanted. He might not have said it all as crystal clear as he just had, but I was well aware that he wanted me to be with him forever. And I wanted that too. But I wanted to experience more before I went to that place with him. The little domesticated woman who would be by his side was within me, but so was a wild woman who was begging to come out and play. Only he wasn’t allowing it.

      I had begged him to torture my flesh, and he’d only given me what he thought I could take. I knew I could take more and wanted to reach my boundaries that hadn’t been close to being reached. I even wanted to know what it was like to have to watch the man who owned me do things to other women and make me accept it.

      My outburst at that other woman was because she initiated it all, disrespecting my man. The truth was, if Troy had initiated it, I’d have done as he wanted me to. But he didn’t want to take me to where I had come. He took me away from it as soon as he could. Now that we were back and it was time to teach me, he didn’t want to do that.

      “Troy, if you will put this side of you away for only one week and show me the true meaning of being a Sub, then I will leave here with you and we will put this lifestyle behind us. If that is what you really want. I came here to experience things. Give me what I came for, please. You didn’t come here to find a wife. You came for a Sub and you got one. Now do with me what you would with any normal sub.”

      “Put my love for you to the side?” He got up and threw his glass across the room. It shattered and fell on the hardwood floor.

      I was afraid. For the first time, I was afraid of him. My body trembled and I didn’t know what the hell to say. My head stayed down, as if I knew, instinctually, to cover my vulnerable areas. “Please, for one week, master.”

      The growl he made filled the entire room and shook my body. “I’m going to have you taken to one of those private rooms. I’ll have three men there witness your punishment for your actions tonight. I will allow them each to strike you for disrespecting the sanctity of their club. That is what I would do to a Sub I cared nothing for. Is that what you want, Blyss?”

      “Yes, master.” I was scared to death and elated at the same time. He was going to treat me the way I had wanted from the beginning. I was about to find out what it felt like to be a real Sub.

      “Then I will take you down and shackle you, so you will have to watch me as I take another Sub. That is what I would do to a normal Submissive partner who thought she could run the show.” My blood ran cold. “Is that what you want, Sub?”

      I couldn’t make the words come out of my mouth. I had just thought that was what I wanted. I had told myself if he wanted to fuck another woman, I’d accept it. I’d find it an experience I had never had. I knew Troy could mindlessly fuck. He’d done it to me. I knew emotion was the key to making love. Could I watch Troy, the man I had come to love, mindlessly fuck another Sub to prove he was the one in charge of everything and I was in charge of nothing?

      I gathered my courage. “Yes, master.”

      “Then you have set your fate, Sub. Wait by the door for someone to come and get you. Don’t move or say a word to me until I tell you to. You’re getting what you want. You’re going to be treated the way a person who chooses to be lower than another is treated. You are going to experience the entire thing. I don’t think you can handle it. The safe word is cherry. Don’t forget that word.” He walked toward the bedroom. “Take your place at the door, then.”

      After he had closed the door behind him, I went to the door and knelt the way he’d told me. I knew I could stop all of it with one word, but I didn’t want to. It was Troy’s savage side I had wanted to see, and I was about to get my wish. A niggling voice cropped up inside my head. Are you sure you want to coax this beast out in him, Blyss?

      Of course I was sure. I had thought about it a lot. I wasn’t making some rash decision. My life had been beyond bland up until I signed up to be a Submissive for a complete stranger. Thanks to taking the initiative to become something, instead of nothing, I had experienced a lot in a short amount of time.

      Now, you can add public beating to the list of experiences, Blyss. You must be so proud.

      That inner-voice was annoying. A real Miss Goody Two Shoes!

      I stopped breathing as the door opened and a man took me by the arm. It was only then that I realized I hadn’t taken off my collar or leash. He grabbed my leash and led me away without saying a word to me.

      We got to the end of the hallway, where the black door to the private rooms was, when I heard Troy calling out, “Sub, are you sure you want to go through with this?”

      The man who had my leash jerked it hard, making me stumble. “Answer your Dom, Sub!”

      “Yes, master.” I caught sight of Troy as he stood just outside the apartment door. His head fell and he went back inside.

      My heart was banging in my chest. It was only then that I realized that I was hurting him with what I wanted. But if I gave into him, I would deny myself the very thing I came for. Moving forward, I let the man take me to one of the dark rooms. He removed my robe, leaving me naked. My collar and leash were left on as I was strung up, facing a red-painted wall. A dim yellow light was all that lit the room and it looked ghastly.

      A set of shackles hung across the room from me. It was there I’d be taken after I was whipped. It was from there that I’d have to watch Troy fuck another woman. My arms were tied, outstretched, then the same was done to my legs. I was unable to move. I’d been tied so tightly, anchored to that cold wall. The room was frigid—maybe thirty-five degrees. I was shivering and my teeth were chattering. The man who brought me there left me alone. I had no idea it would be so cold. I also had no idea how long I’d be left that way.

      I figured Troy would leave me for a while, hoping I’d decide not to go through with it. As I waited, I tried not to think about anything. It was something I wanted to do. Something I could keep in my memory box about the time I really went wild. The one and only time. I had to make it count.  Troy had many plans for us in the future, and none of them included anything like what was about to happen to me. I heard the door open, then close. The loud sound of the lock made a lump form in my throat. I couldn’t speak, it seemed.

      My hair was pulled, making me look back. It wasn’t Troy. It was some man in a mask. “You need to be properly trained and your Dom hasn’t done it in an entire month.”

      “Did he send you?”

      “No, he did not. I’m here because I saw the trainer bring you in here and I wanted to get a shot at you without your soft-hearted Dom around. He’s done nothing for you. I had high expectations for you. I bid on you, too, and lost to the man who’s ruined you.”

      “I don’t think I’ve been ruined by him. He just fell in love with me, is all. He’s not a bad guy. He’s anything but a bad man. He’s wonderful actually.”

      “Yet he didn’t teach you the smallest of rules. Sit down, shut the fuck up, and allow your Dom to do whatever he wants.” His lips pressed against the back of my neck as he shoved my head back up.

      “If he didn’t give you permission for this, you’re really fucking up. He loves me and knows I’ll accept anything he has to give me, but from you, I refuse to accept a thing. Walk away now and I won’t tell on you.”

      His laughter was maniacal, then he took the whip off the wall next to me and unfurled it. “This is going to be fun.”

      “Sir, really, don’t do that. I’m telling you not to do it. If you do, then it’ll be considered assault. You don’t want that, do you?” I was trying to get him to think about things before he really messed things up for himself.

      The first strike whipped through the air and landed squarely on my back. I shrieked with the pain. He’d hit me ten times harder than Troy ever had. Another came after that, then another and another.

      I was gasping for air, as I couldn’t breathe. I was crying so hard. “Please, stop! Cherry!” I cried out the safe word, praying it would stop what was happening to me. “Cherry! Help me. Help me, please. I don’t want this. Cherry! Someone call Troy Masterson!”

      I felt something hard against my back and my hair was pulled again. “That’s my cock that’s rubbing your blood soaked back. I’m covering it with your blood, then I’m going to ram it into your pussy. I’m going to give you what you should’ve had, instead of what that pansy ass gave you.

      “Stop, no …” I choked on bile that rose in my mouth.

      My body was hanging limply in the ropes. I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop the man. I wailed, begged for mercy, and received none. He stepped back, then I felt dozens of small whips flogging my back all over it. The pain was so unbearable, I felt myself slipping away.

      “Oh, don’t faint, honey. I’m not nearly done with you yet. And I need to hear you say that you understand what you did was wrong and you’re sorry. Can you tell me that?”

      All I could do was cry as blackness moved in. I felt more lashes, then I felt nothing as my eyes closed and I accepted the fact I was going to die on that wall.

      

      Troy

      When I went to the hallway where the private rooms were, I found Grant, Thomas, and William running from the other direction. Grant shouted, “Some other man has her, Troy! We have to hurry!”

      “What the hell is going on?” I was in shock as I saw the looks on their faces. Pure terror was in all their expressions.

      We met at the door Blyss was behind and found it locked. “Who’s in there with her?” I leaned my ear against the door, but heard nothing.

      Grant pulled open the small window, but tape had been put over the other side of it. “Fuck! We don’t know who the man is right now. It’s too dark in there and he’s got a mask on. An ambulance has been called.”

      An ambulance!

      “What, why? What the fuck is he doing to her? I don’t hear a damn thing!” I began to bang on the door as William started to try all kinds of keys on the locked door. “Open this door now!”

      No one came to open the door, but William had found the key that worked and he flung the door open. My heart stopped as time froze.

      Blyss was covered in blood. Her body hung in the ropes as some asshole hid in the corner of the room, whimpering like a little rat, “She wouldn’t stop talking. I had to do it.”

      Grant looked at me with raised brows. “Do what you need to do, Troy. We’ll get her down.”

      The coward was cringing close to the floor as I made swift steps to him. My mind was black. I was in combat mode. He’d hurt the woman I loved. Maybe even killed her. He was as good as dead.

      I can’t say what happened after that. I just know it took five men to pull me off him, and when my eyes came back into focus, a bloody mess was all that was left of the man who’d dared to harm my woman.

      As the rage began to simmer inside me, I saw that Blyss had been loaded onto a gurney. She wasn’t breathing, one of the paramedics said. He began trying to resuscitate her, but she wasn’t responding.

      “I know how to do that.” I stepped up and began mouth to mouth on her. I found her limp and cold. It was my fault for sending her there. Everything was due to me and I’d be damned if she was going to die because of that. She wasn’t responding to me either.

      Stopping for a second, I took her hand and held it to my heart. “You feel that, baby? That’s beating only for you. You come out of this. I need you. I’m not letting you go.” I went back to work on her, and when I felt air flow from her mouth to mine, tears sprang into my eyes.

      “We have her,” the paramedic confirmed. “We’ll get her to the hospital now.”

      I held her hand as they wheeled her out, then I felt Grant put his hand on my shoulder. “We’ll press full charges on the man who did this. Not to worry about a thing. You just take care of your girl. We’ll come up to the hospital after the asshole is dealt with.”

      “Did I leave you much to work with?” I had to ask, as I had gone black, the way I always did when the savage man inside took over.

      “Not a hell of a lot, but we’ll make sure he’s kept alive so he can face the charges we’ll bring against him.” Grant left me, then, with a pat on the back and a smile. He called out over his shoulder, “She’ll be okay. Take good care of her. She’s tougher than she looks.”

      I prayed he was right and I was wrong. I didn’t think she was tough. I thought she was like a porcelain doll—one I hadn’t taken care of well enough.

      As we rode in the ambulance, I couldn’t think. One of the paramedics asked, “Is there anyone you should be calling? Her parents or any other family?”

      I shook my head. “She has no one. No one except me.”

      “Okay. Can you get started on this paperwork, then? That way the doctors can get right to work on her. The lacerations are over some of her vital internal organs. I’m sure they’ll want to take her into surgery and have the blood transfusion permission paper signed by the responsible party.”

      I got to work on the papers that were stacked on a clipboard, but hated that I couldn’t hold her hand while I did it. I was taking responsibility for her. She could count on me to make sure everything was done for her. I was all she had. When we got to the emergency room, things went in a rushed fashion. Three doctors looked at her as she was wheeled down a long hallway. The lead paramedic shot off all this medical jargon that helped them form their plan of action.

      I walked along with them, never letting her hand go and quietly whispering to her as we went, “I love you. I’m here for you. I am with you, Blyss. You stay with me. I’ll never let anyone hurt you again. I promise that. Just come back to me. Please don’t leave me. I’ll make your life a fantasy. I love you.”

      We got to the doors of the operating room and I was left behind as the rest of them went in with my heart and soul on the gurney. Turning around in a circle, I found a bathroom and staggered into it. There, I fell completely apart. I threw up, cried, threw up some more, and shouted at the top of my lungs that I’d kill that mother fucker who’d done that to her. Then I washed my face, ran my wet hands through my hair, and wiped everything away with a paper towel.

      As I looked in the mirror, I said to myself, “That was it. Your one moment of weakness. You get no more of that. You are to stay strong for your woman. Never have doubt that she will make it through this. Never!”

      When I left that bathroom, I found Grant waiting in the hallway just outside the OR. “They told me they took her straight into surgery. The cops picked up the man. His name is Roger Parker. He’s from New Jersey. He’s been a member for three months and had no prior charges. I have no idea why he did what he did, but he’ll never leave prison alive, I can promise you that, Troy.”

      I nodded and saw a small waiting room with glass walls. “Let’s go in there and wait. That way they’ll see me when they come out with any news of her.”

      He and I went to the room and took seats. There was a brightly-lit vending machine full of sodas. Another one had all kinds of snacks in it, and I found myself wondering who the hell could eat or drink when someone they loved was in the operating room.

      Grant was the best company a man could have during that six-hour wait. He was quiet. He was a man who knew what other men needed—to be quiet, but know someone is there for him. When the doctor came in, I had a hard time not grabbing him and squeezing every bit of information about Blyss out of him. “How is she? Is she awake? When can I see her?”

      The doctor put his hand on my shoulder. “She has a cut on her liver, bruised kidneys, and many, many lacerations on her back and sides, including her buttocks and the backs of her legs and arms. Her wrists and ankles are both bruised and cut where she pulled against what seems like ropes. We know where she was brought from. Did she consent to be treated that way?”

      “NO!” Grant and I both shouted.

      “That’s not a part of what goes on there,” Grant said. “This is an uncommon situation. This has never happened in all the years the club has been open. The man who did this was taken into custody and the owners, me being one of them, are pressing every charge that can be brought up on him.”

      “And what are you going to do to prevent anything like this from happening again?” the doctor asked as he crossed his arms, looking at Grant with disapproval.

      “We’ve closed the club down for now, until we can make the rooms more easily accessible and also keep guards in the hallway with monitors to make sure this never happens again.” Grant put his hand on my shoulder. “I promise you, this will change a lot at the club, Troy. We’ll never allow this to happen again.”

      I was reeling from how the doctor was treating us, as if we’d hurt her. If he was acting that way, how would the police treat us?

      The doctor turned his attention to me. “Do you plan on suing the club for what happened to your girlfriend?”

      Grant went pale and I shook my head. “Not right now, I don’t. This is an unprecedented thing that happened. Can we please get back to Blyss and how she is? When can I see her?”

      “She’s going to be in intensive care for a while. A few days. Maybe more. We have her in a medically-induced coma. When internal organs are involved, it helps to keep her completely immobile. The only way to do that is by keeping her asleep. You can visit her only twice a day for five minutes each visit. Her times are nine in the morning and six in the evening. And only family members are allowed to visit.”

      “She has no family at all,” I told him. “I’m it.”

      “And you aren’t family. Sorry, buddy. You can ask at the nurses’ station at the ICU about her condition. When she’s moved to a room, you’ll be able to have visits with her.”

      My brain was spinning as I tried to think about what I could say that would allow me to see her, even if it was for only ten minutes a day. “She and I are fiancés. Isn’t that right, Grant?”

      He nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, they’d just told everyone the great news.”

      “She didn’t have a ring on her finger. Nor a tan line where one had been. Not that it would matter. Still not family if you’re not married. Engagements don’t count.” Then he turned and walked away.

      Grant shouted to stop him, “We need to know if she was raped. Was there any semen inside of her?”

      I held my breath as I waited for the answer. Grant put his hand on my back to steady me as the doctor turned around. “We found semen on her back. But not any of her cavities. She was not anally or vaginally raped. And you both should thank God for that little miracle. Keep your women safe, gentlemen, and I use that term loosely.”

      I had to lean against the wall as relief washed over me. “He didn’t manage to get to her.”

      “I wasn’t sure if he had or not. The camera caught him moving behind her, but it wasn’t apparent from behind if he was making contact or not. I guess he was rubbing himself on her back, sick mother fucker.” Grant shook his head, then went on. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride back to the club. You can still stay in the apartment. We closed off the club, but that side is still open.”

      I had no choice but to leave the hospital without seeing her. It was the hardest thing I’d ever done, walking away without even looking at her face one time. But I had no other choice.

      Nothing had ever hurt me more than I hurt that night. And nothing ever would.

      

      Troy

      An entire week went by with Blyss being kept in the coma. The news was all over the club. I had moved out of it and into a hotel room. The media was eating us all alive. Our faces were plastered everywhere, as sexual deviants. Even the BDSM community at large was against us. Every time I turned on the television, there was some man or woman dressed in shiny black leather, telling how nothing like that had ever happened in their clubs or in their little circles. Everyone pointed fingers at the owners.

      Grant was trying hard to hold on, as were the other owners. Things looked bad for them—much worse than the Doms and Subs had it. I was next in line after the owners to be getting the most flack about being in the club and not protecting the woman who was mine to care for. No one had their stories straight. One reporter called Blyss my love slave, another my torture subject. It was all way out of hand and it made going to the hospital impossible.

      I called every day and night to see if Blyss had been taken off the medication that had her staying asleep. I was sitting by the window one day, looking out of it and praying Blyss would recover a lot more quickly, when I got a call from Grant. “Turn on the news, Troy.”

      I grabbed the remote and turned it on. There was my sleeping Blyss. “How the hell do they have a camera on her?”

      “Some nurse is allowing them to film, looking through the outside of the glass,” he told me.

      I listened as the reporter said, “Blyss Danner is a young woman of only twenty-two years old. She’s a psychology major at Stanford University in California. Her grades are excellent and she was in the prime of her life when tragedy struck her down. Blyss Danner had signed herself up to become the Submissive partner to a man she’d never met. Troy Masterson won her with the highest bid. The young woman wasn’t an active participant in the world of BDSM. Far from it. Blyss Danner was a virgin in every way. The poor thing never stood a chance when the man who took her, making her do whatever he wanted her to do, out in the forests of Oregon. In that lifestyle, the young girl was his to protect, but he failed her. In so many ways, he failed her. He hasn’t been seen at the hospital at all since she was first brought in. Abandoned by the man she sold herself to, we have ourselves a real life sleeping beauty. Men from all over the world have been calling the hospital, leaving messages for the young woman, telling her they will care for her when she wakes up. They all want her to leave the man who brought her to such a terrible world.”

      I turned off the television as anger boiled inside me. “They don’t know shit!”

      “I thought you needed to see that, Troy. Were you serious about marrying her?” Grant asked me.

      “I was.”

      “I suggest you get a ring and be ready when she wakes up. It sounds like an entire world of men will be seeking her company. Marry the girl or you’ll lose her.”

      I ended the call as his words rang in my ear. ‘Marry her or you’ll lose her.’

      I knew he was right, too.

      I had told my parents about everything before the news traveled too far. They were shocked and disappointed, but they had my back and promised not to believe any of the crap on television. And they both made me promise to bring her home with me when she was out of the hospital. My mother wasn’t going to have it any other way. She’d nurse her back to health, and I was not to leave Blyss’ side unless she sent me away. And even then, mom would still take care of her.

      Dad asked me about my intentions with Blyss, to which I told him I wanted to marry her. He told me I should get to that, then. With my family on my side, I made a call and got the biggest diamond ring I could find from the best jewelry store in Portland. In only a couple of days, I had the ring in my possession and was only waiting for my sleeping beauty to wake up. In the meantime, I made my way to the hospital every morning and every night. I didn’t care about the reporters who were camped out in the parking lot. I smiled and waved at the bastards.

      “She’s my love, guys. Sorry.”

      That ring stayed with me. If I caught her awake, I wasn’t about to wait to ask her the big question. I wanted things to be solid between us. And I wasn’t about to let her hem haw around about it while millions of men sought her attention. Finally, the day arrived when I caught the doctors leaving her room in the ICU. I stayed back so they wouldn’t see me and I could listen in. One of the doctors was talking to a nurse.

      “The medication is to be stopped. Monitor her pain levels and keep us informed of any changes in her vital signs. One of us will be back in a few hours to see how things are going.”

      She was being taken off the drugs!

      I was set to stay put until she was awake. Maybe, if she asked for me, they’d let me go into her room. Even if all they’d allow me to do was to look at her through the window, I’d take it. After the doctors had cleared out, I went into the small waiting area by the nurses’ desk. Sitting quietly, I watched and counted the nurses that were in there. Five of them were watching over Blyss and the other three patients who were under their protection.

      “You guys are a lot like angels,” I said to try to break the ice.

      “That’s been said before,” one of the female nurses responded to me.

      Not many of the hospital staff were fans of mine. I was the big, bad man who took the little girl to the bad place. If they only knew how much I hadn’t wanted to take her there, then things might’ve been different. I wasn’t about to go spouting off that Blyss wanted to be there. Pointing the finger at the victim isn’t a smart thing to do. But I did plan on letting Blyss know she’d never be stepping foot in a place like that again. Not ever!

      I wasn’t going to lay a hand on her again, but I was going to exert my authority over her in other ways. Like making her let me take care of her. And love her. And worship the ground she walked on. In those regards, I’d stay her Dom.

      Three hours later, one of the nurses came out and gave me a little smile. “She said your name, Troy.”

      I jumped up and begged, “Please let me see her! Please! I’ll give you a million dollars if you’ll just sneak me in to see her!”

      She nurse looked around, then wiggled her finger at me. “I don’t want your money. But I will give you a tiny bit of information. The night nurses will be coming in soon. There are scrubs in the closet that’s just outside of the bathroom over there. I’ll put the name, Physician’s Assistant Tad Stevens, down in the book, making evaluations for the Surgeons’ General Office. Maybe you’ll be able to pull off a little visit after we get off. Best if you’re not sitting here, waiting, when the night shift comes in.”

      With a nod, I turned to leave. Taking a look at the closet, I turned back to find she was looking away on purpose. Going to it, I grabbed a set of scrubs out and covered them with the blanket I’d brought for Blyss if she did wake up. I was set to make a visit. I just had to wait around for another three hours, then I could finally get to her. I was a ball of energy, to say the least.

      The hours ticked by slower than maple syrup in the winter. But finally, I saw the first shift of ICU nurses leaving the hospital from my strategic location near the lobby bathrooms. I had changed a few minutes earlier and had hidden my clothes under the sink in the bathroom. I had the ring in the pocket of my scrubs and was heading to see Blyss. My heart was pounding with each step I took.

      It was almost midnight, the hospital was dim, and no one was around except an old security guard who was already snoring as I passed by him. Not that I was worried about him. I was under cover in my scrubs after all. The night shift was quietly whispering as I came into the ICU waiting room. I acted like I was tired, yawning and stretching. “Hey, guys. Tad Stevens from Surgeons’ General …”

      “Yeah, man, sign the book and do what you gotta do. We just started our shifts. We have shit to do,” one of the nurses told me. “The paperwork on one of our comas is like a mountain.”

      I nodded, scribbled the name in indiscernible writing, then headed down the hallway to find my lady. I found her watching television as she laid in bed. Her eyes were wide open and I nearly fell to my knees in thanks to the Lord above.

      “Blyss,” I hissed as I came into her room.

      

  




She looked at me for a second before a smile moved over her lips. “Troy!”

      Her heart monitor sped up and I put my finger to my lips. “Stay calm, baby. I snuck in here to see you.”

      “I’ve been asking for you since I first woke up. They told me only family could come in. I can’t believe you did this. Weren’t you afraid you’d get caught?” She tried to pick up her hand, but was too weak to do it. “I can barely move. They said I’ll have to start therapy in a few days.”

      “I’ve missed you,” I said as I ran my hand over her cheek. “I love you, Blyss. Can you ever forgive me?”

      She looked at me with blank eyes. “For what?”

      “You do know what happened to you, right?”

      “Was I in an auto accident? The doctors won’t tell me any more than that I was brought here in bad shape. They had to do surgery to fix me up, and they’ll tell me more when I’m ready to hear it.” Her eyes roamed over my face. “How was it you weren’t hurt too? I had to have been riding with you.”

      “You weren’t in an accident. But I don’t want to get into that right now. If the doctors think it’s better to wait, then I’m not about to go against their suggestion.” A sigh escaped as I looked at her. “You have no idea how good it is to see you awake.”

      “How long have I been asleep?” she asked as she looked passed me. One of the nurses came in and was looking at all her lines and wires. “Hello, I’m Blyss Danner.”

      The male nurse smiled at her. “I know. I’ve been taking care of you for a little over a week. It’s good to see you awake. How do you feel on a scale of one to ten?”

      “Um, some things hurt on me. My stomach feels sore, my back is aching, and my throat is sore and dry. Anything we can do about all that?” For a woman in that much pain, she was in good spirits. I was more than a bit surprised.

      “I’ll give you a dose of morphine.” The nurse left to get the drug, and I suddenly recalled the fact the Blyss had been addicted to a lot of things when she was born.

      “Try not to take too many painkillers, baby. You do remember your problem when you were a baby, right?” I ran my hand over her arm and couldn’t help but notice the red whelps that were still on the back of it. My heart stuttered as I tried to hold back my anger at the man who did that to her.

      “Do you think I should tell him not to give me anything? It didn’t occur to me that they don’t know my history. I’m glad you snuck in here. I really could use you here, Troy. I’m so weak, and I’m bored to pieces. Could you bring me some books or something?”

      “I’ll bring you an e-reader in the morning, and you can order all the books you want. I’ll set up an account on it. Maybe if you tell your doctors you need me, they’ll decide to allow me in. But it won’t be for long periods of time. Five minutes in the morning and five in the evening.”

      “That’s it?” She looked sad, and I hated to see that look on her face.

      “It’s okay. It won’t last long. And when you get out of here, I’m taking you home to Napa Valley. My family is dying to meet you and my mother has told me she will be taking care of you until you’re healthy again.”

      “How does your family know about me?”

      “There’s a ton to tell you, baby.”

