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Chapter One

Eurydice

Many women have fallen in love with the wrong men. I’m not the first. Hell, history is full of them. 

Helen of Troy.

Anne Boleyn.

Bonnie Parker. 

Elizabeth Kendall. 

Oh, I’m far from alone. Now, I didn’t fall for one of America’s most notorious serial killers but still... Being in love with my mother’s ex-boyfriend has doom written all over it. 

Eat your heart out, Juliet Capulet. 

I force a smile to my lips and hope it at least appears real as my client rumbles in pleasure, studying the new art covering his left pectoral. It’s damn good, and I’m usually my harshest critic. 

The Argo, a strong ship built with the help of the gods, sailed by Jason and the Argonauts in Greek mythology. Rolling waves lift the dark brown vessel up even as oars dip into the water, steering it back toward Iolcus with the Golden Fleece proudly draped across its bow. 

Yeah, I have a thing for Greek mythology. Considering my name, maybe that fascination was coded in my DNA. Either way, it’s now those pieces, along with my black and gray portraits, that I’m most known for. 

Like this one. 

“This is fucking amazing.” The older, grizzled guy, who could’ve ridden into small town Wellington, New Hampshire, directly from the famous Sturgis motorcycle rally, rasped the praise, awe thickening his voice. 

This time, my smile is a little more real. It’s more than seeing my art—art that took seed and germinated in my head—on someone’s skin. It’s finding that perfect piece for someone. It’s seeing their pleasure, their joy in having it permanently inked on their body. It’s a...connection. Knowing that in a way, unassuming, overlooked Eurydice Ellis, daughter of the town drunk and sister to the town fuck up, is immortalized in beauty. 

Most intoxicating of all?

Slivers of me, of my soul—because that’s what my art is for me—travel beyond the town limits of Wellington. Here, I’ll only ever be Desiree Ellis’s daughter and Jai’s sister. Here, it’s only a matter of time before I follow in either or both of their footsteps. 

But with my clients...with my ink on their skin, I can be anyone and anything. 

I fly. 

Even now I’m wondering where Wyatt, the biker who doesn’t speak much but wears a thousand stories in the lines and grooves in his face, in the wind-weathered skin, the nicks and scars on his chest and arms, will head out. What places we’ll travel together. The people I’ll meet living vicariously through him...

A dreamer. That’s what Jericho calls me. And not with the frustrated exasperation of my mother or my brother’s sneer. When he says it, there’s affection, as if encouraging me not to change. 

But at seventeen and twenty, maybe being a dreamer wasn’t a bad thing. At twenty-four, though, I can’t afford to remain in a world where I imagine things might be different. 

Where we might be different. 

If life here in Wellington has taught me anything, it’s that fairy tales are for books in the public library, not for kids south of the train tracks. 

“Thanks. I’m glad you like it,” I say and nod to the black tattoo chair that looks more like an OBGYN exam table. Sans stirrups. “If you’ll have a seat, I’ll wrap it up and get you out of here.” 

“You got it, lil’ bit.” He moves his bulk back over to the chair and settles on the cushioned seat. With most people, the moniker would send a flash of irritation spiking through me. At five-foot-two, height-challenged jokes get old. Real fucking quick. But from Wyatt’s towering height that ascends way over six feet, and the mass of muscle packed into his wall of shoulders and the barrel of his chest, damn near everyone would be “lil’ bits.” “Jericho told me you were one of his best artists. But damn.” He shakes his head, his gaze still glued to the mirror across from him. “I’ll be coming back through here in a couple of months. Schedule me in for another piece?”

“I’ll give you my card. Just give me a call,” I murmur, turning and reaching for the Saniderm wrap. 

It’s not a lie; it’s an evasion. And a good one.

“Careful. I could take that to mean you didn’t believe me about how good my girl is.” 