      The nurse came back with the morphine, and I decided to use my fake position to get some information. “I came across this young lady’s file earlier today. That’s why I’m here tonight. I heard she was taken off the meds and would be waking up. You guys are aware of her history, right?”

      “We have no prior history. What do you have that we don’t?”

      “Um, just a thing her boyfriend gave us. Miss Danner here was born addicted to a lot of different drugs and alcohol. I think staying away from all opioids would be the best thing for her. Don’t you?” I looked at Blyss. “You should most likely tell this nurse about your problems when you were born. That way you won’t end up with bigger problems than you already have.”

      “I should tell you my little tale, I guess. Then you can decide what pain medication is best for me.” Blyss closed her eyes and looked as if she was worn out.

      “I’ll go get a pad of paper. Be right back.” The nurse left us alone, and I felt I had a small window of time to ask her to marry me.

      “Blyss, are you tired, baby?”

      “Very. My head hurts. I could really use that pain medicine. It feels as if I have cuts all over the back of my body.” She looked at me with wide eyes. “Troy, I remember now. I was going to one of those rooms. You were going to punish me.” Her jaw hung open. “Troy, did you do this to me?”

      “God no!” I shouted just as the nurse walked back in.

      “Is everything okay in here?” he said as he looked at me.

      Blyss looked right at the man. “Everything is fine. I want to be left alone. Can you make him leave, please?”

      “Blyss, I didn’t do …”

      The nurse looked at me, then pointed at the door. “Don’t make me call the cops.”

      I stumbled backward as Blyss closed her eyes. “I have to remember it all. Until then, I don’t want you anywhere near me, Troy.”

      “I can tell you …”

      “Get out,” the nurse said. “I have no idea how I missed recognizing you, but I have now. Out or I’ll kick your ass myself.”

      “Tell her the truth. You know the truth. Tell her it wasn’t me. Please!”

      The other two nurses showed up, and I knew I was about to go to jail if I didn’t leave. My heart was aching that she’d think I’d hurt her that way. As I left, I could hear her saying, “He warned me there was a beast inside him. I should’ve listened.”

      

      Blyss

      It made perfect sense after Troy nearly ran away. He’d turned into that savage he’d said he could become and he’d hurt me. Hurt me so badly, I’d been in a coma for over a week! My heart rate was up, and the nurses heard it on the machine. “It’s okay. Calm down, sweetie,” one of the female nurses said as she patted me on the shoulder.

      “He hurt me. He promised he’d never hurt me and he did this to me!” I was in shock that Troy would actually do such a horrible thing. Then it occurred to me that he shouldn’t be walking the streets. “How come he isn’t in jail?”

      “I’m telling her,” the other male nurse said as he crossed his arms.

      “The doctors said not to,” the other male nurse cautioned him.

      “Well, I don’t care. It’s a crime to let her think the man who loves her would do such a terrible thing.” He put his hands on his hips and looked at me. “Another man did this to you. And he is in jail. I don’t know the entire truth, as the media has told so many versions of the story it’s hard to tell which story is true. All I know is that your man did not do this to you. He had no part in it at all. You were locked away from him for a little while, is what was said. Another man got to you, and he’s the animal who did this to you.”

      He was telling me things that had bursts of memory shooting through my aching brain. “He was wearing a mask! It wasn’t Troy! It was another man who said he’d bid on me. I guess he was jealous of Troy. He said things like Troy had ruined me and that he was weak or something like that.” I was happy I finally remembered it all. “Oh, God! Can you get Troy back here for me? Please, I don’t want him thinking I think he hurt me. Please.”

      All three of the nurses shook their heads, then the lady said, “We don’t have his cell number. In the morning, we can get it from admission. He’s been taking care of the hospital bills, so they should have it.”

      “I hate this,” I said as I closed my eyes. “He’s been the one who tried to stop me from doing all this BDSM stuff.”

      “Hold on,” one of the men said. “The guy who won you, your Dom, tried to stop you from doing what?”

      “All of it. I had to beg him to do the things to me that I had signed up for. He kept telling me I was fragile because I had a problematic childhood. I don’t know how I could have ever accuse him of doing such a thing. And about that. What the hell all happened to me? I feel like a truck ran over me.”

      “We’ve already told her too much. Do you see what’s happening to her heart rate?” the lady said.

      I felt odd, my head was pounding, and I wanted only one thing. To let Troy know I didn’t think anything bad about him. “I need him, you guys. I need him more than I need anything else. Please help me talk the doctors into letting him stay with me. I’ll get better much faster. It’s a fact that I will. Please.” I was begging and pleading for a thing that I shouldn’t have had to.

      When did being in the hospital have a person losing their right to be with the person they loved?

      Something was coming over me. My body felt warm, then I felt tired. “A bit of morphine shouldn’t do anything to her. She needs it anyway,” I heard one of the men say.

      “Her blood pressure was rising anyway. We can’t let her get that upset anymore,” the other man said.

      I knew I had to calm down and get better. But as the darkness was taking me over, I saw it all in my head. The man who took advantage of me while I was tied up. The hardness at my back. Had he?

      “Was I …” I could barely speak; the medicine was pulling me under. “Raped. Was … I …”

      A hand ran over my forehead. “No, you weren’t raped, Blyss. Go to sleep. It’s time to rest now.”

      My mind was settled. Troy was still the only man to have touched me that way. I was still pure for him. I don’t know why that mattered so much to me, but it did. Troy and I could have that storybook life he talked about. He would always be the only man I’d ever given everything to. We could have a pristine life filled with more and more firsts.

      It was then I had my first thought about having his baby. I wanted us to have our first child together. He and I would give his parents their first grandchild. Troy and I would have a baby. I hoped he’d say we could. I began to hum a lullaby as I drifted off to sleep. I could be a mom. With him to help me, I could learn to be a mother, a thing mine must’ve never learned how to be.

      Everything would be fine. He wanted to marry me. He’d said so. He and I would get married, have babies, and live happily ever after. My life could be far different from what it started out being. I wasn’t going to be alone anymore. I had Troy and we’d have a family.

      The sound of a siren had me stirring, then it faded away. I could hear the voices though. My nurses’ voices sounded sad as they talked in hushed tones. I could hardly make out anything they said. Until the name ‘Troy Masterson’ was said, and then I heard another word, ‘critical.’

      What the hell had happened?
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* * *

      
        Part 3

      

      

      Troy

      My head was fuzzy as I left the hospital. As hard as I was trying to think about what I could do about Blyss, I couldn’t come up with anything. I had to hope the nurses would decide to tell her the truth, even if the doctors had said not to tell her a thing about why she was in the ICU ward of the hospital.

      As I got to my Jeep, I was about to get in the car when I heard the sound of metal crunching, tires squealing, and people screaming. It was coming from down the street that ran in front of the hospital. I just started running toward the commotion. What I found were three cars piled up, and one wrapped around a light pole. Several people stood outside of the cars, but it was obvious that people were trapped in the car that had turned into a horseshoe.

      Making my way to the more distressed car, I found a little girl in the back seat. A man was driving and his head was resting on the steering wheel. A woman was in the passenger seat, and she was laid back, a line of blood was running from her forehead, and her eyes were closed.

      The little, dark-haired girl opened her eyes and they locked with mine. “You’re okay. I’m going to get you out.”

      Even though she looked thoroughly confused, she nodded, which was a good sign she didn’t have any head trauma. Turning back to find something to break out the window with, I didn’t see anything, then my hand moved to my belt buckle.

      I looked back at the little girl. “Take off your seatbelt and move as far away as you can from the window. Turn your head and cover your face. I’m going to break the window and get you out of there, okay, pumpkin?”

      She nodded again and did as I’d told her to do. I gave another glance to the people in the front seat and found they were still knocked out. I tossed the blanket I had on the ground. Pulling my belt off, I wrapped it around my hand so the brass buckle was covering my knuckles and the leather protected the rest of my hand.

      One punch did nothing but jar my entire body. The next made small cracks that radiated from the center. One more, and I had the window smashed. I pulled the safety glass out easily after that, and in no time, I had the kid in my arms.

      Her body was shaking as she clung to me and put her head on my shoulder. “Are my mommy and daddy going to be okay, mister?”

      The sounds of sirens moved in and around us as the first ambulance arrived. I ran my hand over the child’s little head. “I’m sure they’ll be just fine. The doctors take really good care of the people who go to the hospital, and I’ll stay with you until they wake up, okay?”

      “Promise?”

      “I promise you I will keep you right with me until one of your family members comes for you. What’s your name, precious?”

      She pulled her head up to look at me. Her dark green eyes drooped with sadness. “Veronica. My name’s Veronica Snyder and I’m seven.”

      “My name is Troy Masterson. Nice to meet you, Veronica.” I leaned down to pick up the soft, pink blanket I’d originally bought for Blyss. The little girl needed it a lot more than she did. Wrapping it around her, I gently pushed her to lie her head back on my shoulder. “You rest. I’ve got you, pumpkin.”

      The paramedics who showed up first just happened to be the same guys who picked up Blyss that night at the club. We instantly recognized each other as they came to the car. “Hey, Masterson, who do you have there?”

      “I have Veronica Snyder. Her parents are in the car.” I patted her back and felt her nuzzling my neck. “I’ll be taking care of her until we figure out how they are.”

      He nodded, and I stepped back to get out of their way as a fire truck came up to help get the others out of the bent car. It took no time to get everyone out, and then they were heading to the hospital. I took the girl and got into the ambulance that took her mother back to where I’d just left.

      While one of the men looked after her mother, the other took over, giving Veronica an exam, checking her vitals, and giving me a thumbs up. “She’s good to go.”

      The paramedics hooked her mom up to an IV, and in just a few minutes, her eyes opened. Relief washed over her as she found her daughter safe in my arms. “Veronica, are you okay?”

      The little girl lifted her head and looked at her mother. “Yes, mommy.” Then she began to cry. “Mommy, you’re bleeding!”

      Her mother reached out and touched her daughter’s outstretched hand. “Mommy will be fine. Who has you, honey?”

      “Hi, my name’s Troy Masterson. My fiancé is in the ICU ward at the hospital we’re heading to. I’ll be more than happy to keep your daughter safe with me in the waiting room at the emergency room while you’re seen, Mrs. Snyder.”

      She blinked a few times, looking confused. “How do you know my name?”

      “Your daughter told me.”

      A weak smile curved her pale lips. “Oh. Thank you, Mr. Masterson. I’d be thankful for your help with her while things get taken care of. I don’t feel that badly. My head hurts a little, but I think I’ll be fine.”

      Veronica smiled and wiped her eyes. “Good, Mommy.”

      The woman’s body began to tremble and her eyes went wide. Then she began to convulse. The little girl screamed, and I pulled her head back to my shoulder so she didn’t have to see what was happening to her mother.

      “She’s going into shock,” one of the paramedics said as we pulled up to a stop at the emergency room.

      “Shh. It’s going to be okay, Veronica. They’ll help her. We’re at the hospital now.” Her mother was taken out of the ambulance as the poor girl cried hysterically. I got out of the ambulance and followed them inside.

      “Mommy!” The paramedic gave me a look that said screaming children inside the emergency area that was about to be overrun with the accident victims was a terrible idea. I nodded in silent understanding and took her around to the outside waiting area. I had to calm her down before we went inside. Taking a seat on the bench, I rocked her and shushed her until she was quiet. She’d fallen asleep, and I couldn’t have been happier.

      Going inside, I went to the nurse at the check-in area, told her who I was, and said that I had the Snyder’s daughter. I told her I’d be waiting right there with her and to please keep me updated on their status. She assured me she would, and I took a seat at the far end of the waiting area as I knew it was about to get packed in there.

      Holding that little girl had me feeling the oddest thing in the world. Normal! She felt at home in my arms. It had me thinking about Blyss and how I’d love nothing more than to start a family as soon as she was able to. I knew she would have healing to do before that happened, but I couldn’t wait to see if she would be up for it.

      As I was lost in thought and Veronica was lost in dreamland, asleep on my shoulder, I leaned my chin against her little head. One of the nurses came to me. “Mr. Snyder is in surgery for two broken legs. One of them is very bad and amputation is being considered. Mrs. Snyder has bleeding on the brain. She’ll be taken into surgery as soon as the neurosurgeon arrives, which should be very soon. She’s already prepped. I’m afraid neither of them has been conscious enough to tell us if there is anyone to take care of their daughter. I can have social services pick her up.”

      “No way in hell,” I whispered as sternly as I could. “I talked to her mother. She knows I have her daughter. You can ask the paramedics that brought her in if you have to. They overheard us talking. I’ll stay here at the hospital as long as I need to. Don’t worry about me and don’t call social services to come get this little girl, or they’ll have a fight on their hands. Got me?”

      “I got you, Mr. Masterson.” She turned to walk away, then turned back around. “You know, a lot of nasty things have been said about you since Blyss Danner was brought in last week. You have a supporter in me now. No one better say a bad word about you when I’m around. You let me know if you need anything. I’ve got your back.”

      “Good to know.” I nodded at her. “And thank you. There’s a lot to the story that no one’s been told. I love Blyss more than anything. I’d never hurt her. No matter what anyone thinks.”

      She left me with a smile as she went back to dealing with the throngs of people who were converging on the emergency room that night. And she left me feeling a bit better about things. One by one, I could get people to see me as the man I was, not the one the media had made me out to be.

      That room began to fill up to more than capacity, and I went to tell the nurse where I’d be taking Veronica. “Hey, since her parents are up in surgery, I’m going to a waiting room up there. I’ll check in with the nurses’ station up there, okay?”

      She was so busy all she could do was nod, and I took off. I had to pass the ICU ward as I made my way to the bank of elevators that would take me upstairs. Hesitating for a moment, I found one of the nurses walking out. She stopped and looked at me. “You’ve acquired a little girl, Mr. Masterson. And word has spread like wildfire through this hospital about you.”

      “All good, I hope.”

      “All good. Great, as a matter of fact. Blyss is asleep right now. Morphine was administered, so she won’t be woken up. But I want to let you know we told her the truth and she also recalled the actual events that brought her to us. When she wakes up, I’ll tell her I let you know that. She was upset when she realized you didn’t hurt her.”

      I was more than relieved. “Do you have any idea who I can talk to about seeing her on the up and up?”

      “In the morning, about nine, the chaplain might be able to bring you in with him. He’s done that on occasion. Stop by the chapel to talk to him before nine.”

      Finally, I’d caught a break. Seems my good deed was giving me some great karma. “I’ll do that. Thank you. Thank you so much!”

      With a new light on the situation, I took the little girl up to a much quieter waiting room and relaxed. I’d get to see Blyss in the light of day, I prayed.

      

      Blyss

      When my eyes opened, I found Troy sitting next to a man in a pale blue suit. There was a little dark-haired girl on Troy’s lap and she was playing with his cell phone. He sat her on the chair and came to me. “Hey, pretty lady.” He brushed my hair back and kissed my cheek. “I love you.”

      He took my hand and I gave a squeeze. “I love you too. I’m sorry …” His lips touched mine, stopping me from saying anything else.

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s all understandable. I’m just glad you know now that I wasn’t the one who hurt you. And the man who did that is in jail. He’ll never see the outside world again; I promise you that.”

      “When I was falling asleep, I overheard something about you and something about being critical. What was that all about?”

      “There was an auto accident just down the street from here as I was about to leave. I helped out with it, and some of the people who were brought in were in bad shape. That’s what that was all about.”

      “That makes sense. And who do you have with you?” I looked around him at the other two people and found the little girl smiling at me.

      “Hi, I’m Veronica. Mr. Troy is watching me while my mommy and daddy get better.” She gave me a wave.

      All I could manage was a nod. “Nice to meet you, Veronica. I’m Blyss.”

      “Oh, I know that. Mr. Troy told me all about you and how he loves you so much.”

      Heat filled my cheeks as I blushed. “He did?”

      “Um, hmm.” She went back to playing with his cell as the other man got up and came to the other side of the bed. “He broke the window of my dad’s car and rescued me. He’s taking care of me while Mom and Dad get better.”

      “I’m Reverend Sloan. I’ve come to visit you every day since you were brought here. I can see you’re doing much better than you were, and I heard you’ll be starting therapy to get those body parts moving again. A week in bed can take a month to get over.”

      “That long?” I was feeling more than depressed about the amount of time he was talking about.

      “Oh, you’ll be moving on your own in a couple of days,” he added. “But you’ll feel the weakness in your body for about a month.”

      “Oh, that’s better.” I looked at Troy, who couldn’t stop smiling at me. “Why do you look like the cat who ate the canary?”

      “I’m just so happy to be here with you. That’s all.” He kissed my forehead. “I feel like it’s been forever since I’ve seen you. Last night wasn’t enough.” He looked at the reverend. “Being that you’ve been around this hospital a lot, do you know when they’ll move her to a room where I can see her all the time?”

      “After she can move on her own.”

      I heard several men talking in the hallway, then they came into my room. Suddenly, it was filled up, and the three doctors who came in looked at Troy and the other two people. One of them said, “Mr. Masterson, you can go in to see the Snyder’s now. We’ve put them together. Mrs. Masterson told us she has her mother coming to take care of their daughter. You’ll be relieved of babysitting duty.”

      Troy looked anything but happy about that. “Aw, I loved spending time with her.” He went to pick the girl up, and she handed him his phone, wrapped her arms around his neck, then gave him a kiss on the cheek, which I found absolutely adorable.

      “I love spending time with you too, Mr. Troy. But can you take me to see my parents now?”

      He nodded, then gave me a smile. “I’ll be back as soon as they let me, baby.”

      With a quick glance at the doctors, I asked, “Can you please allow him to be here more? It would decrease my recovery time; I can promise you that.”

      “We’ll talk about it, Miss Danner. For now, the rules stay in place. He can come in with the chaplain, but that’s it for now.”

      “One more kiss, then, please.”

      Troy came to me, leaning over and kissing my cheek. He whispered, “Talk them into it. I’ll be around the hospital anyway. I’ll check back around lunch to see what they’ve decided.”

      My heart lurched as he walked away, and my heart monitor caught the action. The way it sped up had my doctors looking at each other, noticing the effect he had on me. Troy did too and smiled at them before he walked all the way out. “She loves me, guys. Think real hard about allowing me to spend more time with her. It could be critical to her recovery, after all.”

      Pursing my lips, I sent him an air kiss before he turned to leave me. With a sigh, I started in on the doctors, “I want him here with me.”

      “You have to understand,” one of them said. “This hospital has rules.”

      “Move me, then. Get me out of ICU.” I was determined to find a way for him to be with me. “You have no idea how much I miss him already.”

      “Maybe you have an unhealthy attachment to the man,” one of the doctors told me.

      It pissed me off. “Look, I know none of you know a thing about me. I’ve never had a family. No one has ever loved me until Troy.”

      One of them laid a hand on my shoulder. “Miss Danner, you met that man when you signed yourself up to be sold for the summer months. We are requiring you to see a psychiatrist before you’re released from the ICU. Your confession to never being loved just goes to prove how much you need intervention.”

      “Intervention?” I was reeling from the way the men thought they could take me over. “I will gladly talk to anyone you want me to. But I want Troy too.”

      “It would be best for you two to have a bit of distance for a while.” the doctor, who was pulling my hospital gown away from one side of me, said.

      “I don’t want any distance between us. Ow!” He’d pulled the back of the gown and it pulled at my skin. “That hurts!”

      He looked at the man who had the clipboard. “Tell the nurses to change the bandages this morning. Some have slipped off.”

      “By the way, I remembered what happened to me. I thought you might want to know that.” I was rolled to one side as they examined my wounds.

      “Okay, so you know about that. How do you feel about it?” one of them asked.

      “How anyone would feel, I guess. Violated and hurt. But I’ll recover. It was me who put myself in that situation after all. I have no one to blame but myself for what happened to me.”

      One of the men made a huffing sound, then said, “Your Dom was in charge. I know how this stuff works, and you’re taking the blame for no reason. I don’t care what you think. He was in charge.”

      “I can be a force to be reckoned with,” I retaliated as I felt tugging at my back. “Ow! What are you guys doing back there?”

      “Pulling off the bandages so they can be treated again and new ones can be put on,” one of them answered me. “Toby, put down for her to be given a sponge bath before re-bandaging. I don’t like the redness of some of those wounds. And up the antibiotics.”

      Another one of them added, “Schedule a CAT scan of her liver.”

      “Am I in that bad of shape, guys?” I whined.

      “You’re getting better. But you’re in pretty bad shape, yes.” I was rolled over and saw the doctor who’d spoken looking at me with a concerned expression. “When you’re released, where do you plan on going?”

      “To Napa Valley with Troy. He and his mother are going to take care of me until I’m better.”

      The three of them gave each other looks I didn’t like, then one of them said, “You don’t have anywhere else to go?”

      “No, I don’t. I let my apartment go before I left Stanford. I gave my crappy car away. I’m supposed to get whatever sum of money Troy bid for me at the end of the contract between us, which is at the end of summer. But even with that, I’d have to set up a place to live and things like that. Believe me, no matter what you think about Troy, I am much better off with him.”

      “Damn,” the clipboard carrying doctor cursed. “You really got yourself into a bind, didn’t you?”

      “I suppose I did. I had no idea I’d be getting myself so injured that I’d need help. But it happened and I’ll deal with it.” I was getting tired and the pain of them removing my bandages was getting to me. “Can I have something for the pain you guys are giving me?”

      “Can you give us an idea of what your pain level is, from one to ten?”

      “Seven. A solid seven. I think some Ibuprofen will suffice.”

      “We’ll make that decision,” one of them said. I heard him whispering to the others.

      Another one said, “Put her down for some oral Ibuprofen.”

      I sighed as I realized just how much control they had over me. I was at their mercy, it seemed. So when they rolled me back over, done with the examination, I let them have it. “Okay, I’m not one to be victimized. The man who did this will not affect me for long. Worse things have happened to me in my life. Things I had no part in. I had a part in what happened to me. Believe or don’t believe it, I don’t care. I want Troy. I know he’s paying the hospital bill. I’m sure if you want me to be watched over full time, he can pay for that extra care to be done in a private room. I want him, end of discussion, or I’ll seek to be moved and complain about no one listening to me.”

      With sad nods, they all left me. I suppose they thought me a lost cause, but they didn’t know Troy and they didn’t know me. I wasn’t about to make any rash decisions about the man. I just wanted him around. I trusted him more than I had ever trusted anyone. And I knew I had to take responsibility for what had happened to me.

      I could blame Troy. It seemed everyone else was. But what good would that do? The truth was, I’d begged for what I got. He was my Dom, and he felt he needed to give me what I’d asked for so repeatedly. How could I ever blame him for what another man did to me?

      The answer was, I couldn’t. It was my fault and I’d accepted that. It also meant I needed to take my time with Troy. Not jump into things. I was too quick to go with my impulses and that had left me in a bad situation—one where I had to depend on others just to survive. I wasn’t about to keep making rash decisions.

      I hoped like hell Troy would understand that and not force anything on me, like making a commitment to living with him. I wasn’t ready for that. Anyone could see that.

      

      Troy

      After reuniting Veronica with her parents and her grandmother, I felt good about leaving her happy and smiling. But when I walked out of their hospital room, I was in for some pretty rude remarks from one of Blyss’ doctors. “Come with me, Masterson.” It was Doctor Toby. That’s all I knew him by, as I’d heard the other doctors call him that. “You and I need to talk, man to man.”

      “Or should you say, Dom to Dom?” I asked him as I stepped up to walk beside, rather than behind, him. He exhibited many alpha traits and his authoritative manner was a dead giveaway.

      “Just come on,” he muttered as we went to a private area. He closed the door behind us and it seemed we were in a dressing room. Different colored scrubs lined the shelves, giving me the impression people went in there to change.

      “I’m sure I know what this is about. You think I’m a terrible Dom for Blyss.”

      He spun around and caught me by the collar of my shirt. “You’re the worst mother fucking Dom I’ve ever met. Now you shut the fuck up and listen to me. That young woman is a physical mess because of your lack of proper care.”

      My tone was even. “Let me go before I fuck your world up, Toby.”

      He held on for only a moment before the fire in my eyes told him to do as I’d said. “I don’t want this to get out of hand. I just want you to fucking disappear. I’ve never seen a Sub who had been done so wrong. And she was completely innocent, Masterson. When you got her, she was as innocent as they come. You had an obligation to take care of her, and you failed her so miserably that she’ll wear the marks of your mistake for the rest of her life. Leave her here and go away. I’ll make sure she gets put into a rehabilitation facility.”

      Narrowing my eyes at the man who thought he knew better than I did about what Blyss needed, I proceeded to set him straight. “I’m not leaving her. I’m taking full responsibility for what happened to her. But you need to understand that BDSM is behind us both. I’m going to marry that woman and nothing bad will ever happen to her again. Hell, I didn’t want to take her to the club at all. She wanted it.”

      “Since when do Subs tell their Doms what to do?” He walked away from me and threw his hands up in the air. “She runs you, Masterson. Everyone saw it that night at the show.”

      “I agree. She did run me. But things are going to be different from here on out. Like I said, and like you ignored, BDSM is behind us.”

      “How do you think that’s going to help her? I mean, yes, she doesn’t have the attitude to be a Sub, but how is being with you going to help her? She needs help. The poor thing is all alone in this world.”

      “She’s not alone. She has me. And we’ll make our own family. I love her. I know it’s hard for you to understand, but it’s not your call. If she doesn’t want me, then that’s between her and I. You doctors can mind your business. I didn’t hurt her. Not intentionally. And you better believe I’ve learned from letting her guilt me.”

      He glared at me. “And how the hell did she guilt you into sending her into a private room all alone, might I ask?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but since you’re all up in mine, she begged me to punish her.”

      “Okay, but why send her alone?”

      “I wanted to give her some time being restricted to see if she’d cool off. I had no intention of going through with the punishment I’d told her I was going to administer. I was about to talk to Grant and the other owners about my plan, but that maniac got to her first. Had I known anyone was watching her like that, I’d never have left her alone. I would’ve had the trainer stay with her until I got there.”

      It was amazing to me how fuming mad the man was as his face turned red. “If you stay, she’ll just become more attached to you. You’re like an addiction to her. We all can see it. Why can’t you? You don’t rule her. She rules you the same way a person does any drug they’re addicted to. They keep that drug around so they can have it when they want it. That’s what you are to her.”

      “I am not. And you don’t know shit about her. I want to see her. I want to be with her. She needs me more now than ever.”

      “She has highly trained and qualified nurses and doctors to care for her. Tell me, what you can add to that?” He looked down his nose at me, pissing me off.

      “She doesn’t love you people. She loves me. Now, let this be a warning to you. I will see her. I will take her with me when she’s released. And you will mind your business and treat her the same way you’d treat any other patient. You’re being overprotective because of your dominating status. I need you to see that and take a step back from the woman who is technically still my Sub.”

      He looked down, contemplating my words. I could tell. He knew he was wrong for stepping on my toes about Blyss. Had we been inside the club, his interjection into our business wouldn’t have been tolerated.

      “She’ll be here for a week or more. During that time, I expect you to seek some counseling. I’m ordering her to have the same. If you want to be the best thing for her, you’ll need to work on yourself. You can’t let guilt run you. She wants things she can’t handle. It’s your job to make her understand what you do is what’s best for her. Would you allow a child who wants to play with knives do it, just because they desperately want to?”

      “You’re right. I know you are. I know what I have to do with her. I did allow things to interfere with how I normally run a Sub. Blyss is special. I really have never seen her as a Sub. And I’m not about to look at her as one now. I am, however, going to look at her as someone who needs my love and protection. I will make her understand her limitations.” I put my hand on his shoulder. “You and I are brothers, in a way. We know what it’s like to hold people’s lives in the palms of our hands. And we’ve used that knowledge to help women test their limits. Blyss’ limits are far less than the women we’ve dealt with. I know that. I know that better than anyone in the entire world.”

      “I hope so. For her sake.”

      “If you think what happened to her under my watch is bad, you have no idea what could’ve happened to her if someone else would’ve won her. I will take care of her. That is a promise.”

      “I guess we’re done here, then,” he said despondently. I could tell he wasn’t a hundred percent behind Blyss and me being together, but it really wasn’t up to him. It was up to her.

      As he walked away, I grabbed him by the arm. “Dom to Dom, I’m asking you to grant me more visitation with my Sub, Toby.”

      He looked at me for a long moment before he nodded. “Give me half an hour to arrange it, then you can go see her. I’ll give you one-hour visits, three times a day. No more than that. She has a lot of other things to do besides see you.”

      “Thank you.”

      I watched him leave, then fell with my back against the wall. He wasn’t wrong for calling me out. I had to give him that. He was a good man and most likely a great Dom. I was the Dom who had fallen to the wayside. I had changes to make. Many changes. But Blyss wouldn’t be something I dropped from my life. Never her.

      After waiting for a half hour, I showed up at the ICU, ready to see my lady. The nurse gave me a nod as I went in. “Sign in, Mr. Masterson. I’ll let you know when your hour is up.”

      Fingering the box in my pocket, I went into Blyss’ room to see her sleeping, which made me a little upset. I had a plan, and her being asleep wouldn’t see it happening.

      She stirred, though, as I took a seat in a chair I pulled up next to her. “Troy?”

      I got up and leaned over her, kissing her cheek, happy she was awake. “It’s me. I got permission to see you three times a day for an hour each time. Isn’t that nice?”

      “It is.” She moved her hand slowly. “Look what I can do after only an hour of the rehab nurse moving my arms for me.” She took my hand as she looked at what she’d accomplished.

      My heart was pounding. I felt so guilty suddenly. It was my fault she had to work so hard to do such a simple thing. Leaning my head against her chest, I whispered, “Baby, I’m so damn sorry. If I could take this on for you, I would do in a heartbeat.”

      I felt her hand move over my shoulder, then into my hair. She breathed in. “Umm …I dreamed about the way you smell. It’s nice having you here. Let’s not talk about what happened and who’s to blame. Let’s just move on already.”

      Blinking back tears, I sniffled, then raised my head. “I think that’s a great idea. We have to start moving forward. Into our future.”

      “About that,” she said as she frowned. “I want you to know that I love you. I love you more than I knew I could. That said, I’ve made a decision.”

      I was beginning to feel extremely nervous. “About?”

      “About you and me. If you still want me to go home with you, I will. I’ll accept your help. I do need it, after all. But I don’t want to make any real commitments until I’m fully recovered. I think that’s best.”

      Shoving my hand into my pocket, I clutched the box with the engagement ring inside. My proposal would get an answer at that moment that I wasn’t prepared to hear. “If you feel that way, then I’ll respect that.”

      She sighed, obviously expecting a fight from me. “Good. I do love you. I want you to know that. But I need to be sure about me. Thank you for understanding that, Troy.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” I kind of didn’t get it, but she was so weak I wasn’t about to get into it with her. As she got stronger, I’d see how things would play out. Maybe I’d get her to agree to marry me before too long. I hoped so.

      “Thank you.” She smiled at me and I took a seat next to her, taking her hand and holding it.

      “Your doctors are pretty protective over you. I want you to know that one named Troy is a man I want you to watch out for. He’s a Dom who’s a member of The Dungeon of Decorum.”

      “Really?” Her eyes went wide. “Imagine that. And what did he say to you?”

      “It doesn’t matter. He’s the one who gave me permission to see you. But just watch out. You may not be aware of just how persuasive dominating men with power can be. If he wanted to get into your head, he most likely could. You should know, not many of my fellow Doms are happy with me right now. Not with what happened to you. You might get a lot of negative feedback on your old Dom, my love.”

      “I won’t listen to them. They don’t know you like I do.”

      “No, they don’t. And they don’t know you like I do, either.” I kissed her hand, then held it to my chest. “Just know that I’ll be taking excellent care of you and everything will be fine.”

      She nodded, then yawned. “I’m sleepy. It won’t hurt your feelings if I fall asleep, will it?”

      “Not one bit. I’m overjoyed just to get to sit here with you and hold your hand. If you wake up and I’m not here, don’t worry. That just means my hour was up. I’ll be back to spend another one with you in no time.”

      A smile curled her lips as her eyes closed. “Good. I love you, Troy.”

      “And I love you, Blyss. You sleep now.”

      I’d never been more content with just being with anyone in my life. Things would work out for us. They had to.

      

      Blyss

      I managed to stupefy my doctors and made a remarkable recovery in less time than any of them thought I would. In a matter of a week, I was released, and Troy was taking me back to his family’s home in Napa Valley. The wind blew through my hair, as he’d left the windows down on his Jeep. We held hands and basked in the warm glow of the sun as we made the long trek from Portland.

      After a week of counseling, I felt like I really needed to get some more before I made any big decisions. While I thought I’d only need to stay about a week with Troy and his family, he wasn’t too keen on the idea. He never argued with me. He’d just leave things with a, ‘we’ll see.’ He’d really taken to looking after me. I had to admit, he was great at it. But I couldn’t become too spoiled with his undivided attention. One day, I’d have to do things on my own. My therapist warned me about becoming too dependent on anyone. And I had my old problems to consider.

      I was lucky that I’d gotten through the pain meds at the hospital without developing an addiction to them. But I may have developed one for Troy. It was something I’d deal with sooner rather than later. I did need him at that time, after all.

      The Napa Valley sign came into view and I began to get jittery. “What if they don’t like me, Troy? What if your mother thinks I’m not good enough for you?”

      “They’ll love you just like I do. You don’t have to worry a bit. And you are good enough for me. I know you didn’t know me before, but I wasn’t so easy to get along with. You’ve tamed me, baby.” He chuckled, then took my hand and kissed it.

      “Tamed,” I mumbled. Maybe I had tamed him. He was adamant that we’d never do any type of BDSM stuff ever again. And I wasn’t to even ask. ‘You’re to put that shit out of your head,’ were his exact words.

      The vineyard could be seen just after we fell off the last hill. “There it is. Succulent Winery. What do you think?”

      “It’s gorgeous. Wow! And you have no want to stay here? Odd, don’t you think?”

      “Well, this life is a little too peaceful for me. Or it was.” He kissed my hand once more. “With you, I might find this is the place for us.”

      ‘Us’ was a word he said a lot. Even though I kept telling him I wasn’t sure about a future together, he insisted on using that term.

      I had been a ‘me’ and only ‘me’ for a long time. But I hadn’t been the ‘me’ I was now—the girl who had some real shit going on in her life for once. I was no longer the idle person who read about other’s trials and tribulations. I had my own to consider, ponder, and generally worry about. Where would I live? What kind of car would I buy? How would the upcoming school year be?

      I thought about a lot of things. But living a life of luxury in Napa Valley wasn’t one of them. Yet, Troy was always there in the background of every thought I had, as if he had nothing better to do than hang out with me. It was stupid, and that was one of the reasons I thought of him like an addiction. If you were a drug addict, you made decisions based on when you’d need to get a fix and how far that drug was away from you at all times. That’s exactly how I thought about Troy.

      It wasn’t healthy.

      When we pulled into the very long and winding road that led up to the monstrous house, I was close to passing out. “And here we are.”

      The front door opened and out ran a tall, lithe, woman with dark hair and deep brown eyes. “You must be Blyss.” I was wrapped in her arms upon my exit from the Jeep. The woman smelled like sugar cookies and her arms were warm and welcoming. I’d never felt more welcomed in my life. She stopped hugging me to hold me at arm’s length and look me over. “You are lovely. I can see why my Troy loves you so much. He talks about you all the time.” She put her arm around me, leading me toward the front door. “You can call me Gloria. I’m so happy you’re here. You and I are going to be great friends.”

      “It’s nice to finally meet you, Gloria. Your son has told me all about you and his family. You all sound wonderful. And it’s so nice of you to take care of me in my time of need. I have to admit, I’m more than a bit embarrassed about it.”

      “Nonsense,” she said as she opened the door. “We’re all just human, after all.”

      I was taken aback by the grandeur of the entrance hall. The ceiling was sky high and I could see the stairwell of three floors above us. “This is a gorgeous house, Gloria.”

      “And this is only the entrance, Blyss.” She gave my shoulders a squeeze as she looked over her’s to see where Troy was. He was a good ways behind us, as he’d grabbed our bags. “Tell me, dear, do you want your own room, or do you want to stay with Troy in his? I want you to make the decision. Not him. I’ll not be allowing him to rule over you like some kind of a Dom. Not in my home!”

      Her honesty was a bit overwhelming. “With him. If that’s okay with you. He’s not overly dominating with me. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Okay, then.” She led me through a grand room filled with leather and antiques, then we went up a staircase and off to one side. “This is the children’s wing. Our other sons no longer liver here and my husband went on a fishing trip to Mexico. He’ll be back next week. You two will have this wing to yourselves. Are you okay with that?”

      I was more than okay with it. It had been too long since Troy and I had been intimate. One can’t get busy with nurses and doctors coming in and out of your room. “I’m okay with it.”

      She pushed open one of the large, ornate, wooden doors, and there was a living room. “This is Troy’s suite. Go inside, settle yourself in, then have Troy bring you down to the kitchen. I have a bottle of our best wine breathing. We’ll have a little cheese with it and get to know one another. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

      “It sounds fantastic. Thank you, Gloria. We’ll be right down.”

      Troy made it in, dropped the bags on the floor, then hugged his mother. “Missed you, Mom.”

      She and he rocked as they hugged. “And I missed you. I’m over the moon that you’ll be staying with us for a while.” She stopped the hug and looked at me over her shoulder. “You do know that it’s been my dream to have my sons marry and move back here with us? Has my son told you that?”

      “He has. And I think it’s a lovely dream.” I took a seat on the long chenille sofa and put my feet underneath me.

      “We’ll be down soon, Mom.” He kissed the top of her head, then sent her out of the room, closing the door behind her and looking at me. “Don’t let any of this overwhelm you, Blyss. It’s just a home.”

      “A giant home,” I added as I fanned myself. “One that will require me to build up unused muscles just to get up those stairs.”

      His smile made me smile as he came to sit next to me. “I have to admit that I love seeing you here in my room. I could get used to this.”

      “You have your Navy thing, and I have school,” I reminded him.

      “I know. But this could be home. One day.” He tapped my chest. “If you play your cards right. I’m just saying.”

      “Home, huh?” I looked around and sighed. “There are much worse places to call home, aren’t there? One could get used to this.” I took his face between my hands and rubbed noses with his as we’d started doing at the hospital. “How you spoil me!”

      “I prefer to think of it as taking care of you, not spoiling. You’re far from spoiled. That said …” He pulled something out of his pocket and placed it in my hand. “That’s for you.”

      He’d put an envelope in my hand, and I looked at him quizzically. “And this is?”

      “Open it and find out.”

      I did as he’d said and found the check from the club. Shock zipped through me as I saw the dollar amount. Nearly a million dollars!

      “NO!”

      He nodded. “Yes. That’s your money. The money I paid for you. The club didn’t even take their cut. You got it all. Plus, you’ll be getting five hundred thousand dollars a year from The Dungeon of Decorum for the injuries you incurred while on their property. Is that an amount you approve of? If not, I can renegotiate the settlement.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Troy, I’m a rich woman!”

      “You certainly are.” He pulled me to him and kissed me with a hard kiss. “And I love you.”

      I settled back and gazed at him. “And that’s the cherry on top, isn’t it? Your love? I feel like I’ve died and gone to heaven. I’m wealthy, loved, and right now I’m staying in paradise.”

      He got up and picked me up, taking me to the next room. “This is our room, Blyss. That’s our bed. This never has to end.”

      “Marriage, huh?” I looked around the room, then at him. “Let’s don’t talk like that yet. Let’s let all this settle in my head for a bit.”

      He sighed as he rested his forehead against mine. “As you wish, my love.”

      Putting me down on his bed, he pushed me back very gently, even though my wounds had healed. I looked up at him and found so much in his eyes. I knew he loved me. There was no doubt. I loved him too, but my life was changing at a rapid pace. Adding marriage was just too much.

      “I do love you, Troy. I really do. Please don’t ever think I don’t.” I ran my hands through his thick hair.

      He licked his lips, then kissed me. It was soft, sexy, and inviting. My lips parted, accepting him. Our tongues glided and touched, sending energy from one end of my body to the other. It felt as if things were going right back to the way they were meant to be. And that’s when I got a chill that told me to watch out. That was the first time I’d gotten that feeling. The kind of feeling you get when you’re waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      I had a gorgeous man who loved me desperately. I had more money than most. I had it all. Now, who’d try to end me?

      Troy pulled his mouth from mine, as I’d clutched the collar of his shirt. “You okay, baby?”

      I couldn’t seem to let him go. “I suddenly got really afraid that this great time might not last.”

      “We’ll have troubles now and again, Blyss. Nothing goes smoothly forever. And if it did, what would be the fun in that?” He pried my hands off him and pushed them to the sides of my head. Then he kissed me again. “Don’t be afraid what might happen. Just love me here in this time and space.”

      My apprehension eased, but I felt it linger in the back of my mind. A new thing to fuck with me, it seemed. Would life ever just get easy for me?

      

      Troy

      The week flew by and I could see Blyss was getting antsy about leaving. “I should go find an apartment near the campus, Troy.”

      “What about doing online classes from here, like we talked about?” I asked her as she swung on the porch swing on the back patio. I’d found out that she could easily do the classes and I could take an extended leave of absence from my naval obligations. I just felt like she was jumping the gun, wanting to hop back into her old life. “Don’t you like it here?”

      “Are you kidding me? Who wouldn’t love it here? I mean, your mom and dad are spectacular. Like no one I’ve ever met. You’re so lucky to have them. You really have to make more visits to your home, Troy. Your mom told me you hardly ever visit. This is the longest you’ve been here since you have been in Navy.”

      “And I’m not trying to leave now. You are, though. Why is that, exactly? Because I think you’re trying to run away from your feelings, Blyss. Am I, right?”

      “By going to school, I’m running away from my feelings? I don’t see how you even came up with that.”

      “So tell me what’s wrong with staying here and taking some more time for ourselves. Tell me why you feel the need to rush off after only a week here? Do you really hate it? Just tell me if you do.”

      “I don’t hate it.” She cast her eyes down and got off the swing. “It’s just all a bit too comfortable. That’s all.”

      “Excuse me for making your life easy, Blyss!” I rolled my eyes and went to take her by the arms. “Look at me.”

      She pulled her eyes up to meet mine and I found defiance in them. “I love you. But I want to know I can do things on my own, too.”

      “I think you’ve already proven that, Blyss. You’ve lived your life alone up until you met me. I think if you’re addicted to anything, the way you say you are to me, it’s being a loner.”

      Her shoulders slumped and she sighed. “Maybe you’re right.” Then she looked back at me. “But I need to know that for myself. I need to be away from you. If I miss you so badly that it hurts, then it’s you I’m addicted to.”

      “You will miss me that way. And I’ll miss you that way. That’s what people in love do. They miss the fuck out of each other. You’re not stupid. Stop acting like you are. And stop trying to run away from what we have. This is a real life, Blyss Danner. Deal with it!”

      “It’s not that easy, Troy. You don’t understand. I know things won’t always be good. I just know it.” She jerked her shoulders, and I let her go.

      I could walk away from her. I could let her go. But what would it accomplish?

      “You know your therapist told you that she needed to see you more, but you haven’t gone to this new one but once. Why is that?”

      She turned away, unable to look at me. “It’s because she thinks you and I are great for one another. Okay? She’s one of your high school best friend’s mothers, for Christ sakes! She’s never going to tell me that I need you too much.”

      “Maybe because she’s smart. I have to admit, you do need to finish college, if for nothing else than to learn more about your own mental hang-ups.”

      Her hands flew into the air as her face turned red. “You don’t know anything! Nothing at all! I have issues.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      She stopped then. Her brow furrowed and she walked away from me. She went inside, and I took her place on the swing to think about things. Things like why I was trying so fucking hard to get her to stay with me.

      I’d miss her, but she’d miss me too. She’d come back. I knew she would. I shook my head. That was a lie. I didn’t think she’d ever come back if she left. I knew she’d go back to being a loner. It was safe that way. She would never admit it, but she wanted that safe little life back.

      How could I blame her?

      If it hadn’t been for my fuck up, she’d never have been nearly killed and she might not think that way. She was going to move in with me. She’d said so that very night. I just needed to give her the beastly man I could be for a week, then we’d put that whole thing behind us and be a couple.

      But I’d fucked up. In the last inning, I’d lost the ball. And I’d lost her.

      That spirit of adventure she’d found was gone. Poof!

      Back to the quiet life, with no emotions or people who could love or hurt her. That’s where she felt the safest. And that was no one’s fault but my own.

      That’s why I didn’t want to let her move into an apartment near campus. I’d lose her forever. I knew it with every fiber of my being. She would go back to the place she felt safe. It was no longer in my arms, the way it had been before I’d sent her down that hallway at the BDSM club that took her away from me entirely.

      Going back into the house, I went up to our bedroom to find her and talk to her rationally. “Blyss, look, baby, I’m sorry.” I shut up as I looked around and didn’t see her in the room. She wasn’t anywhere in the suite.

      I went to find mom and dad, but neither of them had seen her either. Going from room to room, we all looked for her. She had to have just been sitting alone in one of them, wanting to get away for a and have that safety of being alone.

      But door after door, she was nowhere to be found, and we were at a loss. Finally, I took my cell out and called hers. It rang and rang, but she sent it to voicemail. She did that over and over, even when I called her from my parents’ cells and the house phone. She was dodging me. But where the hell could she be? I ran back up to our room and went to the closet. Her things were gone. Every bit of it was gone!

      Running downstairs, I grabbed my mother. “She’s gone, Mom! How the hell is she gone? The garage!”

      We all three ran to the garage to see if she’d taken any of the cars. They were all there. She couldn’t have left. Could she?

      “What about a taxi, Troy?” Mom asked. “I guess she could’ve called one from town. Would she go to Stanford?”

      I nodded. “That’s the only place she’d go. What the hell should I do, Mom?”

      “I’d say go after her.” She guided me to sit down as I started to sway from the feeling of uneasiness and dread.

      Dad moved to the other side of me, holding me up. “Son, you should give her a little time. Did you two have a disagreement of some kind?”

      As my ass hit the sofa, my head dropped into my hands. “Yes, we did. She wanted to go find an apartment near campus, and I argued with her about it. I didn’t tell her that I wouldn’t take her, but I didn’t tell her I would. I wanted her to stay here, with me. I wanted her to take classes online and I’d take a leave of absence, and we’d just stay right here.”

      “Well, she wanted to go, son. You can’t keep someone in a place they don’t want to be.” Dad patted my shoulder. “No wonder she left.”

      Mom sighed as she took a seat next to me. “You should’ve told us about that, honey. We would’ve told you that keeping a person from doing what they want doesn’t work out. You have to let them spread their wings. I want you guys here, too. But I don’t mean for you never to go do what you want or feel you need to.”

      I nodded, only partially understanding them. They had no idea what Blyss was about. Not really. She wanted her old life back, and she would never come back to me. “I’m going to go upstairs for a while. If she calls either of you back, please tell her that I love her. I love her more than she can understand. But I’ll leave her alone if I made her feel safer alone than with me.”

      “I’m sure that’s not the case,” my father said as I headed out of the room.

      I didn’t bother talking to him about it. He had no idea about her. He had no idea how her mind worked. I did. I knew it all too well.

      When I got to my room, I laid on the bed, taking her pillow. I breathed in what reminded me of her. “Blyss, damn you. You’re taking my fucking heart with you. You don’t even realize that, do you?”

      My cell rang and I hurried to answer it, not looking to see who it was. “I’m looking for Troy Masterson. Have I found him?”

      “Yes, and this is?”

      “My name is Juan Sandoval. I’m Maria Sandoval’s father. Do you remember my daughter’s name?”

      I’d messed around with her a few years back. She was in the Navy too, and we had been in the same place at the same time for about a week. That’s about all I could recall about her. I figured something might have happened to her if her father was calling me. “Yes, sir. I remember your daughter.”

      “Well, that’s good to hear. You see, she was killed in action last year. She left a daughter. Tatum turned five last month. She only wanted one thing for her birthday, Mr. Masterson.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear about Maria.” I closed my eyes as I recalled her long, dark hair and chocolate eyes. She was a real beauty. “And what was it her daughter wanted?”

      “First, I’d like to ask you this.”

      “Yes, sir. Anything.”

      “Did you love my daughter?”

      I had no idea why he’d ask me such a personal thing. She and I had messed around, but no words of love had ever been exchanged. “How much did she tell you about me, if I may ask?”

      “She told us a lot about you. She told us that you were a nice man. She told us you were an honorable man.”

      I felt like he was leaving out something. “She was a wonderful woman, an excellent soldier, and I was proud to call her a friend, sir. She will be missed. But I have a feeling you’re leaving something out.”

      “Oh, did I not mention that she also told us that you are Tatum’s father? And the only thing your daughter wanted for her fifth birthday was to meet her father.”

      What the fuck!

      

      Blyss

      Tears filled my eyes the entire way to town. The cabbie was nice enough not to ask me any questions and that was appreciated. I had no idea why I’d left Troy’s home. I just had to leave. I’d found myself alone long enough to pack up my things and call a cab. But halfway down the drive, I’d wanted to get out and go back. Only I hadn’t allowed myself to do that.

      Troy had called me from every number he could, but I’d sent them all to voicemail and erased all his messages without listening to them. I thought a nice, clean break would be the easiest way to go. But as I sat in a hotel room in Napa Valley, trying to decide how I wanted to get down to Stanford, I couldn’t figure out exactly why I’d left. Troy wasn’t mean to me, he didn’t cheat or lie, and I loved him. So why did I leave him?

      I decided to call the therapist I’d seen once since I’d gone home with Troy. She told me she’d come right over to talk to me. Even as I waited for her to arrive, I battled myself about that. Maybe I just wouldn’t let her in when she got here. Maybe I’d leave so she couldn’t find me. All I could think about was being alone and how that felt normal to me. Nothing I’d been doing felt normal, except loving Troy. That felt completely natural. But even that took time to feel that way.

      A knock at the hotel room door had me questioning whether to answer it or not. But my body wasn’t letting my head rule it. I got up without thinking and answered the door. “Hi, Sharon. Thanks for coming.” I stepped back and let her in.

      She surprised me after I closed the door. I was suddenly wrapped in her arms as we swayed back and forth. “Blyss, you poor girl.” She let me go, then took my hand, pulling me over to the sofa. “I expected to see you at least once more this last week. Our initial session wasn’t deep enough to do you any good work. And now you’ve left Troy. Did he do something to you that you felt compelled to do this?”

      “He, um, well, he kind of did do something. I don’t know that it warranted leaving, but I just had this flight response.” I laid back on the sofa and tried to relax, so I could get as much out as I possibly could. I had decisions to make and I felt like I had little time to make them.

      “Okay, tell me what he did.” She sat in the chair across from me and crossed her legs, taking a pen and pad of paper out of her bag.

      “I want to get a place in Stanford and go to school on campus. He wants me to take online classes and stay at his parents’ place.”

      “Did you ask him to come with you to Stanford.” She posed a good question.