The deep rumble of a voice rolls through my cubicle, reminding me of thunder tumbling across a dark, velvet sky. I force back an electrified shiver, even as part of me longs to curl up under that growl and let it wrap around me. By sheer will, I keep my attention focused on the task of covering Wyatt’s tattoo with the Saniderm instead of turning to look at Jericho Fox. 

Jericho. 

My employer.

My mentor.

The only father figure I’ve ever known.

My mother’s ex-man.

My dirty secret and guilty shame. 

The only man I’ve loved. 

If I believed in fairy tales, my life wouldn’t be the pretty Disney versions. Mine would be the twisted, darker Grimm stories. 

Just as I smooth down the last piece of wrap and snap off my gloves, a heavy arm, tatted from shoulder to fingertips, circles my shoulders and squeezes. The scent of cloves and Rosarios, his favorite hand-rolled Dominican cigars, envelopes me in a fragrant embrace that I quietly inhale and hold in my lungs. Savor. 

It’s the only thing of him I’ll ever have inside my body. 

“Did I imply that?” Wyatt smirks. “Yeah, I doubted it. Sorry, lil’ bit. No offense. I’ll make up for that bullshit in my tip.”

“No offense taken—if the tip’s big enough.” I arch an eyebrow, sliding out from under Jericho’s arm on the pretense of tossing the gloves in the trash can and replacing the Saniderm back on my station. 

His rough burst of laughter seems to rattle in his cavernous chest then spill out into the cubicle. 

“I got you.” He shifts off the chair and stretches to his full, impressive height. “Thanks again, and I’ll talk to you in a few weeks.”

“Look forward to it.”

“C’mon,” Jericho says. “I’ll walk you to the front. How long are you in town?”

“A few days. We need to get together...”

Only as the two men head toward the cubicle opening and momentarily pause there do I allow myself to glance at them. Well, him. 

Jericho.

It’s safer this way. For me. He’s like an eclipse. Captivating, a rarity, but staring directly at him will burn and cause irreparable damage. But here, I can pretend that all my focus, my attention isn’t consumed by him. 

I’ve become a consummate actress through the years. 

My role is Indifferent Employee, my costume an aloof mask of apathy. But inside?

Inside I’m the Desperate Woman, and I have no mask, nothing to hide behind. My hunger for a man that’s completely taboo and forbidden to me is naked and right there for anyone to see.

I turn from them and start to strip the tattoo chair of the Saniderm I’d wrapped around the headrest and upper back cushions. But that’s just visual geography, a futile attempt at diversion. My mind insists on reminding me of what my body aches for, who my blood thrums for. 

Closing my eyes, I momentarily still, allowing his dark, quiet thunderous voice to stroke over my skin like an electrified breeze. That’s how I imagine his touch would be—charged heat. Razing me to ash even as it quickens me to life. 

If I had to cast Jericho in Greek mythology, I’d tattoo him as Hephaestus, god of fire and blacksmiths, metal and artists. He’s earthy, rough, elemental. There’s nothing classically handsome about him—no, he’s too big, too muscled, his facial features too bold, strong, and severe for “handsome” or “pretty.” But God... He’s compelling. He’s stunning. Thick eyebrows emphasize deep set, light green eyes. Cheekbones, a nose and jaw that could’ve been forged from the metal the god is known for bending and shaping. A wide, full, hard mouth that inspires lust and love, sin and worship, promises and threats. And I want them all. Want him to unleash them all on me. 

With a thick beard, long caramel and gold-streaked shoulder-length hair that he usually binds in a bun at the back of his head and a tall, powerful frame, he’s power and strength wrapped in mortal flesh. Hands damn near twice the size of mine and nicked with scars on the back should be intimidating but experience has shown me they’re capable of tremendous gentleness. They’re the creator of art so beautiful, I could weep. 

It’s unnatural, this need that crawls through me like a virus that’s resistant to any cure or inoculation. Jericho has been in my life since I was sixteen and my mother brought him home, introducing him to me and Jai as the new man in her life. He wasn’t the first man she dated and damn sure wasn’t the last after they broke up a year later, but he was the only one to take an interest in me as something other than a possible plaything when my mother either wasn’t around or too drunk to give a fuck. Even after he ended things with Mom, he recognized my love for drawing when no one else ever had, encouraged it and took me on as an apprentice in his tattoo shop. He actually cared about Jai and me. Still does. 