      I had to ponder it. Had I ever asked him to come with me?

      “No.”

      “Do you not want him to be with you?”

      “I do want him with me. I think.”

      “You think? Well, that’s interesting. Don’t you think so?”

      “I love Troy. I’ve never loved anyone in my entire life. But I’m out of my element. I just want to get back to how life was. This was a little vacation for me. The plan to take on a role for a few months, then I’d get back to my normal life. Alone.”

      “Alone? Hmm.” I looked over and saw her writing things, then she looked at me. “Being alone in this world isn’t only bad for your psyche, but it’s dangerous too. We’re not solitary beings. We’re meant to live in packs, just like cavemen did at the beginning of time. Our minds and bodies are hardwired for making our own little packs or families.”

      “But being alone is …” I searched for the word to use to explain how it made me feel when I was alone. “Safe. It’s safe. I can blend in and become nearly invisible. When I’m with Troy, I stand out. He demands attention wherever he goes. He’s just that kind of man.”

      “And you don’t like attention?” She sat there with her pen poised as she waited for my answer.

      “I have never liked it. And once I had it, it got my ass beaten. So, no, I don’t like attention.”

      “That was an unfortunate thing that happened to you, Blyss. But it was a thing that could’ve been avoided. You took risks.”

      “I agree. Life with Troy is a risk too. I don’t want to be hurt anymore.” I turned to lie on my side and drew my knees up, wrapping my arms around them.

      Sharon looked me dead in the eyes. “How do you think Troy will hurt you?”

      Words spilled from my mouth without giving my brain time to think. “He could stop loving me. That would hurt more than anything I’ve ever gone through.”

      “Love can be scary, even to individuals who’ve experienced it before with their parents. And you haven’t had that type of love, either. But you know what they say about facing what scares you, right?” she said with care and concern.

      I nodded. She was right. I knew I was running from fear, and that’s never a good thing. But I was far from ready to make any real commitments to Troy. But I didn’t want to leave him.

      “I should give him a call. I should tell him that I want to go to school on campus. I get more out of it that way. But I should give him the choice to come with me or not. I didn’t mean to hurt him, and I know I have.” I looked at my therapist with tears in my eyes. “What if he doesn’t want me anymore? What if he thinks I’m too messed up?”

      “He’s well aware of what all you’ve been through and he loves you, despite it all. I think you can trust in the love he has for you and it being long-lasting, Blyss. But even if something happens and that love is lost, it doesn’t mean it’s the end of the world. People go on after a love they thought would last forever ends. It happens. People get over it. But it leaves you with the experience, and that’s a good thing. It makes us more well-rounded.”

      She was making sense. “You’re right. So, I should give him a call, tell him what I really want to do, and see if he wants to come with me, right?”

      “I don’t know why you’re asking me that question. Aren’t you an adult?” She smiled and winked at me as she got up. “I’m going to leave you with that thought. If you do go to Stanford, give me a call. I can refer you to a colleague of mine who practices there. That way I can share what you and I have worked on, helping you to get past that initial consultation stage.”

      I hopped up and walked her to the door. She surprised me with another hug, and I hugged her back. “Thank you, Sharon. You’re pretty great. I hope I can be as helpful as you are one day.”

      “You’ll be a fine psychologist, Blyss. It’s always good to seek help when you need it, even if you have tons of education about such things. When looking at others, it’s much easier to pinpoint their needs. It’s harder to do that for ourselves.”

      “I can see that. I’ll be in touch.”

      Closing the door behind her, I leaned back on it. Did I really want to go to college on campus, or was that just a way to escape back into solitude?

      There were decisions to make. So many of them. And I was trying to rush things. I needed to take a step back and evaluate everything. I needed to take my time and calm the hell down. I had just been through a very traumatic event, after all. Now was not the time to make big decisions. Troy was right about that. He was trying to protect me and help me get better, both physically and mentally. And for his help and concern, I ran off.

      What a bitch move!

      Taking my cell out of my pocket, I made the call to him. I had to fix my mess, and I prayed Troy was still willing to help a fool like me.

      

      Troy

      “What do you mean, I’m some girl’s father and she wants to see me? I can’t be her father. Maria and I messed around.” I stopped myself as I thought about the fact that this was her father I was talking to. “We dated for only a week. How could I be her kid’s father?”

      Mr. Sandoval’s tone was stern, “I shouldn’t have to explain the facts of life to you. You should be well aware of how things work in that department.”

      “I know how that all works. I just don’t know why she wouldn’t have told me about being pregnant. Do you know why she would keep the kid a secret, sir?”

      “She didn’t want to burden you, is what she told us. Her mother and I have taken care of Tatum this last year, after her mother’s death. She’s always lived with us. This little girl is more than just special to us, Mr. Masterson. She is all we have left of our daughter. I don’t want to give her up. I won’t give her up. But she wants to know you, her father, and I don’t want to deny her that.”

      “Sir, with all due respect, isn’t she better off not knowing me? If you want to keep her, won’t that interfere with her and I making any kind of a real bond? And where is it that you live anyway?”

      “Santa Ana is where we live. And I’ve thought the very same things you have. We’ve talked to her a lot about how she’d have to go for a night or two because of the distance. We know you reside at the base in San Diego. Maria has kept tabs on you. Your family owns a winery in Napa Valley too. With Maria’s death, we’ve lost track of you, have there been any major changes in your life since then?”

      “Such as?” I felt he was getting at something. The man spoke on the evasive side, it seemed.

      “Maria told us that you were a man who dated many women. In my culture, we call that a mujeriego—a womanizer. And that’s not the kind of man I want in Tatum’s life. I’d rather tell her that her father was also killed in action if that’s the case. So, is that the case, Mr. Masterson?”

      Was I still that kind of man? I knew I had been, right up until I fell for Blyss. But if Blyss was truly gone, would I go back to that lifestyle?

      Weighing my true feelings, I knew I was committed to Blyss. I had tons of hope she’d come back soon. I knew she’d miss me. “No, I’m no longer that man, sir.”

      “That’s good to hear. I have one more thing I’d like to know. You see, if you are a single man, I see no reason to bring this little girl into that kind of life. I want her to have a couple she can come to know as her family too. If you’re an unmarried man, I won’t take this any further.”

      “Unmarried?” I asked as I shook my head. Who did this guy think he was? “Look, Mr. Sandoval, if this kid is mine, you damn well better know that I could take her if I wanted to, no matter what the circumstances are. I have more money than most to get the best lawyers. Maria never gave me the slightest clue that I had a kid. That’s got to be illegal.”

      “We’ll leave the country with her, and you’ll never find us. I have connections that could help us do just that. We’re aware of your great wealth, Mr. Masterson. We’ve always been prepared to hide her if that became necessary. Like I said before, we love her, and we’ll do anything for her. That includes giving her the father she’s asking for, but only if you are a man I feel can love her the way only a father can. If you haven’t even gotten married yet, and you’re already in your thirties, then I know you aren’t the right kind of man to be in her life. Don’t think you can push me around. You cannot!”

      The wheels in my head were turning. I had a daughter!

      Did I want one? Was I ready to be there for a child? Did I have a choice?

      If the kid was mine, I owed it to her to give her the life she could have as my child. How could I deny my own blood what was truly hers? How could I live with myself, knowing there was a little girl who wanted her daddy and that’s all she asked for on her birthday, no less, but I had refused her?

      The answer was plain and simple. I couldn’t. “I’m married, Mr. Sandoval. My wife and I have been together for less than a year. We live in Napa Valley now, at my family home. I’d love nothing more than for you and your wife to bring Tatum here. But first, I want a DNA test done to be sure. I see no reason for me or this child to begin a relationship until it’s certain that I am her father.”

      “That’s already been done. Maria took a sample of your …how do I say this tactfully? Hell, I’m just going to say it …semen. She got some of it from a condom she had a friend of hers use when she was with you when Tatum was two. I’m sure you were never told about that little incident.”

      “Damn!” I was shocked at the measures Maria had taken—everything but telling me I might be the father of her kid. “You know, she could’ve told me, right? I would’ve done the right thing.”

      “We were all afraid of how that would turn out. You had a bad reputation. None of us wanted you to play daddy only when you wanted to. Maria didn’t want to have to ask you about every little thing she did with her daughter, something she’d need to do if you were aware of the child.”

      “So, just to avoid me, she went to extreme measures to make sure I was the father, then still left me out of her life? Not cool!”

      “You would never understand. I don’t expect you to. Tatum was all we cared about. We did what was best for her, not you. I have the documentation that proves she is your daughter. You can take it to your lawyers if you so desire. That’s up to you. Now, would you like to set up a date for our arrival? How long will we be staying?”

      “I’ll talk to my family about that and be back in touch with you.” A second call came in and I saw it was Blyss. My heart dropped a beat. I was so relieved. “I’ll save your number and call you soon, Mr. Sandoval. Goodbye.” I ended the call without him saying another word. “Blyss! Thank God you called, baby. Where are you?”

      “I’m just in town at a hotel. I jumped the gun. Fear had me running. I called Sharon, and she came to talk to me. Things just need to slow down. Everything feels rushed. I need time.”

      Time was suddenly a thing I didn’t have. “Are you saying you want time apart?”

      “No, I just need time to think about things. Make good decisions. I’m not sure if I want to go to Stanford for the classes or to get back to my old life. I don’t want to make the wrong decision.”

      “The fact you don’t want time apart is music to my ears, baby. I’ll come get you. Where are you?”

      “In a hotel. You understand about me needing time, right?”

      “Sure, I do.” But I needed something from her.

      Would she give me what I needed—a wife?

      

      Blyss

      As I waited for Troy to come get me, I thought about my life and how empty it had been. Then I’d found Troy and it had felt different. Love was a little on the heavy side. It grounded me, it seemed. There wasn’t just me to think about any longer. Troy had to be put into things too. I had to consider what he needed and wanted out of a relationship too. It wasn’t all about me. He’d left the marriage thing off the table since I’d been in the hospital. I was thankful for that. Living together was one thing. A legal marriage was a whole new ballgame.

      A knock came to the door, and when I opened it, Troy scooped me up and took me straight to the bed. “Baby, you scared the shit out of me!”

      He laid down with me, kissing me with a hard kiss that spoke to me more than anything else he could say. He had been afraid, and I hated that I had made him feel that way. I wrapped my arms around him, kissing him back, hoping he could feel the love I had for him. We rolled around the bed, only allowing our mouths to part when an item of clothing had to be pulled off.

      By the time I ended up on my back, we were naked and gazing into each other’s eyes. I pushed his thick, dark hair back. “I love you, Troy. I’m sorry.”

      The pad of his thumb ran over my lower lip. “I forgave you before you even called me. I love you, Blyss. Don’t ever run off again. We can talk through anything. You’ll see.”

      With a sigh, he kissed me again, then moved his body between my legs, spreading me open for him. We groaned delightfully as he entered me. I raked my nails across his back as electricity moved through me. “Troy, my God, what you do to me.”

      “What you do to me, Blyss, is beyond imagination.” He made a long stroke up, then went in deep.

      Our bodies never could deny the chemistry we shared. The way I felt when he had me in his arms should’ve been enough for me to believe our love was true. Every time we made love, I wondered why I ever worried about him loving me forever. It was obvious he loved me very much. And I knew I loved him. I just needed some time for it all to settle into my mind that our love could last.

      Kissing a trail along my neck, he bit it, making me moan, then he moved down until he had my breast in his mouth, sucking, nipping, and licking until it was swollen and hard. He kissed his way down to the other and did the same things to it. He had me on fire as I arched up to meet his cock. I ran my hands over his muscular back and my feet up the backs of his legs, relishing his amazing body.

      I was slipping into the darkness of the world he and I went to when our bodies came together, a place where only he and I lived, a place I wanted to go to all the time. I had to admit that if there was anything I was addicted to, it was making love to him. Every little touch drew out unimaginable responses from me, be it a moan, a groan, or a shot of pure electric heat. Something occurred with each touch and movement.

      Kissing his shoulder as he devoured my breast, I made my way up to his ear. “I am yours, master.”

      He bit my nipple, then pulled up to look at me. His eyes were dark with desire. “You are mine. You will always be mine. And you will always do as I say. That means you will never run away from me again. No matter what.”

      “I will never run away again.” I moaned as he swirled his cock and plunged in deeper. “Why would I leave this?”

      “Why, indeed?” He moved down my body, pulling his cock out of me and making me smile as he smiled at me, then trailed his tongue down my body until he was at my clit.

      His intimate kiss had me closing my eyes. I gripped the sheets as he ran his hot tongue through my folds. The way I wanted him should be illegal. The way I wanted him to covet me was probably bad, but I couldn’t find it in myself to care. His teeth grazed my clit, sending pure pleasure sweeping through my body from my head to my toes, which were curling from the sensation. Swirling his tongue around my clit, he ignited an orgasm that had my body shaking.

      Flipping me over on my hands and knees, he shoved his fat cock back into me as he slapped my ass. “Yes, baby, cum all over me!”

      He took me hard and fast, making my orgasm go on and on and going even deeper. I was a bundle of ecstasy, crying out my need for him as he took me.

      When his cock filled me with his juices, I came harder. His jerking cock made my walls shiver with desire. We fell in a heap, our breathing loud and ragged. His lips pressed against the back of my neck. “Fuck, I love you, baby.”

      He turned me over and kissed me. I loved the way we tasted together in his mouth. When we were together, I loved everything. Every movement and kiss. I loved it all. I could see needing a solid week of us together in bed, doing nothing else.

      When he eased his mouth away from mine, I said, “We should stay right here this entire week. Order room service and never go out or get dressed. Make love, sleep, bathe together, and do nothing else.”

      “Hmm. That does sound nice. I could make you a deal. If I do that for you, will you do something for me?” He leaned up on his elbow and rested his hand on his palm as he stroked my stomach.

      “If you do that for me,” I ran the back of my hand over his five-o’clock-shadowed cheek. “I will do anything you want from me.”

      He took my hand and kissed it. “Good.” He rolled away from me for a second, then came back with a little black box. When he opened the lid, a giant diamond sparkled at me. “Marry me, Blyss Danner.”

      My heart stopped as I looked at that rock, but my brain was still going. I looked him in his blue-green eyes. “Not yet, Troy.”

      A frown filled his face. “I had an idea you’d say that.”

      “Then why’d you ask? I just told you I wanted things to slow down. That’s not slowing down.” I was a bit aggravated that he had spoiled the mood for me.

      I cut my eyes to the side and huffed, then he took me by the chin to make me look at him. “I need you to marry me, Blyss. I’ve got a problem only that will fix.”

      “How dramatic, Troy.” I wasn’t about to fall for any drama.

      “I have a daughter.”

      I went numb instantly. “I was gone for like five minutes, Troy. How the fuck did you get a daughter in that short amount of time?”

      “A phone call came from the father of a woman I messed around with about six years ago. She was in the Navy. She died a year ago, and the little girl had her fifth birthday recently. The only thing she wanted was to meet her daddy. So, Juan Sandoval, her grandfather, gave me a call. But being a part of her life has some stipulations. I can no longer be a womanizer.”

      “Which you aren’t.”

      He kissed the tip of my nose. “Which I’m not anymore, thanks to you. But he also wanted …wait, wanted isn’t strong enough. He demanded that I be married or he wouldn’t allow her to know me. He wants me to be stable in every possible way.”

      “Well, if you are her real father, you can just get a lawyer to handle that. You don’t have to do what he says.” I wasn’t about to get roped into a marriage just because some man had control issues.

      “He said he’d take her and hide out in another country. They already have plans all set up to do that if I ever tried to take her away from them.”

      “You’ll need to have a DNA test done before you go jumping through hoops, Troy.” I wasn’t going to let him force me into something I wasn’t ready for.

      “She had one done. It seems that Maria Sandoval kept tabs on me and even sent in one of her friends to have sex with me, then took the filled condom to get a test done. It came back positive that I am the girl’s father. Mr. Sandoval has the documents to prove that.”

      I was out of things to say, except for one thing. “Is being a father something you want, Troy? I mean, the girl is with her grandparents. I’m sure she’s in a loving home. You don’t have to do this if it’s not something you want.”

      “I want to see her. I want to be there for her.” He ran the back of his hand over my cheek as his eyes went misty. “Knowing you gave me the reason to make this decision very quickly. I don’t want to leave my blood out of my life. I might not have known about her before, but now that I do, I want her in my life permanently. And that means I need you to marry me. I already told her grandfather that I had been married for a little less than a year. Please don’t let me down, baby.”

      My heart was aching. He was doing the right thing by the little girl and that was admirable. But would I marry him so he could have her in his life?

      “I don’t know if I want to cement things with a real marriage, Troy.” A thought emerged, then came out of my mouth, “But we can have a fake one. I’m sure your parents will go along with it.”

      “A fake marriage?” he asked as he looked a little excited about it. “I’ll take it!”

      He slid that ring on my finger and kissed me. that the kiss turned passionate quickly and had us doing what we’d already done all over again. I supposed a fake marriage should have a fake honeymoon in a nice hotel too.

      I didn’t have time to wonder if I’d made the right decision. Things were moving fast again, but how could I ask him to slow down getting to know his kid?

      

      Troy

      Telling my parents about having a daughter I was never told about proved harder than I expected. It was my mother who was worried it could all be a scam, meant to bilk us out of millions. She put her foot down hard and heavy. Lawyers would get to the bottom of things before the girl and her grandparents came to our home.

      My father wasn’t a fan of the fake marriage Blyss and I were hoping to pull off. I found myself explaining to him, “Dad, it’s temporary. Once everyone sees that I’m not an unstable man who will be bad for Tatum, we can come clean. And I do plan on marrying Blyss someday anyway.”

      “But down the road,” Blyss added. “Way down the road, like years from now.”

      I turned to scowl at her. “We got it, Blyss. It’ll be a while. Damn! You don’t have to rub it in.”

      “Sorry.” She moved on to mess with the computer. She was trying to find a California marriage license to forge our names on and a date from nine months ago. Just in case the Sandoval’s wanted proof of our marriage.

      I had already bought us a nice set of wedding bands that we were wearing. But there was the little thing about people in town knowing we were married.

      That’s where Dad wasn’t on board with us. I had the bright idea of making up a little article to tell the citizens of our town that I’d married while in San Diego and we were just now announcing the marriage. Just in case the Sandoval’s went around asking questions.

      I was trying to cover all the bases, but Dad thought that was going too far. “Troy, it’s bad enough that we’re lying for you. Don’t bring the townspeople into this scam you’ve cooked up.”

      “He’s right, Troy,” Mom chimed in. “Let’s leave it within the family. If they ask, then you’ll just tell them that you lived in Stanford and married there but never put the announcement in the papers.”

      “Or you could just stop this nonsense altogether.” Dad wagged his finger at me as he frowned. “I don’t like lying. I never have.”

      My cell dinged and I saw Mr. Sandoval had sent me what I had requested—the first picture I’d ever see of my daughter. Unlike my mother, I had accepted that she was mine. And when I opened up the text, I found her staring right at me. “Oh, my God. Mom, look at her!”

      My mother, Blyss, and Dad all moved in behind me to look at the little five-year-old who had blue-green hazel eyes under a crop of thick, dark lashes. Blyss put her hand on my shoulder. “She looks like you, baby.”

      “Oh, my!” Mom’s hand went to her heart. “Oh, my goodness. She’s my granddaughter!”

      Dad patted me on the shoulder. “She’s a little doll, son. I think she’s already stolen my heart.”

      With that one picture, all the lawyer bullshit went out the window. She was mine and we all knew it. Then Blyss walked out of the room. Confused, as I saw her head hanging low, I got up to follow her. “Blyss?”

      Mom grabbed my arm. “She wanted to have your children, Troy. I can tell. Be easy with her, son.”

      With a nod, I headed out of the room and found Blyss had only made it to the nearest bathroom, where she was bawling like a baby. I knocked on the door. “Baby, let me in.”

      She sniffled, “I’m okay. I just had to pee.”

      “You’re crying. I hear you. Let me in.”

      The door unlocked and I went inside to see her red-rimmed eyes. “I’m sorry. I am. I’m glad you have a kid. I am. I just …” She bit her lip as she tried not to burst into a sob.

      I ran my arms around her. “You just wanted my first child to be with you. I know.”

      Her arms wrapped around me as we rocked back and forth. “I wanted all of your children to be with me. Only me, Troy. Is that selfish of me? Is that too much to ask for?”

      “It’s neither thing. Of course you wanted that. You wouldn’t be normal not to want that. But she’s here, she’s mine, and I want you to love her just as much as I do. Her mother is dead, Blyss. She’ll need you too.”

      Her body was shaking as she tried to get her emotions under control. “She will need a mother. But I have no idea how to be one. No idea at all!” She lost her battle with the tears and fell apart.

      With everything that had been on my mind, I hadn’t thought about how Blyss would take the whole thing. I was foolish to think that it wouldn’t affect her negatively. She had a jealous streak a mile wide, after all.

      “I’m sorry. I am.” I hugged her tighter. “If this was turned around, and it was you who had a long-lost kid, I don’t know how I’d take it. But I think I’d learn to love anyone who was part of you.”

      “The plans I had for us are just all screwed up now. If we ever have a baby, it won’t be as special as I wanted it to be. And I know that sounds selfish, but I wanted to be the one to give you a baby.” She wailed some more and I hugged her still.

      “Our baby will be special. Hell, Blyss, every baby will be special. Don’t let this get to you. I want this to be a happy thing for both of us. You and I get to practice being parents on a kid who’s already past all the nasty baby stuff. No diapers to change, no midnight feedings, none of that bad stuff.”

      She sniffed and looked up at me. “That is a good point. She’ll be easier to take care of. But will she like me? Or will she want you all to herself? And would I be a terrible person not to want her to have you all to herself?”

      “She’s not going to get between us, Blyss. Don’t worry. Now, let’s wash your face. You’ve got it all red and blotchy from crying.” I turned on the faucet and pulled a washcloth out from the linen closet.

      Picking her up, I sat her down on the vanity and washed away her tears. She took me by the wrist and smiled. “You’ll be a wonderful dad. And I’ll do my best to be worthy of your daughter.”

      Kissing her on top of the head, I said, “I know you will. I never doubted you for a second. This is going to be fine, Blyss. You’ll see.”

      As I finished cleaning her up, I thought about how different my life was about to be. I had tons to plan. I wanted my daughter with me, not going back and forth between her grandparents and me. I had some figuring out to do, and I’d need Blyss to agree to one very important thing.

      But would she do it?

      “Troy, when are you going to let them come?” She took the cloth from me and held it over her swollen eyes.

      “This weekend. I need to ask you to do one more thing for me, Blyss. It’s about your school.”

      She pulled the cloth away. “You want me to take the online classes and you want us to stay here, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” I ran my hands up and down her arms.

      “For how long?” I could see she was reading me. She knew what I was going to say before it even came out of my mouth. My eyes told her what I wanted and she shook her head. “I can’t promise you forever, Troy. Not yet.”

      “When?”

      Her chest was heaving as she began to breathe harder. “I don’t know. I can’t answer that. You want me to make decisions I just can’t yet. And what about your Naval career?” She searched my eyes for the answer.

      But I didn’t have one. “I don’t know about that. I don’t have to re-enlist. I can put that behind me. I do have a family to live for now. I never had anything before. I think knowing I’d leave behind people who love me and count on me would be a bad thing as far as missions go.”

      She nodded. “If you went on a mission, I don’t know what I’d do. Freak out until you got back—that’s a given. But this is the government we’re talking about here. They don’t just let you out. Not right away.”

      “I’ll have to give them the time I said I would. Another year. I could be sent on missions during that time. But I’d make sure to stay out of danger’s path. Knowing I’d have you and Tatum to come home to would make me stay as safe as I possibly could.”

      “And after you get out, what would you do with yourself?” she asked as she eyed me. “Because I’m not about to give up my career. I’m not going to sit around this house like some old retired person. Staying here isn’t exactly a reality, Troy.”

      “You can make a practice in Napa Valley.” I turned around to open the door, and she followed me out. “And I could work in the family business. I have a daughter to teach about it all now.”

      “Yes, you do, don’t you?” She sighed. “You have lots to do with her.” She was starting to sound jealous and that was worrisome.

      Would Blyss be jealous of my daughter? And how the hell would I fix it if she was?

      

      Blyss

      The day came when we were to meet Troy’s daughter face to face. I’d never seen the man so nervous. And I couldn’t recall a time I’d been that nervous either. I held his hand as we stood side by side, waiting outside the front door with his parents.

      “I’m so excited!” his mother gushed. “It’s like Christmas when I was a kid. Only this time, it’s not some toy I’m getting. It’s a little granddaughter!” She clapped her hands and jumped up and down with excitement.

      The car came into view and a lump lodged in my throat. It was time to see how I’d be able to handle everything. I’d battled myself over feeling worried, angry, and jealous over the kid. I reminded myself constantly that I never wanted anyone to experience not being wanted. Not ever!

      I wasn’t about to treat some innocent child like I didn’t want her around, no matter what I had to do to make that happen. My guts were twisting and I took a deep breath to help ease that uncomfortable feeling.

      The car stopped and Troy tugged me along with him to go meet them. “She’s probably going to be shy. That’s how I was when I met new people,” I told him. “Don’t let that get to you.”

      “I won’t. Thanks for being here with me.” He kissed my cheek and gave my hand a squeeze. “I appreciate it more than you can understand.”

      “I know you do. I’m glad I can do this for you.”

      The passenger door opened and Mrs. Sandoval got out. Troy smiled at her. “Hello, you must be Mrs. Sandoval. I’m Troy.”