So yeah, that makes me twisted, maybe damaged to take his paternal-like affection and corrupt it into something dark, filthy. 

Ravenous. 

Maybe I truly am my mother’s daughter. 

“Hey, Eurydice.” His voice coiled around my name is an unfair assault. 

“Yeah,” I say, not bothering to glance up but continue with cleaning my chair and space. 

“When you finish up here, meet me in the back. I got something to talk over with you.”

“Okay.”

His stare settles on my back like a sun-warmed weight. I fight not to shiver under its touch. It’s sad that I know the intimate fingerprint of his gaze. But there’s nothing about him I’m not familiar with. And familiar just sounds a helluva lot better than obsessed. 

After a moment, he and Wyatt move away from my cubicle, and I release the breath that had been burning my lungs. The air that seemed to disappear, sucked into the vortex of him, rushes back into my space, and I can breathe. 

And think.

Frowning, I spray and wipe down the chair. What does he want to talk to me about? Honestly, it could be anything. My mother and brother. Returning to college and obtaining my bachelor’s degree. Becoming more social and letting my guard down. Which never fails to irritate me. He, of all people, should know how difficult it is for me to let people in, to trust. With a family like mine, hell, it’s a miracle I’m not locked up in a cabin on an isolated island with only wildlife for company. But Nicole, Dean, Hero, and Shawn? The shop receptionist and other tattoo artists are more like my family than my own. 

Sighing, I shake my head. There’s no use in worrying about it. He’s going to have his say and I’m going to do what I want—which is either argue or nod and ignore his advice. That’s our relationship. He takes his role of mentor seriously and gets in my shit, and I—sometimes with the help of a few four-letter words—escort him out of it. 

Minutes later, I finish cleaning up and storing my ink and tattoo machine. A knotted snarl of anticipation, anxiety, and excitement tangles in my stomach as I move out of my cubicle and head toward the hallway that leads toward the back of the shop and Jericho’s office. 

My cell vibrates against my ass, and I pause, removing it. One glance at the 310 area code clues me in to who sent the text message, and my grip on the phone tightens. Nerves flutter against my belly and I stare at the notification, my thumb hovering over the bar that will open up the text. 

“So you really think he’s going to propose tonight?” Nicole Miller’s voice carries from the breakroom directly across from me. 

When Shayla Grant, Jericho’s girlfriend, answers, I don’t need elaboration on the “he” Twisted Ink’s receptionist is referring to. 

“I don’t think, I know,” the other woman says. 

And like the worse kind of masochist, I inch over a step just in time to catch Shayla flipping her fall of sleek, thick black hair over her slender shoulder, wearing a cat-ate-the-whole-damn-aria-of-canaries smile. She’s beautiful, as have been all the women Jericho has dated through the years. In an uptight college town like Wellington, you’d think the big, inked-to-hell-and-back tattoo shop owner would frighten most of the women off. Or they’d just take him for a little test run as their joy ride on the wild side before settling down with their button down, khaki wearing, church-two-times-a-week men. 

But no.

Jericho’s not only a Wellington success story, he’s a gentleman. And women, of all ages—seriously, even crotchety Mrs. Grimes at the Stop ’n’ Shop blushes when he comes through her line—adore him. Since I’m secretly one of them, I get the appeal. Yes, he’s gorgeous, has manners that would shame a Southern gentleman into deportment classes and yet, tempts a person into believing they can tame the wildness that damn near hums beneath the surface of his inked, taut, golden skin. It’s more. He’s more.

A protector. A defender. A safe port in the most vicious of storms.

That’s who he is. 

Oh, and not mine. Never mine. 

That’s also who he is. It’s probably the most important thing about him. 