      She looked at him with no emotion on her face. “I can see that. It’s nice to meet you. This must be your wife, Blyss.”

      I extended my hand, and we shook them. Then she turned around to get the little girl out of the backseat as her husband came around to meet us. We exchanged hellos as my eyes stayed trained on the back door that Troy’s firstborn would soon get out of.

      She was smaller than I thought she’d be. She was timid. I had a feeling she’d be that. I had a little gift for her and eased it behind my back to Troy. He took it and said, “Well, hello, Miss Tatum.” Holding out the little teddy bear with a pretty pink ribbon around one ear, he handed it to her. “This little fella wanted to hang out with you. Is that okay?”

      She took the bear and cuddled it. “It’s cute. Thank you.” She looked down at the ground, then back up at Troy. “You got my eyes.”

      He smiled and let my hand go so he could squat in front of her. “And you have mine.” He held out his arms. “Wanna come with me?” She nodded and moved into his arms. He hugged her as he picked her up and tears blurred my vision. They looked so much alike, and I could tell they would be inseparable. I thought I’d feel jealous, but I felt happy. I was even happier when he looked at me and a tear ran down his cheek. “Welcome to your new home, Tatum. I’m so happy to have you here.”

      I followed right behind him as we all went inside. Troy’s parents were introducing themselves to Tatum’s grandparents as they followed behind us. I noticed his mother wiping tears out of her eyes and wiped mine too. I’d never seen anything so beautiful. And I knew, without a doubt, that little girl had just gained an entire family who would love her dearly. It was the greeting I’d always wanted but never got when I was moved from place to place.

      Once we were inside, I took a seat on the far end of the sofa, leaving Troy to start bonding with his daughter. He sat down with her on his lap and looked at me. “What are you doing? Get over here.”

      “You two should …”

      His eyebrows raised. “Blyss, it’s not us two. We’re a family. Now, come here.”

      Getting up, I looked at the little girl who looked at me. Her dark hair was pulled into two pigtails that spiraled down to her shoulders. “You have very pretty hair, Tatum.”

      “So do you.” She smiled shyly, then buried her face in Troy’s chest. “Is she your wife?”

      “She is,” he lied to her. It sent a chill through me that he had to do that.

      “I think she’s pretty,” she said, then giggled.

      “Me too.” He took my hand and pulled me to sit next to him. “Tatum, I want you to take this any way you want to. Fast, slow, however you want. I’m your daddy and this is your mommy, okay? But you can call us whatever you want to. My name is Troy and her name is Blyss.”

      I felt horrible. I was as close to puking as one can get without it erupting all over the place. I wasn’t her mommy, and I felt it was wrong to tell her such a thing. He and I hadn’t talked about him telling her that. I was feeling angry at him, but then that little girl raised her head and smiled at me.

      I gulped back the bile that had risen in my throat as she reached out and ran her little fist over my cheek. “I miss my mommy. You don’t look like her. But I want you to be my mommy now. Okay?”

      I couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. They oozed right on out of my eyes. I took her hand and held it to my cheek. “Baby girl, nothing would make me happier than to be your mommy.”

      Her smile brought something to my heart it had never felt before. That heavy feeling went a few pounds heavier as love for her was added into it.

      Troy chuckled. “Fast it is, then.” He took her by the chin. “I’m glad you’re here, Tatum. I have so much to show you.”

      She gulped and said, “Daddy, I have to pee.”

      Everyone laughed, and Troy got up to take her to the bathroom. I stayed put, but he held out his hand. “Come on, Mommy. Daddy has no clue how to help a little girl do her business.”

      Out we went, leaving the others to talk amongst themselves while our new little family went to take care of business. I was overwhelmed with emotions. There were so many of them, it seemed quite possible I could pass out from experiencing so many at one time.

      Tatum’s shyness was evaporating at lightning speed. “I knew ‘bout you for a long time, Daddy. But Papa said you just found out ‘bout me. He said you were happy when he told you ‘bout me. Were you?” She stared into his eyes and I had to laugh.

      “I was very happy to hear about you.” He kissed the tip of her nose and she giggled.

      The sound was amazing. I loved it. I loved all of it. And I loved Troy for making me a part of it all. The man had filled up my vacant world without even trying to.

      As I helped Tatum undo her little rhinestone belt and helped her with the zipper, she chatted away. “How did you and my daddy meet?”

      I was stumped. I hadn’t thought about how that story would go at all. Then Troy’s voice came through the door. “We met at a night club and Daddy fell in love instantly.”

      “Oh!” she squealed as she tried to climb up on the toilet.

      “Shall I help you, Tatum?”

      “Yes, please. I don’t want to fall in. I did one time and it was yucky and wet on my bobo.”

      I helped her up and nodded. “That does sound bad.”

      “So, did you love my daddy, insantly, impatnly…” she was having trouble with that word.

      So I helped her out. “Instantly?”

      “Yes! Did you? Cause my Daddy is handsome. I bet you did.”

      “I did fall in love with him instantly.” Troy laughed and I pounded on the door. “What’s so funny out there?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      I finished up Tatum’s potty time and we washed our hands, then went back out where Troy scooped her up and kissed her cheek. She put her little hands on his cheeks and kissed the tip of his nose. “I think I love you insanitily too.”

      We laughed at how hard she tried to say the word right but couldn’t manage it. “Tatum, I’ve loved you from the moment I knew about you. And I think it’s time to show your grandparents their new home. We’re all a big family now. You can see them all the time too.”

      Happiness radiated off her pretty little face as we went into the main living area. His mother got up. “Are we ready to take the Sandoval’s out to their new home?”

      “We are,” Troy said, then we all walked through the house to get to the back door.

      There was a lavish guest house on the other side of the backyard. Three bedrooms and four baths, along with three living areas, an office, and a bonus room that was all windows and filled with plants. Troy’s mom called it a green room.

      The outside matched the main home beautifully, with dark woods and brown stones. A three-car garage was attached to the guest house too. The third bay was opened to reveal the golf cart that was in it. Troy’s father pointed out, “That’s for your use, Juan. Feel free to use it to go all over the winery. Make this place your home. We want you to feel absolutely comfortable here.”

      Mrs. Sandoval was fanning herself. “This is just so beautiful! My goodness. Our old car will look even older in these surroundings.”

      Mr. Sandoval was quick to add, “Never mind that, Lucy. I’ll get us a new one as soon as I can afford it.” He looked at Troy’s father with pride. “I retired a few years ago. Our budget is pretty strict, but I won’t bring the beauty of this place down with our car. I’ll keep the garage closed.”

      Troy’s parents looked at one another, then his father winked. “Oh, I think we can set you up with something. We have fifteen cars. We can afford to let you two have a couple of them.”

      Mrs. Sandoval put her hand to her chest, and I hurried to her side, putting my arm around her. “Please don’t let this overwhelm you, Mrs. Sandoval. We’re all family now. And family takes care of each other. These wonderful people taught me that. You’ll never find better people in the whole world than the Mastersons.”

      Troy opened the front door and in we went. “Oh, my goodness!” Tatum shouted. “You’re giving this to Momo and Papa, Daddy?”

      “This will be their home for as long as they want. They took such good care of you that I wanted to do something for them.” He kissed her cheek, something he just couldn’t seem to stop doing.

      “This is too much!” Mrs. Sandoval said as she looked around the gorgeous home.

      “Nonsense. We have a maid who cleans this home three times a week. And you can use our cook’s apprentice whenever you want. A groundskeeper takes care of the outdoors. You have no need to worry about a thing,” Troy’s mom said as she went to her and took her by the hand. “Come on. I want to show you the master suite. It has this great Jacuzzi tub.” Off they went as his father took Mr. Sandoval to show him some interesting man things.

      “Do I have a bedroom here?” Tatum asked.

      We’d made her one right next to ours, in hopes we’d get to settle her into a routine of living in the main house. Troy looked at me with a bit of worry in his expression.

      I stepped in. “Well, there are three bedrooms here, and when Daddy and I are out of town, then you can sleep here. But we have your room all ready for you. It’s right next to ours. We’d like you to sleep there, Tatum. Daddy wants to read you bedtime stories. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      “It would,” she said hesitantly. “But what if I get scared?”

      “We put a little monitor right next to your bed. All you have to do is call out for us and we’ll wake up and rush to you.” I patted her on the back. “How does that sound?”

      “It sounds like I want to go see my new bedroom. Can we do that now?” The smile she wore made my heart leap.

      “Can we, Daddy?” I asked him.

      “Sure.” He called out to everyone else, “My little princess wants to see her new bedroom, so we’re taking her to see it. We’ll meet you guys in the dining room at dinner.”

      Tatum’s grandmother came out of the hallway. “You sure you want to stay over there, honey? You can stay with us, you know. We don’t want to rush you.”

      “I want to go see my bedroom. I think I want to stay in it.” Tatum kissed her father’s cheek. “I love them already, Momo.”

      Her grandmother nodded, and I saw a tear. “You go with your daddy and mommy, baby. Me and Popo are right here when you want to see us. We’re really glad that you love them already.”

      “Me too!” Tatum shouted.

      Off we went to show her the bedroom we’d put a lot of thought into. It was all going smoothly, something that had never happened when I went to a new place. I was happy the little girl, who’d lost her mother, wasn’t having similar experiences to mine. And I’d try hard to make sure she never did.

      

      Troy

      Our first night with Tatum was at hand and I was so worried she’d want to go sleep at her grandparents’ house that it made my stomach hurt. Blyss was drying Tatum’s hair after she’d given her a bubble bath. I heard them laughing and singing. It melted my heart in ways I didn’t know possible.

      We’d bought a bunch of children’s books that I looked at as I sat on the edge of her bed. It looked like Cinderella’s coach that took her to the ball. Tatum had fallen in love with the room. That was a no-brainer, Blyss had said. I was happy things had gone so smoothly, but I had to be honest--bedtime was something I’d heard horror stories about when little kids were involved.

      When the two finally emerged from Tatum’s private bathroom, I had to smile. She was all decked out in a pretty, little, pink nighty and some satin slippers that matched. Her dark curls hung to the middle of her back and I’d never seen a prettier little girl in my whole life.

      I had to get up, pick her up, and hug her. “Oh my goodness. Daddy’s little girl looks so pretty. I could just eat you up, princess!”

      Her giggle was already ruling me. I’d do anything to hear it.

      “Should I leave you to it then, Daddy?” Blyss asked as she headed toward the door.

      She was bound and determined to let me have alone time with Tatum. It’s not that I was afraid of that. I wasn’t. Not one bit. But I want Blyss and Tatum to form a bond too. I wanted my little family to have a tight bond, all three of us.

      “Please stay,” Tatum cried out. “Please, Mommy! You can snuggle me while Daddy reads. Okay?”

      Blyss was helpless to let the little girl down. “Okay, I’ll cuddle you.”

      I put Tatum under the blanket as Blyss climbed up and snuggled up to her. Tatum was in hog heaven. She was eating up all the attention we were giving her, and I was glad she was.

      One book was read, then another, and then one more before she was out. But so was Blyss. I turned out the light and laid down on the other side of my daughter. Right there, in that little bed, was the start of my family. I knew it, and all I needed to do was make Blyss my real wife.

      I took Blyss’ left hand, looking at the wedding ring on her finger. It matched the one on my hand. How I wished she would stop worrying about making a real commitment. She and I were more married than most couples who were actually married. We thought about one another all the time, and now that a child had been added, it was naturally falling into place.

      I looked back and forth from my daughter to the woman I loved. There was no one I loved more than the other, already. It was crazy. I’d just met Tatum, and she had taken a prime spot in my heart that’s reserved just for one’s children. It felt awesome. But I wanted more. I was greedy. I wanted Blyss to carry my name, and as soon as she was ready, I wanted her to carry my child.

      But I’d have to focus my attention on one thing at a time. The marriage was first. It had to be. I didn’t like lying to my child about it, nor her grandparents. Somehow or another, I had to get Blyss to accept a real proposal. The real question was how I’d get that goal accomplished.

      When I tapped Blyss on the shoulder, her eyes popped open. “Did I fall asleep,” she whispered.

      “You did. I’m excellent at telling bedtime stories, it seems. I think we should go get into our bed. What do you think?”

      She ran her hand over Tatum’s head, then kissed her cheek. “I think she’ll be fine. And there’s the monitor. Let’s go to bed.”

      We got off the bed as if we might set off a charge of dynamite and watched Tatum’s reaction to every move we made. She never stirred a bit. We were successful on our first night. That was a major accomplishment!

      

  




Neither of us could stop looking at the precious little bundle in the ornate bed. It was like pulling teeth to close that door. But we did it.

      I picked Blyss up and carried her to our room, right next door. I took her all the way to our bed, then I kissed her before I laid her down. “I love you even more somehow.”

      She held my face in her hands as she looked deep into my eyes. “I love you more too. Funny, isn’t it, how a child can stir up even more love in your heart than you knew it could hold. Do you think we even have room for more kids?”

      “We most certainly do.” I pulled off my T-shirt, dropped my pajama bottoms, and pulled off her nightgown. “Now, let me put Mommy to sleep.” I eased my body between her legs and pushed my engorged cock into her soft, wet pussy. “I’ve been aching to do this all day. You being Mommy is hot as hell, Blyss.”

      “Is it supposed to be?” she asked as she arched up to me and moved her body in a circular motion, making me growl.

      “I didn’t know it was. But it is. The way I felt when I saw you and Tatum interacting was odd at first. I mean, I got an instant woody. But as it went on, I knew why that was.”

      She ran her nails down my back. “And why was that?”

      “Because I know I can count on you. I can count on you to take excellent care of our children. I can count on you to take care of me too. It’s sexy. Very sexy and very heartwarming. An odd mix, really, when you think about it.”

      “Yes, sexy and heartwarming aren’t generally said together, are they?” She moaned as I made my signature move on her, a swirling action that she loved. “I should admit that I also found you very sexy when you interacted with her. You’re the kind of father I wish I could’ve had. She’s one lucky girl, that one.”

      I bit her neck, then licked up the side of it. “I want more, Blyss.”

      “Oh, I think you should take some time to enjoy the one you just got, Troy.” She kissed my shoulder, then gave it a little love bite.

      I pressed my cock into her hard and deep, making her gasp for air. “I want more with you. I want all of you. Every bit of you. I crave it. More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life, I want to change your last name.”

      “You’re willing to risk the great mood I’m in with this?” She moaned as I made three fast pumps. “Damn, that feels good.”

      I bit her earlobe. “Marry me.”

      She bit mine back. “Not yet.”

      “Blyss, I want this settled. I told my kid that you’re her mother and my wife. Don’t make me lie to her much longer. Please.” I pulled back to look at her and saw she had her eyes closed.

      I kissed her lips, then ran my tongue around hers. Her arms ran around my neck as she kissed me back. I thought it might mean she was ready to give me the answer I wanted.

      I eased the kiss, then looked at her. She ran her hands through my hair as we gazed into each other’s eyes. “It’s really amazing how similar your eyes are to hers. It’s mind boggling, really. It made me wonder who I look more like, my mother or my father? It’d be nice to know that. I knew you and Tatum felt a connection when you saw yourselves in each other’s eyes. I can’t even imagine what that feels like.”

      “Have my babies and find out what that feels like. Marry me and have my babies, Blyss.”

      She smiled and I thought I had her right where I wanted her. “Let’s stop talking about this. I’m not ready for all that. And we have Tatum to think about right now. It wouldn’t be nice to hurry a little brother or sister on the tails of all that’s changed for her. And school will be coming up in only a few weeks. That’ll be big for her too.”

      She was right. What could I say?

      It didn’t change what I wanted, though. I wanted her to be my wife and the real mother of my children. But how could I get her to want that too?
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* * *

      
        Part 4

      

      

      Blyss

      We had to hand it to Tatum’s grandparents—they’d done a fantastic job raising her. She was sweet, respectful, kind, and up for anything. That included kindergarten, something Troy and I were afraid she’d hate.

      We’d made her home a virtual paradise after all. We doted on her as if she was a real princess. Hell, all of us did. Troy’s parents were also over the moon about the new member of the family. Tatum had only been with us for two months, but it seemed like she’d been a part of us forever.

      It also seemed like I had been a part of that family forever. The memories of my youth were fast disappearing as Troy, Tatum, and I made new ones to take the places of all the humdrum and negative memories I had.

      Troy and I would take her to school each morning and pick her up every afternoon, then go get an ice cream cone before going back home. Tatum always made sure to go show her grandparents what she’d done in school that day. Mr. and Mrs. Sandoval were happy with how well Tatum was doing with her new family. They often said how glad they were they’d made the decision to let Troy know about his daughter.

      They also said how he and I should have a baby before Tatum was too much older. It would be nice for her to grow up with a sibling or two, in their opinions. Troy agreed. I wasn’t ready to make that commitment yet, which was hard to explain, since we had a fake marriage instead of a real one.

      I wasn’t about to have a child without being married. It was just one of the many issues I had from being dumped as a newborn. I wanted things to be perfect before I brought a child into the world.

      If there was such thing as perfect!

      I’ll never forget that day at the end of September. Troy and I were riding in the Tetris. It was the safest car he owned. Since Tatum had come along, he’d only allowed her to be transported in that car. In his own words, his little princess was priceless and should always be treated that way.

      We were on our way to the school to pick her up when his cell rang. It was a ringtone I’d never heard. The way he looked at the phone had me feeling worried. His eyes shifted to it as it was lying on the console between us. His lips bowed into a frown as three deep lines creased his forehead.

      “Who is that?” I asked him.

      His eyes cut to mine, then cut away. “My captain.”

      “That sounds ominous.” I bit my lower lip as he picked up the phone.

      “Masterson,” he answered the call.

      My heart was pounding. My head was spinning. And I could tell by the way his face was going blank that he was going to have to leave us, at least for a little while. That was the one thing that loomed over us. Nothing else threatened our happiness. Well, maybe me not agreeing to marry him, but nothing other than that threatened what we’d found. Only the Navy could hurt us.

      It took no time for the call to be over. I watched as Troy’s broad shoulders slumped. I took his hand and gave it a little squeeze. “Is it bad?”

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t want you to worry. It’s top secret. I can’t say a word about it.” He cut his eyes from me before he turned into the school’s parking lot. “Let’s not say anything about this in front of Tatum.”

      I nodded in agreement. “I won’t. Can you tell me when you have to go and how long you’ll be gone?”

      “Tonight. And it shouldn’t be that long—a day or two.”

      I knew it had to be dangerous as hell if it was such an impromptu mission. Some really bad guy must be in the perfect position to be taken out or something. In my mind, that meant the danger was at an extreme level, and the love of my life was heading straight into it.

      Tears burned the backs of my eyes as I blinked to keep them right where they were. I didn’t want to cry. Not when we were about to pick up Tatum. “What are we going to tell her, Troy? What reason are you going to give her that you have to go away for a few days?”

      “I’ll say I’m needed on base in San Diego. As far as anyone knows, that’s right where I’ll be. Don’t worry. I see it in your eyes.” He parked the car, then took me by the chin, running the pad of his thumb over my cheek. “I’ve been well trained, baby.”

      All I could do was nod. My throat had a boulder in it. We got out of the car and went inside to get his daughter, who I was beginning to think of as mine. She was like the glue that was holding us together.

      Troy and I hadn’t argued at all since she came to live with us. And he’d even backed off the whole real marriage thing, most of the time, anyway.  There were occasions, especially when we were making love, that he’d ask me to marry him. But it didn’t make me anywhere near as mad as it had before she came. I had no idea why that was, but it was that way.

      We held hands as we walked up the sidewalk, then I made a little sobbing sound. He ran his arm around me, pulling me close, and kissing the side of my head. “It’s okay, Blyss. It’s going to be fine. I’ll be gone a few days, tops. I only have eight more months of this, then I’m up for re-enlistment, which I won’t be doing. Hang in there, baby.”

      I still couldn’t talk. I had to swallow it all down and keep it locked away. Tatum couldn’t see me that way or she’d get upset too. Something I had learned from years of shoving my fears down when I was a kid cropped up in me and I managed to lock my emotions down. The tears stopped burning my eyes and the knot in my throat slowly went away. I could hold it together for our little girl.

      I had to.

      Later, I sipped on a soda as Tatum and Troy ate their ice cream cones. My tummy wasn’t having any more than that. Tatum was chatty, talking away about her day at school and how they were going to have a field trip next week where her whole class was coming to the winery for a tour.

      “I think that’s ‘mazing,” she said, then licked her ice cream. “Don’t you, Daddy?”

      “It is. You’ll be able to tell your class things about the winery even the tour guide doesn’t know, I betchya. Things like how you’re a third-generation heir to it. How cool is that?”

      “Really cool!” She was excited and I was happy for her.

      The two of them talked about the tour all the way home, then Tatum ran to her grandparent’s house to tell them all her news. But she didn’t have all of it. She didn’t have the news that her daddy had to leave that night and wouldn’t be back for at least a few days. I had no idea when he thought he’d spring that on her. And I had no idea how I was going to sleep that night, without him by my side. Knowing he was going somewhere dangerous was a gut-clencher.

      He and I went up to our bedroom, where he took out some things and placed them on top of the dresser. There was a gold watch that hung on a chain. It looked old and expensive. There was a set of plain gold wedding bands that hung on a gold necklace. Then there was a silver chain with a set of dog tags hanging from it.

      “Can I ask you to do something for me, Blyss?” He turned away from the dresser to look at me.

      All I could do was stare blankly at the things he’d laid out on top of it. “You can.”

      He took me by the shoulders and gave me a bit of a shake to draw me out of the daze I’d gone into. “Baby?”

      I blinked, then looked at him. “I’m sorry. I’ve just never felt so afraid. Not ever. Not even when that man …”

      He kissed me. “Don’t talk about that right now. Don’t think about any of that shit right now. I’m going to be fine. I’ve never had anyone except my parents to worry about while I’m on a mission. This isn’t easy for me either. I’ve got you and Tatum now. This is something I prayed wouldn’t happen before I got out of the Navy. But it has, and there’s nothing I can do about it now.”

      “Just don’t go.” It was a good idea, I thought. “Tell them you’re sick.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way, baby.” He gestured to the things on the dresser once more. “The watch was my grandfather’s, on my mother’s side. The wedding rings were my great-grandparents, on my father’s side. The dog tags were from my first year in the Navy. I thought I’d lost them and had to get another set. Later, I found them in the bottom of a boot. They have special meaning to me.”

      “And why is that?”

      “I wore them on a mission where I nearly drowned It was a rescue mission, there was flooding, and I went in to save a couple of kids who had gotten themselves swept away. That water was brutal, and when I got out, I was naked as the day I was born. Some of my gear was found later and returned to me. My boots and cap were all that was found.”

      “And you found your tags in one of those boots?” I ran my hand through his wavy hair. It had gotten longer than when I first met him, but I was pretty sure they’d cut it back down to nearly to nothing when he went back to base.

      “A few years later, I did. And it reminded me of how I thought I was going to die that day. Anyway, enough about that. I don’t want to make you cry. I just want you to give Tatum the gold necklace with the wedding bands, give Mom the watch, and you keep the tags. If I don’t come back.”

      That was all I could take. I grasped his arms, my fingers curling around them as I held tight. “No! No, Troy! Don’t go! Please!” Sobs broke out as rivers flowed from my eyes. I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t let him go. He pulled me close and shushed me as he rocked me, trying to comfort me. There was just nothing he could do to accomplish that, except not go.

      I knew he had no choice, but my brain was flying with ideas for him to use to get out of it. There was no reason for me to say any of them out loud, though. He was an honorable man who had a duty to our country. No one could stop what he had to do.

      Picking me up, he took me to the bed and sat down with me on his lap, brushing my hair back. “I’ll come back. You’ll see. It’s all going to be okay.”

      I had something I was going to do the next morning. Something I hadn’t told him about. I was weighing my options. Should I find out, or wait for him to come back before I even tried to find out?

      

      Troy

      Blyss kissed me, then climbed off my lap. “I need to use the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

      Watching her walk away from me had my heart hammering in my chest. I didn’t want to go; I didn’t want to leave them. There was nothing I could do about it, though. I was a SEAL and my team needed me. That was that. I laid back on the bed. I wouldn’t get to hold Blyss that night. I wouldn’t get to read Tatum a bedtime story, either. I would have to leave right after dinner to make it to the base on time.

      As always with secret missions, I would have no idea where I was going until we were on a ship, underway to the destination. Only then would we find out what kind of shit we were about to get into. I’d gone on a mission a month before I went to Portland. I’d had a close call with the enemy, narrowly avoiding gunfire. I knew every time I went out, I might not come back alive. And I’d been all right with that.

      Not anymore.

      There was a gnawing in my gut that ate at me. If I didn’t make it back, what would become of Blyss? Tatum was settled. My family would be there for her for the rest of her life. She was a Masterson. I’d filled out the papers, and she carried my last name. Blyss and I had a fake marriage, and she had no permanent place with my family.

      The only thing that Blyss had going for her was that she’d become a wealthy woman. She could move on, but what would that do to Tatum if she did? I’d never felt so torn in my life. I couldn’t expect Blyss to stay with my family and take care of my daughter if I never returned. No one should ask that of anyone. And I wasn’t going to ask her to do that. I couldn’t.

      The bathroom door opened and I sat up. “You okay, baby?”

      Blyss was pale as she held up a little white stick. “I was going to do this in the morning. It said it was better to use morning urine for the test.”

      “Morning urine?” I got up to go to her to see what the hell she was holding.

      “Yes, morning urine. But it seems I had enough hormones in my system to get positive results.”

      “Are you saying what I think you’re saying, Blyss?” I took the thing out of her hand and saw a plus sign. “Oh, my God! Blyss! Is this a …” I was giddy. I was going to be a father! Again!

      She nodded, and I picked her up, spinning her around, then put her feet on the ground. “I’m pregnant, Troy. I don’t know how this happened. I’m on the pill.”

      “There was that two weeks you were in the hospital when you weren’t taking them. I bet you got pregnant that week I brought you home. Don’t take any more of those pills and get your therapist to suggest an OB for you.” Then it really hit me. We were going to have a baby!

      “Troy, I …”

      I wasn’t about to let her say another word. I had something to say to her first My knees hit the floor and I looked up at her. “Blyss Danner, you’re going to have my baby. Will you, for the love of all that’s holy, please marry me when I get back from this mission? I’m begging you to say yes, baby. I’m pleading with you. I swear to always take care of you and our family. Just marry me. Promise me we’ll make this marriage real as soon as I get back.”

      She gulped. “That’s a lot of unnecessary pleading, Troy. I was going to ask you if we could do that anyway. So, you have a yes from me. I’ll marry you as soon as you come back to us. Your family.”

      I got up and picked her up, spinning her around some more. I couldn’t help it. I was on cloud nine. I wanted to shout our great news from the rooftops. We were getting married and having a baby!

      “You’ve made me so happy, Blyss. I can’t wait to tell Mom and Dad!”

      “The baby news is all we can tell Tatum and her grandparents. Don’t forget that, Troy. We’ll have to keep the real marriage hush-hush from them. I don’t want them to know we lied.”

      “Agreed. We’ll go to Vegas when I get back. I’ll charter a private jet to take us there, and we’ll be back before Tatum gets out of school that day. Sound like a plan to you, baby?”

      Suddenly, she looked like she might faint. Her body went limp in my arms, so I picked her up and carried her to the bed. “It’s all going so fast, Troy. I hate fast.”

      That was nothing new, but things were going to happen that way no matter how hard she tried to fight the current that was rapidly moving our lives forward.

      Brushing the back of my hand over her cheek, I kissed her. “Everything will be fine. You’ll see.” I kissed her again, then heard a knock at our bedroom door.

      “Daddy, Mommy, where are you?” came Tatum’s little voice.

      “She’ll be the first person we tell about the baby, Blyss. Agreed?”

      She nodded. “Let her in. We’ll tell her now.”

      I gave her one more kiss, then went to let in our little girl. Blyss wasn’t Tatum’s mother legally, yet, but I’d be changing that soon too. I wanted adoption papers drawn up before our baby arrived that would make Blyss Tatum’s mother on paper. She already treated her as if she was her very own.

      Scooping Tatum up after I opened the door, I kissed her chubby cheek. “Hey, you. Mommy and Daddy have some great news.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She saw Blyss lying in bed and her brows furrowed. “Is Mommy feeling sick?”

      “She’s just a little tired,” I said as I took her and sat down next to Blyss, with her on my lap.

      Blyss sat up, rubbed her temples, and gave Tatum a smile. “I’ve had a very big surprise, honey. That’s why I was lying down.”

      “A surprise?” Tatum was grinning from ear-to-ear, then she clapped her little hands. “Tell me, tell me! Please!”

      “I’ll let you do the honors, Blyss.” I leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      She took Tatum’s hands as they looked into each other’s eyes. “Tatum, I’m going to have you a baby brother or sister. What do you think about that?”

      “What? Really?” Tatum’s little eyes went misty as she shrieked, “I’m gonna be a big sister!”

      Before I knew it, Blyss had Tatum in her arms and the two were hugging and crying. I’d never seen anything more beautiful in my life. I had to get in on the hug and I felt tears stinging my eyes too.

      We were a family in every way and about to add one more!

      That day would’ve been the best ever, if I hadn’t had to leave.

      After we all settled down, Blyss looked at me before she cut her eyes back to Tatum’s. “Tatum, Daddy has to leave after dinner tonight. He has some work to do at the Navy base for the next few days. I’ll be reading you your evening stories, taking you to school, and picking you up until he gets back.”

      The look in Tatum’s eyes will haunt me forever. They clouded over and she grabbed me, throwing her arms around my neck and crying hysterically, “NO! No, my mommy went away for a few days and she never came back. No, Daddy, don’t go!”

      It had never occurred to me that Tatum would react the way she had. I looked at Blyss like she had the key to fix the situation, which she didn’t. Instead, she was crying too. The day had been a rollercoaster. Ups and downs were too close together, and I was left feeling like I was about to puke from it all. “Tatum, baby doll, you don’t have to worry, I’m going to come back.”

      “What if you don’t?” she wailed.

      All I could do was look at Blyss for some help in making the poor little girl feel safe. Blyss looked at me for a long moment, then patted Tatum on the back. “Let’s not think about things like that, Tatum. I’ll be right here. I’ll always be right here,” Blyss said with loving concern. “You have me too, don’t forget,” she reaffirmed.

      And that’s when I lost my battle to the waterworks. Tears made their escape as my heart felt as if it was about to burst. “I love you, Blyss.” I squeezed Tatum as I held her in my arms. “And I love you, Tatum. I’ll come back to the two of you and the baby. Come hell or high water, I will come back to you, my family. Never doubt my ability to overcome anything to get back to you.”

      Tatum sniffled and looked at me. She wiped her little hands over my cheeks. “Don’t you start cryin’ too, Daddy. Me and Mommy will take care of each other ‘till you get home.”

      “That’s my girl.” I kissed her cheek, then handed her over to Blyss. “I need a little bathroom break. You two know how to work a man over, I tell you what.”

      Pulling myself together had never been so hard to do, but I did it. That night at dinner we told our baby news. We let that settle before I told everyone about having to leave for a few days for work. That ended the meal on a somber note. Blyss and I pulled my parents to the side to let them know about our real marriage, which would come as soon as I got back. They were ecstatic about it, but my leaving put a damper on what would’ve been a more joyous occasion.

      Mom kissed me. “I love you, son. Your life is moving fast. I’m happy for you. And we’ll watch over those you love; you can count on us.”

      She knew I needed to hear that. I couldn’t ask her for more. She just knew. I couldn’t take another round of crying. “Thank you, Mom. I’ll be back before you know it.”

      “You better,” she told me, then let me go and went up the stairs.

      I knew she was holding back tears until she got out of sight. She always managed to do that for me. She was one tough woman.

      Dad hugged me and patted me on the back. “I hope we get a grandson, don’t you?”

      “A boy would be nice.” I clapped him on the back, too, then we stepped back.

      “You know your mother and I have your back. You come on back to us, boy. I’ll hold the fort down until you do.” He ended things with a salute and I felt that lump forming in my throat again as I saluted him right back.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He left us alone, then. Blyss stepped up behind me, running her arms around me and laying her head on my back. “Man, what a fucking cry-fest.”

      “I know.” I turned to gather her up in my arms. “I wish there was time for a little romp in the sheets, but there’s not.”

      “You sure?” she asked. “Not even a quickie?”

      With a moan, I answered, “With you, I can’t do a quickie. If I started that, I’d be court-martialed for not showing up to my post. You understand, don’t you?”

      She held me tighter than ever before. “No, I don’t. I don’t understand why someone signs up for something that will take them away from the people who love them. I don’t understand why a person who has a family can be sent on missions where they might be killed.”

      “Hush.” I kissed the top of her head. “We never say that word when we’re about to leave. Not ever. I’ll always be yours, Blyss. Always. Now walk me to the Jeep and kiss your man goodbye. When I come back, you’d better be ready to head out and become my wife. I’m not going to let you back out of that.”

      Pulling her to one side, I wrapped my arm around her and headed to the garage. I’d said my goodbyes to Tatum and sent her with her grandparents to eat dessert, so I didn’t upset her any more than I already had. After the longest goodbye kiss on record, I started my Jeep and drove away. Blyss waved at me until I couldn’t see her anymore. I felt sick about leaving them.

      Somehow, I had to figure out how to shake off all the emotions. I had to clear my head. Things were about to get real. I couldn’t carry the heavy load that was my love for them around while I took care of whatever we had to do.

      All the way to the base, I tried to accomplish that one goal, but failed miserably.

      

      Blyss

      My life had gone from something that affected literally no one, to affecting many. Troy tried hard to be the soldier he’d been when we first met, but I knew he wasn’t that man anymore. I knew he carried the same weight I did in my heart and soul with the love we’d found for each other, Tatum, and the baby that was in my tummy.

      I had to give it to the man—he held a stiff upper lip when he drove away. But I doubted it stayed that way for long. He went off on that mission for the very first time with a couple of kids and a woman he loved, waiting for his safe return. It was an unbearable weight, I was sure.

      After reading Tatum books until she fell asleep, I found myself wrapped around her little body, snuggling her. When I woke up in the middle of the night, I left her side. I didn’t want her to get used to sleeping with me. It wouldn’t be right to give her that feeling, then dump her like a hot potato when her daddy got back home.

      When I climbed under the blankets of the bed I shared with Troy, it hit me again that he was on a dangerous mission. I couldn’t hold back the tears. I thought about where he was. I thought about the way he’d looked when I’d first set eyes on him. How handsome he’d looked in that tuxedo. Then I wailed. Like a forlorn lover who’d lost her man, I cried and begged God to bring him back to me, as safely and quickly as possible.

      If I lost him …

      Even in my personal thoughts, I couldn’t finish that sentence. It was too horrible to think about.

      I’m not sure when I fell asleep that night. It was the first night I’d been without him in a couple of months. My dreams were bothersome; they didn’t let me rest well. When I woke up with the sunlight streaming in through the window, I found I was wrapped in the sheets, tangled so badly it was hell getting out of them.

      I was up an hour ahead of schedule, so I took a shower. My head was aching and nothing was relieving the pain. Tatum and I were quiet as I took her to school. She asked about her daddy when I took her into her classroom. I promised if I heard anything at all, I’d tell her as soon as I picked her up.

      Tatum was such a good girl. She patted my tummy, then kissed my cheek. “He’ll be back soon. Don’t worry.”

      Patting her on top of her head, I said, “Hey, that’s my line.” I smiled at her, kissed her cheek, and left her at school.

      The day crawled by, as did the next one, and the one after that. Three nights had passed without a word sent back to us. No one said a thing. We all hoped he’d show up soon. Any minute, he could walk through that door. But he didn’t. Two more days passed, then his father decided he’d make a phone call. We didn’t get any information other than that we’d be informed if anything happened to our soldier.

      That alone gave me hope that Troy was alive.

      I’d never given a second thought to those people who had loved ones in the military. I never knew there were constant worry and anguish that plagued them. I never knew how they were walking around in a daze, taking care of the things they had to. They were waiting to find out if the person they’d built a life around would come back to them or not.

      I was luckier than most. I lived in a home that was cleaned by maids, ate food that was cooked by chefs, a had a yard that was taken care of by a lawn crew. All I had to do was take our little girl back and forth to school. I was supposed to be doing my online classes, but I’d decided to put them on hold until Troy got back. I couldn’t concentrate, after all. No need to rack up bad grades.

      When two weeks came and went, so did all hope of him coming back. But I had his baby in my womb and his daughter clinging to me. I had to stay as strong as I could for them. On day seventeen, a phone call came in. Troy was officially declared missing in action. He was somewhere in Afghanistan. His captain hoped he was being held prisoner, but wasn’t sure about that.

      I didn’t know what the hell to hope for. I didn’t want him to be tortured. How could I pray that he was merely the prisoner of a bunch of cut-throat barbarians? Would he be better off dead than being beaten nearly to death or otherwise tortured mercilessly? Would I ever get over his death, if he was dead?

      I didn’t think so. I didn’t know what I should do. So I went to bed and didn’t get up for a few days. I became vacant—a shell of a person. I wasn’t me without him. I couldn’t be. He’d brought me to a world full of love and happiness, then left me there all alone in it. It was a place I’d managed to avoid for twenty-two years.

      How could he!

      

      Troy

      A storm raged as the ship rocked. Some of the newbies were losing their shit as those of us who’d been through rough patches before held on, knowing it would be over soon. Everything ends at some time or another.

      The mission itself would be a fairly straightforward one. Go in, take out three bad guys, and get back to the ship. Easy enough, until you added in the storm and the fact that the intel was inaccurate, putting my team right into enemy’s hands. It’s not often you find driving rains when you get to a foreign desert. But that’s what we found. The chopper that took us in left us far enough away. We only had to make it three clicks to get to our target.

      Fate was against us when we were almost there. The night skies opened up, and a deluge saturated us, cloaking us and our enemy, who was well aware of our whereabouts, it seemed.

      They found the rainfall to be working for them and attacked us, taking us down one by one, until all six of us had been captured. Buried in something that seemed a hell of a lot like a mineshaft, we were imprisoned in the cages they had made. Kept apart from one another, the other SEALs and I had no way to form an escape plan. A diet of bugs and filthy water did little to keep up our strength. It was enough to keep us alive, but nothing more than that.

      Not very long after we were captured, one of the men in our group, who wasn’t feeling well when we’d started the mission, was dragged through the dark chamber that ran in front of our cells. I shouted at him, but he didn’t respond. The asshole escorting the men who were moving him spat at me, then said in broken English, “Useless, pigs. Oink!”

      It was my guess, then, that we were supposed to be kept alive. Maybe we were being traded for some of their soldiers who had been captured. It gave me hope that I’d see Blyss and Tatum again.

      I couldn’t lose hope, no matter what!

      Time isn’t something one can keep when locked away in the dark where you can’t hear anything that’s going on outside. I had no idea how much time had passed. It felt like an eternity, though. The best way to tell that not much time had passed was the length of my hair and the growth of my beard. I’d been clean-shaven and my hair had been cut in the typical military style right before we left. My hair was still short and my beard wasn’t too shaggy yet. With those clues, I thought it had been a few weeks since I’d left home.

      As I sat on the ground in my cell in the dim light, I found a crack in the cement. It was near the back wall I was glad my fingernails had grown and began to dig at the crack. Over time, I made a hole in the floor. I found dirt there, and then I dug. I took my shirt off to cover the hole as I was working on it. There was no cell next to me—only open ground. I could dig myself out, save the other men, and get home to my family.

      With that in my head, I forged on. Blyss had to be staying strong for Tatum and our unborn child. That’s what I prayed for the most. I knew Mom and Dad would help her, but I was worried about her. Blyss was still fragile. She’d pulled it all together for Tatum, but how long would that last with me gone and her heart broken?

      If I allowed myself to give up and perish in the dungeon, I’d have only hurt Blyss exactly the way she had always feared I would—leaving her alone.  On top of that, with my children to care for, it was worse than anything she ever thought of.

      I couldn’t do that to her. She needed me, and so did my kids.

      So, I dug and dug until I couldn’t anymore.

      After much digging—it seemed days had to have passed—I made it to the other side. The time was near. My pulse increased, as I knew once I reached the outside, I had a shitload of things I had to do. Getting my team out was the number one priority. And there would be men to fight before I was able to do that.

      My inner thoughts were interrupted when a commotion began and three men came down the corridor. One pointed at me, and I shook my head. “Take one of the others.”

      I knew they were coming to get a bargaining tool. One of my team to put on television to show they had a live person to trade. I didn’t want to be that tool for them. I had other plans. And if they let me out, they’d make me put my shirt on and find the hole I’d made. I’d be good as dead.

      I had to think of a way to get them to leave me right where I was. Nothing was coming to mind as they tried key after key to unlock my door. My plan was about to be blown to pieces, as was my body, no doubt!

      It was over for me. I knew it was. If I couldn’t take all three of them—men with guns—then I’d be killed. I had one thought on my mind.

      Why did I dig that fucking hole?

      

      Blyss

      I could’ve stayed in that bed forever if I had been alone. But I wasn’t. I was both thankful for that and annoyed by it. Why couldn’t I be left there to die and join Troy on the other side? Hope was gone for me. I was sure he was dead. I was sure I was left behind. Left with his bun in my oven and his little girl, who had a dead mother and probably a dead father too.

      It was her sweet voice that called out to me after I’d spent too much time wallowing in my sorrows. “Mommy, you’re scaring me. Can’t you please get up?”

      Could I get up? Could I face the world without Troy?

      He was the first person I’d ever loved. Then Tatum came along, and I found I loved her too. I even loved the little baby in my stomach. I loved Troy’s parents and Tatum’s grandparents. How had that all happened in such a short amount of time? I rolled over and saw Tatum’s little face so full of worry. It tugged at my heart strings and had me sitting up. I held out my arms and she came running to me.

      Picking her up, I cradled her and rocked us both, trying desperately to comfort both of us. “I didn’t mean to scare you, honey. I’m not used to thinking about other people. I hope you can forgive me.”

      “I forgive you, Mommy.” She buried her face in my neck, and I felt warm tears.

      “You don’t have to cry. I’m going to get up and be what I’m supposed to be. Your mommy. I got lost in self-pity for a little while. Boy, your daddy would be telling me some things right now if he was here, wouldn’t he?” I laughed to stop myself from crying.

      If he were there, he wouldn’t be saying a thing. My mouth would be all over his. Troy’s mother had come in each of those three days I’d hid from the world, leaving me soup and water, and making sure I at least ate a little and drank a little. But she couldn’t pull me out of my pit of despair. Only little Tatum could do that.

      She’d become mine. In a small amount of time, I saw her as mine. I was her mother and I had to get my ass out of that bed and be that for her. Especially if Troy was never coming back. I had to be mother and father to her, and I would damn well do it.

      Come hell or high water, I’d take care of Troy’s kids!

      I looked at my cell and saw it was nine in the morning. As far as I could recall, it was Saturday. “Wanna go to the zoo?”

      She nodded, enthusiastically. “Can we?”

      “Yes. I’m going to shower and get ready. Can you go see if any of your grandparents want to come too?”

      She hopped off the bed, wiped her eyes, and ran out of the bedroom, shouting out that we were all going to the zoo. When I got out of bed, I found my legs were weak and vowed that wouldn’t happen again. Troy was always calling me fragile, and there I was, proving him right. What was wrong with me? After a long shower, I put on shorts, running shoes, and a T-shirt. My hair was in a high ponytail, sunscreen was on, and I was ready to get out of my own head for a while.

      The first thing I did when I got downstairs was hug Troy’s mother and father. “Sorry for being so depressed. I have loads of excuses, but none of them matter. What matters is that I’m a mom. Thanks for taking up my slack. I got it from here.”

      His dad gave me a pat on the back and a wink that told me he was happy with me. His mom smiled at me with a twinkle in her eye. And we all were on the same page—keep up Tatum’s spirits and keep the baby inside of me healthy. They might be all we would had left of a very wonderful man, so they needed to be taken care of.

      Everyone went that day. Troy’s father drove us all to a drive-through safari park and we had a day we’d never forget. The sadness and worry about Troy never left me, but I was able to put it in a place where I could visit it when no one else was around. Tatum needed me and soon so would the baby I carried.

      That night, when we got back, the cook was watching the television in the kitchen when we came in from the garage. She spun around to look at us, then went to grab the remote to shut it off.

      I grabbed her arm before she could do a thing. “Wait!”

      It was a news report about some dead American soldier who was found in a dump outside Kabul. We all waited for the name to come, but the reporter said the family hadn’t been contacted yet. They’d release his name after that.

      I had no idea if it was Troy or not, but his father knew for sure. “If it was him, they’d have come to us and told us. It’s not him. He’s still alive. I know he is. We cannot give up hope. Not one of us!”

      Mr. Sandoval hugged me. “It’s okay. I know how you feel. Believe me, I do. This brings back such tortuous memories about when we waited to hear about our daughter.”

      “I’m so sorry that you have to go through this again,” I mumbled, as that hadn’t even occurred to me. The Sandovals and Tatum had been through the same thing, only that outcome was devastating. Would they have to face such devastation again?

      It was then and there that Troy’s mother sat us all down at the dining room table as dinner was about to be brought in. “I haven’t lost hope about my son coming home. That said, I want you to know, Mr. and Mrs. Sandoval, that things will not change if he doesn’t come home. You still have a home here, as does Tatum.” She looked at me. “And you too, Blyss. You and the baby have a home here. We’re not going to split this family up. We owe it to Troy not to do that.”

      Silently, we all nodded, and Tatum clutched my hand. “You’ll always be my mommy, right?”

      “Always.” I kissed the top of her head. “You can’t get rid of me, Tatum Masterson.”

      Her grandfather cleared his throat. “This should be said. Her grandmother and I are no spring chickens. I know Troy is on her birth certificate now, but Tatum has no legal connection to you, Blyss. Would you like to adopt her?”

      “I’d love nothing more?” I smiled and kissed her cheek. Then I remembered that my last name wasn’t Masterson. Our marriage was fake.

      It was a thing that Troy’s parents knew, too, and the looks they gave me told me it was time to be truthful about everything. “Blyss, I think it’s time,” his father said.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Sandoval, I love Troy with all my heart. But he and I lied. We lied to you so you’d bring Tatum here. The stipulation of him being married made Troy feel he had no choice. He and I were seeing each other. We had been for a few months. But we weren’t married. The marriage isn’t real. My last name is Danner. But I would still like to adopt Tatum, with your blessing.”

      I could hardly stand to look at the people I’d lied to. And the way Tatum let my hand go hurt like hell. Had I lost all their support? Did Tatum no longer consider me her mother?

      “So what?” Tatum said as she stood up on her chair. “I don’t care ‘bout that.” She crossed her arms as she watched her grandparents shake their heads. “I love her. She’s my mommy. I don’t care what her name is.”

      With a weak smile, I took her hand and helped her sit back down. “It’s okay, sweetie. They have a right to be mad at me.”

      They did. Who was I to think they’d accept what we’d done? Of course they disapproved of lying to them to get what we wanted. What we did was wrong.

      “Well, I can’t speak for my husband,” Mrs. Sandoval said. “But I understand. That was a stipulation that should’ve never been made.”

      Mr. Sandoval growled, “But it was made.”

      “Yes, sir, it was,” I agreed. “It doesn’t change the fact that we both fell hopelessly in love with Tatum. And he and I were going to get married, for real, when he got back. We told his parents about that. You can ask them.”

      “They are going to get married when our son gets back,” his father said, then gave me a wink. “When, honey, not if.”

      I nodded, then said, “We will get married as soon as he’s able to do that.”

      “Let’s give him some time to get back to us,” Mr. Sandoval said. “If he’s not back in a year, then you can adopt Tatum if you both want that. If he comes back and you do get married, you can adopt her as soon as you’d like to.”

      Tatum clapped and giggled. “Yes! We won, Mommy! We won!”

      “Yes, we did. You’re going to stay mine, no matter what. And let me just say, I love the weight of that lie off my shoulders. It’s good to have the truth set free.”

      “I do have one more thing to ask you, Blyss,” Mr. Sandoval said.

      “Anything.” I wanted to be an open book with them now that the lie was over.

      “How are you going to take care of these children if Troy never returns? How are you going to make money?”

      “I have my own money. And I get a recurring payment from a settlement. Plus, I’ll have income from my career as a psychologist, once I graduate. There’s no need to worry about finances, sir.”

      Troy’s father added, “Plus, Tatum and the baby will be heirs to the winery and their father’s part of it. Money is no concern at all.”

      Tatum’s grandfather looked relieved. His granddaughter would end up a rich woman and never know the pain of poverty. His smile made me happy.  The way they cared for their granddaughter was inspiring. To think that one day I’d have grandkids of my own was a thought that had never crossed my mind.

      I’d have worries over other people for the rest of my life. It was crazy how awesome that felt. It should’ve felt like a burden. Instead, it felt like a blessing. I was sitting at a table full of people I had never known before. I would’ve never known even one of them without knowing Troy. That man had shoved me right in the middle of an entire family.

      If I’d been able to see it all coming, I wonder what I would’ve done. Run away, I bet. Back before I knew how great love was. Before Troy forced me to accept it.

      Wherever the man was, he was and always would be my angel.

      

      Troy

      Before the men could get in to get me, I made myself puke all over the floor. Somehow, I managed to choke up more than I knew was inside of me. They were grossed out and stopped trying to get me. They had no intention of taking a sick man to trade for anyone. I’d figured out a way to get them to leave me alone. But I still had to wait for them to get one of my SEAL mates. And I couldn’t let them take him with them either.

      One member of our team had already died. I wasn’t about to leave without the other four members. I knew two men guarded the outside. They’d drop our food and water in the cells, then walk back out. I was the closest cell to the entrance; I knew that too. Three men were inside. They all had guns and knives. I had to take them out, maybe with the help of one more SEAL. If I waited until they got another one out, I’d have another team member to help me.

      Sliding through the hole I’d made, I took my shirt with me and put it on as I headed through the corridor. It was twisty as I made my way down it. I stopped as I heard the sounds of the men yelling at the man they were planning on taking.

      “You sons of bitches won’t get me out of here alive!” It was Sanders’ voice I heard.

      I made one sharp whistle to let him know someone was coming. He was quick to shut up as the other men kept shouting. Easing along the dark wall, I found them at his cell. Their backs were to me, and Sanders saw me. I gave him a thumbs up as he put his hands behind his head. The cell door was pulled open and two of the men grabbed him. Their guns were held over their heads with their free hands—a stupid thing for them to be doing.

      I was hidden in the shadows as they walked past me. They were so busy screaming, trying to intimidate Sanders, that they never saw me. Making swift movements, I slide the knife out of the holster that was on the hip of the man nearest to me. One quick jab in the side of the neck had him quiet and dead.

      “One down, two to go, Sanders.”

      “I got shorty here.”

      I made short work of the taller man as Sanders took the short guy into a choke hold, then gave him a quick snap, breaking his neck. Three down, no shots fired. We were good to go.