“Okay.” Nicole crosses her arms, tilting her head. “How do you know? Not that I’m doubting you, Shay, but I’ve been working here for four years and know Jericho pretty well. And not once has he come close to popping the question to any woman.”

“None of them have been me,” Shayla says in a tone that has me struggling not to roll my eyes. 

Nicole doesn’t even fight that battle. I’m almost concerned for her as one of my mother’s few pieces of advice echo in my head. Careful they don’t stay that way. I swallow back a snort as Nicole cups her hand and curls her fingers in a “gimme” motion.

“Just the facts, ma’am.”

Shayla huffs out a sigh and reaches into her purse, removing a slip of white paper. Thrusting it toward Nicole, she lowers her voice—awesome of her to consider who might be passing by and listening now—but not enough that I can’t hear. 

Even over the thunder of my pulse in my ears. 

“I found this in his bedside dresser,” Shayla practically purrs. “Will that do as facts?”

Nicole’s eyes widen as she scans the paper, her bright red-painted lips popping open. “Are you shitting me?” she whisper-yells. “A diamond ring? Is this seriously a receipt for an engagement ring?”

I don’t stay in that doorway to hear Shayla’s reply. Not that I could anyway. No, the roaring has risen to deafening levels and my pounding heart adds a bass rhythm that successfully drowns out everything but my silent voice screaming above the madness. 

On numb legs, I push off the wall and damn near stumble back to my cubicle. Thank God, Dean’s privacy curtain is pulled and Hero and Shawn have already left for the night. Having witnesses for the devastation that I can’t begin to hide isn’t on my bingo card for the year. 

Sinking down into my chair, I stare at the wall, not seeing the framed photographs of tattoos I’ve inked over the years. Usually, those images stir a warm, loose coil of pride and joy in me. But not in this moment. Not when Nicole’s words reverberate in my head like a death knell to a hope that had been doomed—but had still been hope all the same.

Hope that one day Jericho would see me as more than the young girl he rescued. 

Hope that Jericho could one day want me with the same desperate hunger that tears at me when I’m in his presence. When I just hear the dark promise of his voice.

Jericho is proposing to her. 

An inappropriate and admittedly irrational spurt of anger bursts within me. Because he never tried to see me. Truly see me. I’m not that same broken, affection-deprived girl who needed him to save me through kindness, love, and art. The same girl who saw him as her savior. Grief for what will never be—for what I truly never even had a chance at having—wells up in me. And that quickly, the soul-deep sorrow douses the anger, leaving me swirling, clinging to the flotsam of reason like a shipwreck victim grasping at pieces of wreckage. 

My phone buzzes again, vibrating against my palm and—thank God—dragging me from drowning. With a greedy desperation, I glance down at the screen and the text message notification. Only by pure muscle memory do I tap the small bar and open the app. 

Tyon: Not hawking you, I promise! Just wanted to let you know I emailed the details of the guest spot here at the shop. Yeah, I’m not above bribing you. Hope to hear from you soon with an answer. 

I close out of the text messages and open up my email app. Tyon Masters’ name sits at the top of my inbox, and I open the message as if it’s a fraying rope hanging over the side of a mountain and my last lifeline. 

In a way, it is. 

Tyon, owner of Ink Masters shop in Venice Beach, is like royalty in the tattoo world. Known for his amazing traditional and realism styles, he’s been featured in magazines, guest-judged on national tattoo-related reality competition TV shows. He’s well acquainted with Jericho, and on one of his visits here, he noticed my work. That had floored me. But this invitation to actually work in his shop? It’s...crazy. That he would think so highly of my work, my talent, to put his clients in my chair and under my tattoo machine? That speaks more than any pretty words. 

Until now, I’ve hesitated. But as I open the email with Shayla’s words echoing in my head and the desolate emptiness yawning wider and wider in my chest, my hesitation is waning. As pathetic as it is, I’ve been putting the final decision off because of Jericho. Because I don’t—didn’t—want to leave him. 

Through the years, I’ve silently suffered watching him go from woman to woman. That’s been a torture all in itself. But I can’t stay and stand witness to him pledging his heart, his body, his future to another woman. 

I can’t. It’s a pain I won’t survive. 

So...I’m leaving. 

Even as I scroll through Tyon’s email, scanning over the details of when I would start, who I would be working with, images of the shop and my booth, as well as possible apartment listings, my resolve hardens. For years, I’ve allowed my present and future balance on whether or not Jericho could ever want me back. Those have been wasted years when I could’ve been discovering a path—a future—for myself that didn’t include longing for a man forbidden to me. A future where I loved my family from a distance without guilt or the burden of obligation. 

A future with Wellington far behind me. 

I’m leaving. 

Once more my phone vibrates in my hand, and the caller ID screen replaces the email. My stomach bottoms out before seeming to bow in on itself, coiling tight. And tighter. 

“Fuck,” I whisper, and debate whether or not to answer. 

But experience has taught me it doesn’t matter if I answer or not. She’ll keep calling until I do. 

My mother has never been known for her patience or subtlety. 

Inhaling a deep breath, I hold it. Then, closing my eyes, I swipe the screen. 

“Hey, Mom.” The weariness and curdling sense of foreboding that are both part and parcel of dealing with Desiree Ellis settle in my belly like a lead weight. 

“Eury, where have you been?” she demands. 

I bow my head, pinching the bridge of my nose. No “hello,” no “hi, sweetie.” Or even a “hey, bitch.” Just a screeching demand to explain my lack of attentiveness, regardless that this is the first time she’s called me. A dull pounding takes up residence in my temples. It’s a side effect of dealing with anyone bearing the last name Ellis.

“At work. What’s wrong?” Not a reach. With my family, there’s always something wrong. I mean, it’s Thursday. 

“It’s your brother,” she says, voice high and thin with stress.

Fuck. I pinch the bridge of my nose harder. Bow my head lower. 

“What now?” I ask, not even attempting to conceal my weariness. Because I’m so fucking tired. Of the bullshit. Of this goddamn merry-go-round of drama.

“Don’t take that tone with me, girl,” she snaps. And it doesn’t require much stretch of my admittedly vivid imagination to see her sitting at the small kitchen table, knee jumping like a jackhammer, cigarette in one hand and phone clutched to her ear with the other. “He’s your brother, and he needs our help.”

And by “our help,” she means “my help.” And by “my help,” she means my money. Because that’s what it inevitably comes down to—money out of my pocket. With her or Jai, more often than not, I pay the price. 

“Where is he?” Even as I voice the question, the answer reverberates in my head. 

The hospital’s obviously out or he wouldn’t need my help or dollars. So that only leaves one other place. 

Jail. 

Double fuck. 

“What’d he do now?” I press. “Because he’s locked up, right?”

“It isn’t his fault!” Mom practically wails. “You know how the cops here are always picking on him.”

I feel his presence behind me rather than see him. There’s a tangible shift in the energy around me, as if the very particles in the air separate to make way for him. 

A big hand settles on my back, nearly covering the width of it. 

“What’s going on?” Jericho demands, his deep, resonant timbre strumming over my exposed skin, skimming over my beaded nipples and sliding over my taut belly to the clenching sex between my thighs. 

That’s what he does to me. Just the sound of his voice drags me to the edge, has me shaking harder than a drunk feenin’ for their next drink. 

I don’t look at him. I can’t. Not right now. Not with shame and lust swirling so close to the surface, it’s a crapshoot which one he’ll glimpse in my eyes, my face. 

“Is that Jericho?” The bitterness in Mom’s voice bleeds through the connection. It’s been seven years since Jericho ended their relationship but she still resents him. For what, I don’t get. Plenty of men have entered and disappeared through the front door of my childhood home, never to darken the doorstep again. But for some reason, she’s held a grudge against him. “This has nothing to do with him. Tell him to mind his own business,” she hissed. 

Yeah. Not doing that. 