      Sanders and I looked at the three dead men in a pile at our feet. “Think OJ can fit in the short guy’s clothes?” I asked.

      “He’d better,” Sanders said. “They’ll be expecting only four people to come out of here. Three of them and one of us. Any ideas on what to do with the fifth man, Masterson?”

      “I think we’ll have to take out the men at the entrance. One of us can come up from behind after the other four walk out. I’ll do it.” I clapped him on the shoulder, then we began the arduous process of getting the clothes off the dead men. That’s never an easy thing to do, no matter how many times you’ve done it.

      A short while later, we had our guys and were heading out. CJ was the prisoner with his hands behind his head as they walked out, leaving me in the shadows behind them. Greetings from the two guards were answered with short bobs of their heads. It took no time for the guards to realize their comrades weren’t speaking back to them.

      One of them grabbed one of my men, spinning him around. I had no choice but to spring into action before a single bullet could be fired. The sound would alert others and we’d be shot down before we had the slightest chance to escape. I popped one of the men in the head, knocking him forward as I grabbed his gun. Using the butt of that gun, I knocked the other guard in the head while my team took them out quietly with knives.

      We’d pulled off another miracle. Now all that was left to do was to figure out which way to run. And the sun was beginning to come up. Time was against us.

      We took off to one side of the entrance, which looked like that of a cave. Sand was all we saw. The other side was sand too. “Fuck! There has got to be some kind of transport!” I said between clenched teeth.

      We stepped back and found an old car was parked on top of the cave. “Check your pockets for keys,” Sanders said to the men who’d changed into the enemies’ uniforms.

      “Got ‘em!” OJ said as we raced to the tiny car. “Man, these guys roll like clowns.”

      We piled in, and the shortest of us, OJ, drove, speeding out of there. We still had no clue where we were headed. We needed to get to a phone and make the call that would get us out of there. It felt odd. We were so close, yet so far away. Sure, we were free from the prison, but would we get to a rescue point before we were gunned down? The sun would be up soon. The guards were left looking as if they were sleeping in the chairs by the entrance. They’d be discovered in an hour or so. We had to hurry.

      It was silent in that car as we drove toward the only row of lights we could see. The chances of us finding a friendly were little to none. We’d have to kill a civilian to get our hands on a phone. It wasn’t ever easy to make that decision.

      Five lives or one. Which was more important?

      We all had reasons to get back home. CJ and OJ were married with kids. Sanders was divorced with five kids who he paid child support for and took care of as much as possible. Kevin was single and kid-free, but he had a flock of women who’d miss him. And I had Blyss, Tatum, and a baby on the way, not to mention the rest of my family. We had to make it home. And we’d do whatever we had to to get there.

      We arrived on the outskirts of the town. Chickens ran around and roosters crowed, waking people up for the day. And one old man walked out of his shack of a home.

      “Don’t look directly at him,” Sanders cautioned us. “OJ, drive by him very slowly, and Kevin, you open your door, grab him, pull him in here, and see if he has a phone on him.”

      I crossed my fingers that he would. He’d have to be killed. I didn’t want to take a life for no damn reason. I was on the lookout for anyone who might be watching and sound the alarm. I saw no one. This was our only hope.

      OJ slowed, and Kevin opened the door and tried to grab the old man. The old guy had moves like a ninja. He moved his body to one side, making Kevin miss him by a centimeter. “Fuck!” OJ shouted. “Sanders, help him!”

      Leaning over to grab the old guy before he turned around, Sanders got a hold of his shirt, and Kevin took hold of him too. They pulled him inside. Sanders snapped his neck as I rummaged through his clothing for a cell phone.

      I was coming up with nothing as I tried hard not to look at the dead, vacant, dark eyes of the man we’d killed. Maybe we’d killed him to get something he didn’t even have. “Shut his fucking eyes, Sanders!” I shouted.

      He reached over and ran his hand over his eyelids, closing them and stopping the horrible stare the old guy was giving me. “There,” Sanders said as he pulled up the man’s legs. In his old, holey sock was a small, very old cell phone. “Shit, I hope it works.”

      Sanders opened the phone and proceeded to make the call that would save us. We hoped.

      The car began to sputter as we drove slowly down the empty street. “We’re running out of gas,” OJ said as the car shimmied, shook, and died right there.

      We all looked around for another mode of transportation as Sanders got hold of our contact. “We have to get to open ground to the west of us.” He looked somber, not a good thing when you were expecting good news. “Five clicks on foot.”

      I got out of the car and began moving to the west. We left the car and the old man’s body right in the middle of the street and booked it as fast as we could to get away from the town before the man was discovered.

      We formed one line, so it wouldn’t be obvious that five men had gone walking in that direction through the deep sand. OJ came in at the rear with a piece of cardboard he’d found. He erased the footprints we left behind, just until we were far enough away from the town that no one would be able to tell which way we went.

      The sun wasn’t even up and it was already hotter than hell out there. It took an eternity to make the five clicks we needed to go, and when we got there, we found no one waiting for us. With no water, we were dehydrating fast. None of us had been well hydrated in the first place. It was a tactic that was used to ensure that, if prisoners did escape, the elements would end them before help could find them.

      We all sat on the hot sand as the wind whipped all around us, stinging any flesh that was showing. I closed my eyes and pictured my girls back home.  All I could do was hope I’d get to see them again. I prayed Blyss had become stronger than I thought she was. I’d always thought of her as fragile. She did show me she had more to her when Tatum came to us. I held out hope that she’d stay strong for my daughter and our baby.

      Blyss had never wanted what I brought her into. She wanted to be alone. I smiled as I thought about the fact that I’d left her with an entire family. She had people who were her family now. I wasn’t sure if she hated me or loved me for it. It wasn’t a thing she’d ever planned. But it made me feel better that she wasn’t alone somewhere. She was with people who loved her, and she loved them.

      If I never made it back to her, at least I knew I’d changed her life for the better. She was going to have a baby and experience that first hand. Mom would be right there by her side if I never made it back. I could count on my family to help Blyss take care of my kids. I knew I could.

      But, damn it, I wanted to get back home and experience all that love too!

      

      Blyss

      Jerking awake, I found Tatum looking at me. “You were talkin’ in your sleep, Mommy.”

      We’d been watching a television show after dinner and it seemed I’d fallen asleep on the sofa. “Was I? I had a dream about your daddy. It seemed so real.”

      “Daddy?” Tatum turned her full attention to me, leaving the movie about bees she was watching behind. I sat up and rubbed my eyes. They felt sandy. That was odd, because in my dream, Troy was walking through a bunch of blowing sand, calling out my name.

      I wasn’t sure what to say about that. It seemed like a bad omen to me. “I saw your daddy walking through a sandstorm. It’s just because I miss him so much. I dream about him a lot.” I pulled her to me and cuddled her.

      “I wish I could dream ‘bout him too.” She laid back on me, then giggled as the baby kicked her. I was six months pregnant. Troy had been missing for four months. Not many had hope his SEAL team would be found alive. The news no longer even reported on the missing men.

      But I still held out hope. No bodies, other than the one man they’d found from the team, had been found. Even though I didn’t want to think about him being tortured, I thought it better to be alive than dead.

      The dream, though, that scared me.

      Why would he come into my dreams like that?

      It was as if he was floating in the sandy air, calling my name over and over. But I couldn’t get to him. Was he dead?

      Was that his soul coming to say goodbye? Was that one last look at him?

      Tatum and I were in the sitting area of my bedroom. The door was unceremoniously thrown open, and Troy’s mother was there, shaking and crying.

      I knew it then. I knew the worst had happened. I looked down at Tatum and hugged her tightly. “Oh, God!”

      His mother was so distraught all she could do was shake her head. Then his father came up behind her. “They have him! They’re bringing him in!”

      Shock took me over. I couldn’t think, breathe—nothing Tatum was climbing away from me, going to her grandparents, and they were all shouting and crying. And all I could do was sit on that sofa and shake as my mind went blank.

      “He’s alive?” I mumbled as if asking myself the question. “How? How can he be alive?”

      His dad swept into the room, taking my hands to pull me up off the sofa. I was wrapped in his warm embrace as he said, “The men escaped. They got a phone and made a call that got them rescued. They’re on the ship coming back now. As soon as they’re close enough, helicopters are going to be sent out to get them. They’ll be taken to the Naval Hospital, Balboa, in San Diego. We’ll leave in the morning to get there and be waiting for him.”

      “Is this real?” I had to ask. “I just had a dream about him. This isn’t a dream, is it?”

      He held me by my arms as she looked into my eyes. “This is no dream. He’s coming back to us.”

      Tears clouded my vision as I began to cry. I felt feminine hands take me as his hands lifted me. Troy’s mother and I held each other and cried together. Her son and my heart was coming home. It was over. The waiting and wondering were all over.

      Troy was coming home!

      That night went by so slowly. The ride in the suburban all the way into San Diego that next morning was so excruciatingly slow before getting to the hospital. The nurse told us where to wait for the men to be brought in. We found out they were in choppers only a couple of hours out. In a couple of hours, I’d see the man I loved again. In a couple of hours, I’d feel his hands on mine again. In a couple of hours, I’d be complete for the first time since he left.

      Minutes ticked by as we all waited in a waiting room with glass walls that were near the helipad just outside of the emergency room. As soon as the men were brought in, they’d have to pass right by us. In the next hour, that little room filled to capacity as the other men’s families showed up. The SEAL team left with six members, but only came back with five. We all gave that man who wasn’t coming back a moment of silence. It could’ve been ours who’d died out there, and we all knew that.

      The sound of helicopters was heard, and the energy inside that room exploded. I’d never been so filled with excitement. The baby was kicking me, as if he could feel it too. We were having a boy. I’d just had the sonogram done the week before. I had all kinds of great news for Troy. The first chopper was unloaded; two men were brought in on stretchers. Neither man was Troy. Nearly half the people went into the hallway to greet their men.

      I held hands with Troy’s mom as we waited for our turn. The doors opened and in came two more men on stretchers. Troy wasn’t one of them, and worry began to fill me. “Could something have happened?”

      No one answered my question. We all were silent as we were the only ones left in that room. Everyone else was talking excitedly about seeing their sons, husbands, and fathers. We had nothing to say. Troy wasn’t with them, it seemed. I gulped back the lump that was lodged in my throat and stepped out of the room, looking for one more stretcher. I didn’t see that, though.

      A side door opened and in walked my man. “Troy?”

      His hair was shaggy and so was his handsome face. He was dirtier than seemed humanly possible. And he was walking toward me, his arms held out and a smile on his face. “Come here to me, you gorgeous woman!”

      It seemed like a dream. It couldn’t be real. He was home and he was walking to me. “Troy!” I broke into a run and we met in the middle of the hallway.

      As dirty as he was, he smelled like heaven to me. “Oh, baby, how I’ve missed you.” We hugged and cried, then his lips touched mine and I knew it was real.

      Troy was real, and he was standing right there. Suddenly, more arms were around us as his parents, Tatum, and her grandparents couldn’t wait to join us. We all laughed and hugged and it felt surreal. I’d never experienced anything like it. The man who made me whole was back. I could breathe again.

      “We need to see to you, Troy,” one of the doctors said, looking for his elusive patient.

      Troy took my hand, taking me with him. “You got it, doc. But I’m not about to let her go. She’s coming too.”

      The doctor nodded, and I looked back at his family, who were all smiles. “I’ll be back to let you know how he is.”

      Troy looked back at them. “I’m fine. I’ve never been better now that I’m home.”

      We followed the doctor, who led us into a small hospital room off to the side of the emergency room. “You were cleared by the paramedics, Troy. We just need to do a thorough physical and draw some blood. I need you to take a shower. Maybe your girl here can help you. Then put on that gown over there and I’ll be back in, say, half an hour?” He winked at Troy.

      “I can make it happen in that amount of time, doc. See you then.”

      The doctor left us alone, and Troy began to unbutton my blouse. “Are you serious? You feel up to sex?” I was flabbergasted.

      “Sex?” He shook his head as he pulled my shirt off then went to work on my pants. “No, I’m not up to sex. Making love to the woman I’m going to marry as soon as I’m cleared to leave here? Yeah, I’m totally up for that. Come on, baby, let’s take a shower.”

      In no time at all, we were naked and in a warm shower. I have no idea how much dirt came off him. All I knew was that he was wrapped around me like a second skin and his body felt amazing.

      Our tongues danced as he pressed me against the tiled wall and filled me with an erection that defied imagination. I was fully charged when he went inside me. My body was shaking and I was having an orgasm almost immediately.

      “You missed me, huh?” he whispered.

      “Like you’ll never understand,” I said as I moved my body to feel as much of him as I could. “How is it you’re walking and the rest came in on stretchers?”

      “I guess I had more to look forward to. How’s our baby doing?”

      My stomach wasn’t huge yet. There was a pretty good-sized bump, though. He ran his hand over my stomach, then moved it around to cup my ass and pick me up.

      I wrapped my legs around him as I panted. He had me so hot for him. “He’s good.”

      His mouth came down hot on my neck as he bit me. “Did you say, he?”

      “I did. We’re having a boy.”

      He gave me three sharp thrusts. “Hell, yeah, baby. You gave me a boy.”

      “I did.” I moaned as he swirled his cock in a way that always set me on fire. “Oh, Troy!”

      Then he made hard strokes as he looked at me. We stared into each other’s eyes. Eyes I knew we’d both prayed we’d see again. He jerked and went stiff as his cum filled me.

      “I love you, Blyss.”

      “I love you, Troy.”

      Then tears ran down his cheeks and we hugged and stayed just like we were, connected. Entirely connected. He and I knew our love was as solid as it gets. There wasn’t an ounce of fear in me about what we had. I could marry that man without one single doubt that he’d love me forever. As we held each other and cried, it cemented us in a way nothing else could.

      If no marriage license ever came, it wouldn’t make us any less married. But I knew Troy would make sure every piece of paper he could get that would bind us would be taken care of. I’d be all entwined in him, heart, body, soul, and legal documents combined.

      When we stopped crying, I shampooed his hair, washed every nook and cranny of his much skinnier body, and kissed over every inch of him. “I’ll have you back to your former self in no time, baby.”

      “I bet you will.” He pulled my hair, then smacked my ass. “Man, I missed smacking that fine ass, Blyss.” He gave me another pop, and I groaned.

      “Damn, baby, you have to stop doing that. You’re getting me all horny again. And I need to get you out to see that doctor so we can get you home.”

      “Home?” he asked as he shook his head. “Straight to Vegas. I’m marrying your ass as fast as I can. I’m never letting you go, either. So don’t ever think about that.”

      “Not to worry. I’m not ever leaving you or letting you leave me. You’ll play hell getting away from me again. You’re stuck like Chuck.”

      “And so are you.” He pulled my hair back and kissed me hard and demandingly.

      Yeah, he’d be back to normal in no time at all!

      

      Troy

      The ride to Vegas in Dad’s suburban was hard to take, mostly because I wanted Blyss naked and to myself. It was impossible for me to keep my hands off her. But I wanted to spend time with Tatum too. And Mom was kind of clingy as well.

      I had a haircut and shave, and a great suit that Dad bought me to leave the hospital in. There was a bevy of reporters we had to speak to as we left the hospital. It was nice to be on the good side of the media, instead of where I was a few months before that. Hearty congratulations were given by all the reporters when I told them Blyss and I were off to Vegas to tie the knot. Not one word was said about the BDSM club fiasco, something I was thankful for.

      Blyss told me about telling Tatum and her grandparents the truth about our fake marriage. And she told me how she wanted to adopt Tatum as soon as she could. I was happy about both things. I wanted Blyss to be Tatum’s real mother in a legal aspect, and I was glad the lie was out in the open.

      It was dark when we came into Vegas and seeing Tatum as she saw all those lights for the first time was priceless. “OMG! Daddy, look at all those lights!” She peered out the car window, pointed out almost every one of them, and told me to look.

      “You should let her pick the hotel we’ll stay at, Troy,” Blyss said as she held my hand tightly.

      “Can I?” Tatum asked with wide eyes. “Please, Daddy!”

      “Pick one out, princess. It’s up to you.” I leaned over while Tatum was preoccupied with finding the perfect hotel to whisper in Blyss’ ear, “It’s not like we’re going to give two shits about what the hotel is. I’m not letting you out of bed for two days anyway.”

      “You bad boy,” she purred in my ear. “I’m going to hold you to that.”

      Tatum pointed out the hotel with the flashiest lights, and that’s where we stopped. We got out, and the valet took the car away as Tatum chattered away. “I’m gonna be the flower girl, and I’m gonna be the best one ever. Natalie, my friend from school, she was the flower girl at her sister’s wedding, and she thinks she was the best one ever, but I’m gonna have lots of pictures to prove that I’m the best one ever!”

      She had us all laughing as we went inside. The first thing we did was find the chapel, then set up the wedding and signed the papers. They sent us to where we could buy clothes for the occasion and Tatum found a basket of rose petals she could toss around before Blyss walked down the aisle to me.

      Nothing else mattered to me more than making Blyss mine for real. That’s all I’d thought about for so long, I couldn’t remember not wanting it. And the night was upon us when it would finally happen. Blyss picked out a gorgeous dress that was so puffy from the waist down, you couldn’t even tell that our son was hiding in there, from what mom said about it.

      I hadn’t been allowed to even lay eyes on her with it on. Bad luck was something all of us wanted to avoid like the plague. Blyss and I had already experienced a bit too much of it. We didn’t want any of that bad mojo to affect our marriage.

      With everyone ready, we got right to it. Dad stood by my side as my best man. We didn’t need to buy new wedding rings. Blyss always wore hers and she’d brought mine with her to the hospital. Dad held them for us. This time, when we put them on each other’s fingers, it would be legit.

      As he and I stood there, waiting, he said, “You know, son, I could never have chosen a better girl for you. Blyss is one of a kind. The way you found her was a bit off the wall, but I’m glad you did.”

      We hadn’t talked about how Blyss and I had ended up together. I’d had to tell my parents about what happened to her and how she ended up hurt and needing our help. I did have to confess to the whole thing. But neither of them forced us to talk about it anymore than I already had.

      “Thanks for not judging us, Dad. We’ve never told you and mom how much we appreciate you two not giving us sermons over what we were doing. I’m sure it’s not something you can easily understand.”

      The look on my father’s face was confusing to me. It was a mix of saucy and raunchy. “If you think your generation invented that kind of stuff, you’re dead wrong. Your mother and I weren’t always this old, son. We get why you were doing what you did. Don’t you ever tell your mother I told you this, but she and I had a few things stashed away for when you kids went to summer camp. The house would get a little dark for those three weeks each year.”

      “Oh, hell,” I muttered as my mother came down the aisle to take her seat. I blushed horribly as my father chuckled.

      So my parents were freaks, too, once upon a time. I suppose it was good to know that I came by my fetishes naturally. And at the very least, my parents weren’t ashamed of what Blyss and I had done. Things could’ve been so much worse.

      The music started and the man who would marry us came to stand with my father and I at the altar. We watched little Tatum come out from the back and toss red rose petals all over the place. She stopped once and looked at her grandfather. “Papa, take lots of pictures, please. I need proof I’m the best flower girl there ever was.”

      Laughter filled the little chapel as she finished her job, making sure she used every petal that was in her basket. She even shook it upside down, then looked at me. I gave her a nod. “I’ve never seen a more efficient job of flower girl done. You are, hands down, the best ever. Don’t let anyone take that title away from you, princess.”

      She did a few fist pumps into the air and a funny little dance, then she went to sit by my mother. “I was good, huh?”

      Mom nodded and hugged her as she looked at me with a smile on her face. I loved seeing my mother with her only grandchild. She loved her so much and it came so easily to her. Where Tatum was concerned, my parents could’ve taken that badly too. Instead, they welcomed her and her grandparents with open arms. If I was only half as wonderful as my parents were, I’d still be proud of myself.

      The music changed to the bridal march and I waited to see my beautiful bride come down that aisle to me. And I waited, then I waited some more. Mom jumped up after much too long had gone by and went to see what the problem was.

      “Well, what do you suppose the problem is, son?” Dad asked me, as if I knew.

      “Maybe pregnancy stuff,” I said. “It couldn’t be cold feet, could it?”

      “Surely not,” Dad agreed. “Why would she get cold feet? For goodness sakes, she’s been staying with us and planning on living there with us, even if you weren’t there. I just don’t see it being that.”

      “You don’t think this is all just too much stress for her, do you?” I asked him as I began to get really nervous. “She’s so fragile. I bet I made her do this marriage thing much too soon. I barely got back from being missing. She must’ve thought I was dead at times. Why did I push her to do this so fast? I’m always making mistakes where she’s concerned. She’s like a porcelain doll that I have no idea how to handle. Damn!”

      “She’s a lot tougher than you give her credit for. This is a wedding. There’ll be pictures you guys will have forever. I bet she was crying, because her hormones have her doing that a lot. I bet she wanted to fix her makeup. That’s probably all. You’re pretty hard on yourself where she’s concerned.”

      “Only because it’s true. I should’ve waited. I could’ve waited. I mean, look how long she stayed with you guys, waiting to see if I’d ever come back. She has the patience of a saint, and I have none. No patience at all. Man, what have I done? I bet she’s a mess and that’s why she’s not coming down this aisle to me. I bet she’s wondering if I want to get married just because she’s pregnant and she’s thinking she doesn’t want a marriage based on an impending baby. She wants to get married for love and love alone.”

      “That’s just nonsense, son. You should calm down before you stress yourself out. You do have a problem with patience, that much you have right about yourself. You should’ve taken more time at the hospital and let them help you get some nutrients into you. You shouldn’t be physically taxing on yourself right now. And you have the honeymoon coming up in just a little while.” He stopped as something came to his mind. “I wonder if she’s worried about that. You know, worried you’re not up to that yet. I bet that’s it. I bet she’s thinking you guys should give it a while before you think she expects sex out of you.”

      “Wrong,” I said as I shifted my weight. “She and I did that already.”

      Shock filled his expression. “When in the hell did you manage to do that?”

      “In the hospital room, in the shower. The doc left us alone.”

      “Did he know what the hell you were doing?”

      “He winked at me before he left. I suppose he did know.”

      “Well, he shouldn’t have even allowed that. You’re depleted. That was just dangerous. Damn, son!”

      “I felt a hell of a lot better afterward, let me tell you.” I thought about what he’d said, and there was just no way she wanted to hold off the marriage for the reason he thought.

      The man who was going to marry us leaned up to whisper, “Maybe we should reschedule this. I have a couple coming in at midnight. That’s only an hour away. There’s the matter of vacuuming up the rose petals, you know.”

      “We’re not rescheduling until I find out what the problem is.” I tapped my foot and looked at my watch. “I’ll give her five more minutes, then I’m going back there myself. I don’t care if it is bad luck to see her in the wedding dress or not. This is ridiculous!”

      “Daddy, is Mommy going to come up there with you and get married or not?” Tatum called out. “Cause I’m gonna be so mad at her if she don’t!”

      “Mommy must be having problems with her dress, princess. Don’t be mad at her for it. She won’t leave Daddy standing at the altar like some kind of loser. Not after all Daddy’s been through. She’d never do that.”

      Would she?

      Would she actually leave me like that? Did some idiotic fear surface in her and she wasn’t going to go through the wedding?

      I knew she had issues. God knows I knew that. I put my faith in her anyway. She’d waited for me. She’d made commitments all on her own to my daughter, something she didn’t have to do.

      She could commit to adopting Tatum, but marrying me was something she couldn’t seem to commit to. What was wrong with me? Was I some kind of an idiot and didn’t realize it?

      I was a catch! A motherfucking catch!

      Blyss had me feeling like chopped liver and right at the time I was supposed to be feeling like the king of the motherfucking world!

      What the fuck!

      

      Blyss

      “It was the stupid orange juice,” I whined, then wretched again as I hung my head over the toilet. “I shouldn’t have drunk it. I know how citrus affects the baby. Even apple juice comes right back up.”

      “Oh my goodness, Blyss. This is just awful. Should I go tell them to call this thing off? You can get married in the morning when you feel better,” Troy’s mom tried to comfort me.

      “I don’t want to …” I had to stop and blow some more chunks. I didn’t know where all the food was coming from, I hadn’t even eaten that much.

      She patted my back. “It’s nerves too, I bet.”

      She handed me another damp paper towel as the spewing ended. “I’m not nervous at all about marrying Troy. Well, I am a little. But not because of him, because of me. Even then, I’m not about to not to go through with the marriage. I want it. I want it more than anything I’ve ever wanted.” I burped and waved away the stench that came along with that. “I need to brush my teeth. I can’t give my new husband a kiss with trench mouth.”

      “I’ll run and get you something. I’m sure the front desk has something up there. I’ll be right back.” She left me alone, and I looked in the mirror. My eyes were bloodshot, my hair had strands that had fallen out of the perfectly-shaped updo the nice lady in the beauty shop did for me. It matched Tatum’s perfectly.

      We were supposed to have all these gorgeous pictures of the night we finally wed, and I looked like a drunken cliché of a bride. A real typical Vegas wedding picture, only I wasn’t drunk at all!

      “Baby? Blyss? You back here?”

      It was Troy. He’d come looking for me. And he’d see me in the dress!

      “Troy, what are you doing back here?” I opened the door only a crack, making sure he couldn’t see me. “Cover your eyes!”

      He did as I said and covered his eyes. “What’s wrong? You’re not chickening out on me, are you? I wouldn’t advise it, or Tatum will be very mad at you. She told me to tell you that.”

      “I’m not chickening out. I shouldn’t have had the orange juice. Your son hates it. And he’s making everything else I’ve eaten in the past week come out of me. He’s kind of shitty like that.”

      “Oh, baby. I’m sorry about that. Should we do this tomorrow?”

      Him asking me that sent shivers down my spine. “Why? You don’t want to do this now? I mean, we don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

      “I don’t want you to do it while you’re sick. That’s all. Of course I want to do it. But I don’t want you to have to use a barf bag as you come down the aisle to me.” He chuckled and it made me mad.

      “Well, I might just have to do it that way. If you want a perfect wife, I guess you should’ve thought about it some more. I’m far from perfect, Troy.”

      His fingers reached through the door, looking for mine. “Hey, take my hand.”

      I did and felt the Earth move, like it always did whenever we touched. “How do you know me so well, Troy Masterson?”

      “I don’t have a clue. I’m just glad that I do. So, you haven’t puked since I’ve been here. Wanna give this thing a shot?”

      “Your mom’s bringing me a toothbrush kit. I’ve got a case of the stinky breath, thanks to our son.” I leaned on the wall, still holding his hand. “Can you believe this is finally happening? You and I went from me selling myself to you for the summer, to pregnant and soon to me married in less than one year. That has to be some kind of record. Don’t you think?”

      “Probably. When you add in what you went through, what I went through, and adding Tatum in there, too, then it sounds like it should’ve been a few years, doesn’t it?”

      I nodded. “I wonder how things would’ve been if we’d never met. I wonder if that man would’ve done those terrible things to me. I wonder if Mr. Sandoval would’ve made the decision to call you about Tatum. I wonder if you’d have been captured when you went on your mission. Do you wonder about any of that, Troy?”

      “I did. When I had nothing to do but think, I thought about it all.”

      “What if we bring each other bad luck, Troy? What if our lives will be one disaster after another because we’re not meant to be together?”

      “It’s too late,” he said. “You’re already in my heart. And I think I might be in yours too.”

      A smile curled my lips. “Yeah, you are.”

      “If life’s going to throw curveballs at us forever, I can handle anything as long as I have you in my corner.”

      “Me too.” I played with his fingers. “We’re gonna have a baby, Troy.”

      “We’re going to have more than one, Blyss. I want a houseful.”

      “Your house is way too big to make that a goal.” I laughed, then heard his mother’s voice coming down the hallway.

      “Your toiletries are here and I’m heading back to wait for my blushing bride to come to me. Promise you won’t make me wait too long, Blyss?”

      “I promise. Give me five more minutes. Sorry if I made you think I didn’t want to meet you up there. I do.”

      “Great job, baby. You just keep on saying ‘I do’ and I will too.  We’ll be hitched before you know it. Then we can go up to our hotel …”

      “For God’s sakes, Troy!” his mother grumbled at him. “I’m right here, son! Now, go back to where you were and I’ll have her there ASAP.”

      He let my hand go and mumbled as he walked away, “I wasn’t going to say anything nasty, Mom.”

      She opened the bathroom door with the little kit in her hand. “Sure, he wasn’t.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m sure he was about to get graphic.”

      After I had done a quick brush and done what I could with my face and hair, I shooed her out and gave myself a pep talk. “Okay, Blyss Danner, you’re about to change your life forever. Say goodbye to that young woman who preferred to be alone. Those days are long gone. Prepare to be in a crowd at nearly all times and to love those people who make up that crowd. And prepare to be loved by them too. The lonely times are over for you. You, lucky girl, you have a family, a home, and a man who would walk through fire for you. You have it all, in spades. And you know what, Blyss Danner? You deserve it!”

      I stepped out that door. I picked up my bouquet off the little round table that was just outside the door and I smiled. I was doing something I never thought I’d do. I was marrying a man. And not just any man. I was marrying a man who was better than any I’d ever dreamed about.

      As I moved into place, the wedding march began and I saw my man standing at the end of the aisle. His smile was every bit as wide as mine was. We were happy, he and I. We would make it work. We had a daughter and a son on the way. We were already a family. The marriage was the icing on top of a fantastic cake.

      Every step I took brought me closer to the man I’d prayed would come back to me. And there he was, fifty pounds lighter after going through hell. But he was there and he wanted me. More than he wanted to rest and recuperate, he wanted to make me his wife.

      No one was luckier than I was.

      As I walked past Tatum, she whispered, “You look beautiful, Mommy.”

      I looked at her and blew her a kiss. “Thank you. So do you.”

      “I know.”

      We all had to laugh at her darling ways. Our little princess was well aware of how adorable she was, and I always wanted her to know that.

      I’d grown up trying to be invisible. I’d had no idea that I was even remotely pretty. Not until Troy showed me I was. He made me feel beautiful. I wanted Tatum and all of our children to know they were special and beautiful on the outside as well as the inside.

      I gave the bouquet of flowers to Tatum to hold for me, and she beamed at me. “I’ll take good care of them as the best flower girl ever.”

      “I trust you, Tatum.”

      Then I went to Troy, who was waiting so patiently for me. “Hey, you.” He took my hand. “You ready to become Mrs. Masterson?”

      All I could do was nod. A lump had decided to move into my throat as tears began to sting my eyes.

      A day ago, the man who was holding my hand, saying things a strange man told him to, was near death. He was living in a prison, being fed insects, and given filthy water. It’s safe to say that most men who’d gone through that wouldn’t be standing at an altar in Las Vegas at almost midnight, getting married. But my man was.

      Emotions overwhelmed me, but I was thankful the lump in my throat allowed me to say those all-important words, ‘I do,’ whenever I was asked about devoting myself to the man whose blue-green eyes looked at me like I was a goddess. Would I ever be able to live up to being the wife Troy Masterson deserved? Maybe not. But God knew I’d try my best to be the woman who’d make him the best man he could be.

      He brought things out of me. I didn’t know from where they came. I didn’t know I had the capacity to love someone else’s child like she was my own. I didn’t know I had the courage to stay strong when I had no idea if the man I loved was alive or dead. That was something I’d certainly never want to find out about myself again. Never again!

      But I had done it, and it was Troy Masterson who had showed me I could. He took me to the brink of pain so bad, some would think it couldn’t be withstood. But I took it. I made pain work to heal me. My poor broken soul was getting better all the time. I was no longer the little girl who no one wanted. I was a woman, and a very special man wanted me.

      The one thing I remembered, the thing I’d never forget, was when the preacher asked me, “Blyss, do you take this man to be your lawfully-wedded husband, until death do you part?”

      I smiled as I looked at Troy. He seemed to be holding his breath, waiting to see if I’d welch on him right at the finish line. “Breathe, Troy. I do take you to be my lawfully-wedded husband, until death do us part.”

      He let the air expel from his lungs. “I wasn’t scared.”

      We both laughed, then he finished his vows, slid the wedding rings we’d used for our fake marriage back onto our fingers, and we kissed.

      When our mouths met for the first time as a real married couple, fireworks went off in my head, our baby kicked, and Tatum came up, hugging us with happy tears in her little eyes that looked just like her daddy’s.

      It was official. We were a family. The Mastersons!

      

      Troy

      Her body felt like silk as I moved over her. The wedding was behind us; the wedding night was in front of us. She shivered as I eased to lie beside her, stroking her stomach that was plumping up with our son. “Hey there, Junior. Daddy’s going to be poking around in there the next couple of days a whole lot. Try not to make your Mommy sick while I show her how much I love her, please.”

      “Good thinking, baby. Give him a little heads up about what you’re about to do to me.” Blyss smiled, and I leaned over to kiss her tummy.

      “Daddy loves you, my little boy. I can’t wait to see you.”

      Blyss ran her hand over my head. “You’re too sweet. Are you always going to be this sweet?”

      “I will try.” I kissed my way up her body until my lips rested on hers. Her juicy, red lips that tasted like sin and cherries. I pulled back as I licked my lips. “Did you put cherry lip balm on your lips?”

      She nodded. “I saw it in the bridal shop and couldn’t resist. You do remember our safe word, right?”

      “I do recall it.” I chuckled at her silliness and kissed her again. “You have no idea how the things we did on our little camping trip kept me alive, baby. I’d replay them in my mind, relive them. All that was missing was the real you there with me.”

      “I have to admit, I did that too. Do you know how hot I thought you were when I first saw you? I was like, oh hell, he’s too hot for me!”

      “I thought you were perfect. Like the most perfect creature I’d ever seen.” I ran my tongue down to the base of her throat. “My collar looked exquisite on you.”

      She laughed a little as she took my face in her hands. “And how I loved wearing it and letting everyone know I belonged to you, the most handsome man in the entire place.”

      “We’re never going back there,” I said. “Not ever again. You know that, right?”

      “You sure about that?” she asked, then shook her head. “Not that I care. I’ve got you every night in my bed. I can ask you to do anything I want right from the comfort of our own bed. Plus, I have no idea if the club even opened back up.”

      “It doesn’t matter to me if it did or not. No man will ever lay his eyes on my wife’s goods. Not ever again.” I ran my hands all over her, making her quiver. “All this Grade A real estate belongs to me now. I’m going to keep it to myself.”

      “Good. That’s how I want it anyway.” She pulled me up and kissed me.

      I was done talking. She was working her body, arching up, and grazing my cock with her soft skin. I couldn’t take any more banter. I had to have her. But first, I wanted to taste that tender, juicy morsel that was between her legs. Kissing her all the way down with tantalizingly slow movements, I reached the promised land and placed my mouth on her mound. A purr came from her as she picked her knees up and I grabbed her ass.

      Swirling my tongue all over her, I dipped it into her valleys before I gave her one long lick that made her moan, “Yes!”

      Blowing on her clit, I pecked it with the tip of my tongue, then licked her over and over until she was completely wet for me. Stabbing my tongue into her, I tongue fucked her, then made a long lick up to suck on her inflamed clit. Her legs ran around me as she fell apart, clenching me tightly, not about to let me go. I gave her all she could handle, until she was shrieking for me to put my cock in her.

      “On your knees,” I ordered her. “I’ve dreamt of gazing at your pearly ass while I pound you.”

      She moved around, getting into position, then I ran my hands over her round ass before I shoved my erection into her pulsing depths. Giving her a nice hard smack, I left a palm print there, then kissed it as she arched back to me. “Again, Troy! I’ve craved it.”

      Months without her touch was torture to me, and it seemed it had been for her too. I spanked her again and again until she was crying out and her body had climaxed again. My cock wanted to give in, but I wouldn’t let it. I wasn’t going to let it go by so quickly. It was our first time as man and wife after all.

      So I focused on her and only her, instead of how great she made my dick feel as it moved in and out of her convulsing pussy. I was going to wear her out and make up for some of that lost time. I turned her over and pulled her arms over her head to pin them down, kissing her hard as I thrust back into her. She bit my lip, tugging it as I ran my tongue over hers.

      Slapping of flesh filled the room, moans of ecstasy combining with them. It had been so long since I’d heard those sounds. I wanted them to go on and on. If I could manage to keep it up, I would keep going all night long. I held my body up as I thrust into her and she kept arching up to feel my skin rub against hers. “My God, how I missed you!”

      Our bodies converged, taking and giving as we gave into what our flesh demanded. She curled her hands around mine as she moaned and came again. Letting her hands go, I took her firmly, gripping her jaw and kissing her as her walls squeezed my cock for a third time. She hung onto my arms as she used her body to manipulate mine. “I want it, Troy. Give it to me.”

      She moved up and down, making my cock move faster and harder. I held her down. “What a naughty little nymph you are. Trying to force me to cum for you. I’ll cum when I want. I want to feel your body explode over and over a few times. It’s what makes me happy.”

      Her eyes glistened as she looked up at me. “You like to bring me pleasure more than you like to receive it?”

      I nodded as I kept up a steady pace. “You say it like it’s a crazy thing to want. Making you happy is what I live for.”

      She held onto my arms as we looked at each other, and I moved in and out of her. My whole world was in her eyes. My life was in the palm of her hand. My heart beat only for her. And she was finally mine in name. I rolled over, putting her on top of me. She sat up as I lifted her up and down at the speed I wanted until she got it and could do it on her own. She ran the tips of her fingers over my chest, and I wet my index finger, then rubbed her clit. Her eyes closed, her head fell back, and she made the best groan. I had her coming again in no time. She was panting so hard; I was beginning to get worried I was taxing her pregnant body too much.

      I rolled over with her again, plunging into her quivering walls, and letting them stimulate me, causing a release that had me shouting her name over and over as we both shook with the power of the orgasms. Huffing and puffing, I fell beside her, leaving my leg over hers. She turned and put her arm over my chest as we tried to catch our breath. We’d done it. We’d consummated our marriage. It was completely legitimate now. No one could break our bond. No one could pry us apart. She was my wife and I was her husband.

      “I am tapped out,” I had to admit.

      She smiled at me as she leaned up to look at me with damp strands of hair clinging to her face. “Tapped out? That’s all you have to say after that bit of magnificent passion—tapped out?”

      “What would you like me to say?”

      “That you love me and are so glad we’re married. That you and I will be happy forever and ever. That you will never look at another woman as long as you live, and that I’m the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

      “That’s quite a long list for a man who’s yet to catch his breath to say, baby. And can I safely assume you mean all those things too?”

      “Of course you can. I love you more than it’s normal to, I think.”

      “Cool, me too.” I pulled her down and kissed the tip of her nose. “I love you, you love me, and we’re a happy family.”

      She popped me in the arm, and I acted as if it really hurt. “You goof!”

      We wrestled around a bit. I’d let her get me down, then I’d roll over and pin her. “You’ve become feisty with my absence.”

      “I had a lot of pent-up frustrations to deal with. You had me used to fantastic love making, then you left me hanging. It was a little on the aggravating side. I thought about how I’d let you have it when I got you back. Show you who’s boss, you know?” She laughed as I tossed her over my shoulder and took her to the bathroom.

      “I’ll show you who’s boss. I think you need a romp in the rain.”

      I turned on the giant shower head that poured down on us as if a rain storm had suddenly erupted right there in our hotel room. But as I put her down, I lost sight of her in the thick stream of water. Anxiety hit me square in the chest. I stumbled backward.

      “Troy? What’s wrong?” she shouted as she reached out to grab my hands.

      “That night. When they captured us! Oh, I need to sit down. I just need to sit down.”

      She helped ease me to the tiled shower floor, then turned off the water. “Tell me about it, Troy. Tell me what happened.”

      “It was raining, coming down in sheets. We couldn’t see a thing. Just like that shower. One by one, they took us, separating us from each other. I felt the sharp jab of a knife at the back of my skull, another was pressed against my ribcage. They didn’t say a damn thing. They didn’t need to. I wasn’t going to fight; I wasn’t going to take a stab wound that might kill me.”

      “Of course you didn’t want to take a stab wound, Troy. That’s natural.”

      “No, it’s not for me. I had always been prepared to take pain in order to get away from the enemy. But I wasn’t thinking in terms of pain. I was thinking in terms of death. I had to stay alive. Fighting might possibly get me killed. I couldn’t fight. I went with them because I had you to get back to. You and our family were why I didn’t fight.”

      “God,” she mumbled. “I’m so sorry.”

      I took her hand and held it. “No showers. At least not for a while. And let’s leave some kind of a light on, okay? I don’t want to wake up and have it be dark. Will that be all right?”

      “Anything you need, Troy, I will do.” She cradled my head in her arms. “I’m here for you, baby. I will always be here for you. You can be weak with me, and I’ll be the strength you need to get past this. I got you.”

      My little frail porcelain doll had me. And God knew I needed her. Somehow, I’d taken that girl and made her into a person I would end up needing. I was her rock, and she’d be mine. Both of us had strength and weaknesses. And we’d be there for each other.

      Forever!

      

      Blyss

      “Hey, wake up,” I said as I shook Troy. I was one week away from my due date, but I was feeling some odd sensations.

      He rolled over and rubbed his eyes. “I’m up. What ya got?”

      “I think we should go to the hospital. I feel weird.” I pulled my body up so I could sit up in the bed better and felt a gush of water as I did it. “Oh, shit!”

      “What the hell?” Troy hopped out of bed, tossing the blanket back. “Your water broke. Okay, okay, I’ve got this.”

      One hell of a bad pain wrapped around me and gave me a phenomenal squeeze. “Ow! Shit! Fuck! Troy, it hurts!”

      Wearing only his underwear, he rushed to change. “You stay put. I’ll grab your bag, call your doctor, and get you to the hospital.”

      Another gush came out of me and I felt tremendous pressure as another pain hit me. “Troy, I think the baby’s coming. I don’t think we’re going to make it to the hospital.”

      “NO! No, you hold on. Breathe. You know what to do.” He pulled on one pant leg, then almost fell over as I screamed again. “No, no! No screaming, Blyss. Breathing, not screaming. You can do this.”

      “I cannot! You don’t understand. It’s bad, Troy. And I’ve ruined our bed.”

      “We’ll get a new one. Don’t even worry about that. What do you mean, you can’t do this? You can and you will.”

      Another round of pain with pressure came, and I turned into a wailing banshee who also cursed like a sailor, “Fuck this shit, Troy! Come hold my hand! This fucking shit, fuck me running, hurts like …” He took my hand and the pain began to ebb. “Oh, yeah, baby. You’re like a miracle. Just stay here. Hold my hand. Don’t go anywhere.”

      “Blyss, I have to get you to the hospital. I have to grab your things and run them down to the car and come back to get you. I can’t hold your hand, honey.”

      “No, just hold my hand. Look, I’m not in any pain as long as you’re holding it. Now, grab my cell right there off the nightstand, call my doctor, and ask her what we should do.”

      “We should be getting in the car, my love, and getting you to the hospital. That’s the only thing we should be doing. Standing here, holding your hand is not the answer.”

      “For now, it is.” I took a nice deep breath. “Go ahead, make the call. I’ll be fine as long as you have my hand.”

      “This is crazy,” he mumbled as he got my cell and made the call, without letting my hand go. “Hello, doc? This is Troy Masterson. Blyss’ water broke and we need to be going to the hospital, but she has some crazy notion that if I just hold her hand, she’ll be fine. Which I know she won’t.”

      “You sound hysterical,” I snipped at him. “Give me the phone.”

      “Here she is, doc. Maybe you can talk some sense into her.”

      He handed me the cell and I said, “My water has broken and I’m having very bad squeezing pains. The pressure I feel when I have them is terrible. Now, I could get up, but quite honestly, I think the baby might fall out.”

      “What?” Troy shouted. “Are you shitting me?”

      “No, I’m not shitting you. And why do you look like that? You’re pale and what’s this twitching you’re doing?” I looked him up and down and wasn’t very happy with how he was reacting. “I’m the one in pain here. Not you!”

      “I’m just going to pick you up and take you to the car,” he said. “Fuck the damn bag. You packed way too much in for the one night stay at the hospital. I’ll come back and get it after the baby’s born, Blyss. Tell your doctor to get to the hospital.” Then he let my hand go.

      Right on cue, the pain came back as I reached out for him. “Troy, it hurts. Stop it!”

      “On a scale of one to ten, what is your current level of pain?” the doctor asked me.

      “One million! And I felt more crap gush out of me.” I pulled the blanket up to cover the gore that was escaping, plus I was getting cold. “Am I going to make it, Doctor Stevens? Cause I feel like there’s a real possibility that I won’t be able to pull this off.”

      “It’s too late to stop now.” She had the audacity to laugh at me. “I’m sending the ambulance to you right now. Stay put.”

      “So, you want me to stay right here in this bed?” I asked.

      Troy shook his head. “No way! No, fucking way, Blyss! I can’t do this. I cannot deliver this baby. Don’t make me. It’s too much responsibility. Little Braxton is special; he deserves to be welcomed to our world by a licensed physician. Not his dad who has never delivered anything. Not even a kitten, Blyss. I haven’t even seen kittens being born. And you expect me …”

      I screamed with another pain that was way too bad, and all I wanted to do was push. “Troy, I want to push!”

      “NO!” both Troy and my doctor screamed.

      “Put your husband on the phone, Blyss.”

      I held out the phone. “She wants to talk to you, baby.”

      He shook his head and backed away. “No, I know what she’s going to say. I know it!”

      I tossed the phone, and he caught it. “Talk to her!”

      

      Troy

      I didn’t want to put that damn phone to my ear, but I had to do it. I had to pull myself together and hope that doctor would tell me to calmly wait for the ambulance to arrive and the paramedics would happily and efficiently deliver my little boy.

      She didn’t say anything like that!

      “Troy, listen up. I know this might seem a little overwhelming …”

      “This is a shit-ton overwhelming. Please don’t sugar-coat things, doc. Now, here’s my plan. I’m going to hold her hand like she said and keep the pain away until the ambulance gets here. I’ve been thinking about it, and I think she sees holding my hand the same way Dumbo held that feather with his nose and thought that’s what made him fly. Whatever the psychological theory is, I’m going that route.”

      Blyss’ expression went to one of appalled anger. “I am not Dumbo, Troy! You do realize that’s very insulting, right?”

      “Baby, I didn’t call you, Dumbo. You’re taking it out of context because you’re in such bad pain.” I patted her head, then realized I was treating her much like one would a dog, so I stopped.

      The doctor was back to bossing me, “Troy, I need you to give things a looksee down there, please. What I want to know is if you see a giant hole where your wife’s vagina used to be.”

      “For the love of …” I had to stop as Blyss’ face went beat red.

      “I have to push! I have to!”

      “NO! No, no, baby. Not yet. Let me just take a little look.”

      I didn’t want to look. I wanted to run downstairs and wait for the ambulance, but that was just a bit too cowardly for me.

      The doctor said, “How’s she looking?”

      “Yeah, hang on. Let me put the phone on speaker and put it down. There we go. And pull the blanket back. Her panties are soaked, and there are some pretty good-sized spots of blood on them too.”

      “Get those off her,” the doctor ordered me.

      “But they might be all that’s going to keep the baby in until the paramedics get here. I should really leave them on.”

      “Pull them off!” both the doctor and Blyss shouted at me.

      “Ugh! Fine!” I shimmied them off her and tossed them on the end of the bed. “They’re off. Now what, doc?”

      “Bend her knees up so you can see. Don’t act like you don’t know how to look at your wife’s genitals, Troy.”

      Blyss went pink. “God, this is awful.”

      I didn’t want to do it, but I did. I pushed one knee up, then the other, and squinted as I didn't recognize the place I’d come to know very well. “Um, things look odd down here.”

      “Troy!” Blyss yelled at me. “You’re making me feel badly about how I look!”

      I shook my head as I looked at her. “Honey, let me tell you that you won’t recognize this either. I mean, it’s oozing and swollen. Frankly, I’m a little afraid it won’t ever look the same. I mean, how can it? Should I get a mirror so you can see too?”

      “Troy!” the doctor shouted. “Stop talking like that. You’re going to mentally scar her.”

      “Sorry,” I said, then patted Blyss on the leg. “It’s not so bad. I’m sure you’ll be great in no time …”

      Her face went red and she began to push. “I can’t stop it this time!”

      What looked horrible became worse. “Oh, God.”

      “What’s happening?” the doctor asked.

      “Something terrible,” was all I could come up with. “Black hair just sprouted in one round patch. How does that even happen?”

      “You’re looking at the top of your son’s head, Troy. It looks like you’ll be seeing him soon.”

      I smiled at the thought. “Hey, baby, I can see his head. He’s got my dark hair. Don’t worry, it’s not a sudden patch of black pubes that just sprung up.”

      Blyss was huffing and puffing as she sweated up a storm. “Troy, please stop fooling around. You’re a freaking Navy SEAL. I know you can handle something as simple as childbirth.”

      She was so wrong!

      But I couldn’t tell her that. It was time to step up and accept the fact that it would be me who would be bringing my son into the world. “Next kid, you are living in the hospital the entire last month, Blyss.”

      “Deal,” she agreed. “But for now, help me get this thing out of me.”

      The doctor chimed in, “The paramedics are fifteen minutes away.”

      “Hey, they might get here before I have to …”

      “No such luck,” Blyss cried out as her face went red again.

      The doctor was quick to say, “Be ready. When he gets his head out, hold it for him. He can’t, you know.”

      “He’s slimy!” I saw the goo all over him as he moved out in tiny increments from a place I used to know and love.

      “Use the sheet,” the doc directed.

      I grabbed the sheet so he wouldn’t slip around in my bare hands. “This is so unsanitary. His face is out. Should I wipe it off? He can’t even open his eyes.”

      “He’s okay. Don’t mess with him too much yet,” the doc said. “Just keep a hold on him until he’s out. The ambulance should be there soon, and they have things to cut the cord and suction out the mouth and nostrils.”

      Something came over me as I looked at his little red face. He wasn’t breathing, but I knew he shouldn’t be yet. “He’s adorable, Blyss.” I looked at her as she took a little break from pushing.

      “Is he really?”

      I nodded. “I can’t wait to see all of him. You’re doing so good, baby. You really are. I’m so proud of you. What a trooper.”

      “Here we go, Troy,” she said as she began to bear down.

      “Once his shoulders are out, the rest of him will follow fast,” the doctor added.

      One shoulder came out, and I held him as the other popped out, then he oozed on out. “Oh, God! He’s here! He’s here! Braxton, Daddy’s got you!”

      The door opened and the paramedics came in, followed by my mother. Dad was lingering in the hallway. “Is that the baby you’re holding, son?”

      “Yeah, Dad. I did it. I delivered him. All by myself.” I held him while the men did things to him, then his eyes opened with a jerk and he cried, making a tiny sound. “Hey there, big boy, welcome to the Masterson family.”

      And that was that. Blyss and I had done it. We made it all work, somehow. We found out we could get through anything, as long as we were in it together.

      Our happy ending had been found, even though the path to it was kind of treacherous …

      

      The End
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