“Mom, what happened with Jai?” I ask, refocusing her. 

“The cops picked him up at a party.” Her anger crackles down the line. Whether it’s at the police’s “unjust” harassment of Jai, my detachment, or Jericho’s presence, I can’t tell. Shit, with her, it could be a murky, jumbled tangle of all three. Not that it matters. She’s pissed. And with Desiree, that’s not good. “All those kids at that house and they single out your brother. So what, he had a little bit of weed on him? That’s not a crime here in New Hampshire! He had under the legal amount, even though they’re trying to say it was more. And he wasn’t the only one, but they take him in! It’s harassment, and it’s not fair!”

Her harsh accusations punctuates the air in my ear like tiny fists, and I tip my head back. 

Goddammit. Drugs. 

Yeah, Jai smoked weed. But arrested for it? This is bad. Until now, he’s been taken in for small things—disorderly conduct, public intoxication, shoplifting when he was younger. But this? True, it would be a misdemeanor, but still a crime, and given the other shit on his record, could mean some jail time. 

“Shit,” I mutter.

“Put her on speaker,” Jericho orders, the circles he’s rubbing on my back doing nothing to soften the thin line of steel underlying his voice. Both have heat pumping through my blood.

And have me complying. 

Mom’s voice fills the cubicle. 

“...need to get down to the police station now. The bail shouldn’t be a lot but I don’t have the money. So you’re going to need to take care of it for me.”

Fuck. “Mom, I—”

“Eury, don’t argue with me! Not now. I can’t deal with it. Not when I’m so upset and worried over your brother,” she shouts, her voice carrying a hysterical edge.

Anger catches fire in me like a struck match, whooshing to life. “Have you thought maybe you should leave him there? That if you let him spend just one night in that jail he might learn a lesson?”

“Don’t start with me, Eurydice,” she snaps.

“I don’t have the money, Mom,” I grind out. “You don’t have it, and I don’t either.” I don’t. Not for him. Not for her to spend on him. Not when I plan on leaving this fucking town and the, the...albatross of them behind just soon. 

“You’ve been at that damn shop all day. You have money. What you mean is you don’t want to help out your family. That’s just selfish, Eurydice. Selfish and ungrateful.”

“Ungrateful?” My hand clenches around the phone so tight I swear it cracks under my grip. “Are you seri—”

“I got it.” Jericho gently pries the cell from my fingers. “I got it, Desiree.”

“Jericho?” Her voice rises sharply on his name. “This doesn’t concern you. This is a family matter. Eury has it. Give the phone back to her.”

Did she not hear anything I just said? Jesus. What is it like to be so self-absorbed? So certain that other people will drop everything to be at your beck and call? 

Well, maybe if I stopped doing just that, she would stop being so certain. Dammit. I mercilessly rub the heel of my palms into my eyes. What a clusterfuck. And it’s all my fault. How can I be annoyed with my mother and brother for treating me like their personal ATM when I enable them? When all they have to do is push my buttons and I spit money out every. Damn. Time?

It’s a sickness, this attachment we have to each other. This co-dependency. And it’s why I have to leave. 

Yes, I’m running away instead of confronting the problem. Instead of confronting them.

Because at my heart, I’m a coward. 

I can’t tell them I’m done aiding and abetting this life of laziness.

And I won’t be honest with Jericho. 

Instead, I remain silent. And suffer.

Or run. 

That’s my M.O. 

“No. You want Jai out tonight, then you’re dealing with me now. Understand?”

Silence throbs from her end. If possible, heat emanates from the phone, humid waves of it filling the cubicle. 

“Fine,” Mom grits out, and humiliation swells over me, licking at my skin. 

For the first time, I lift my gaze to Jericho and, as if he’s been waiting for me to look at him, his light green eyes trap mine. Command mine. And I can’t glance away. 

Even though real fear trips through me at what he might glimpse in my eyes. 

“I’ll call over to the police station and find out what his bail is and when they’ll release him. Then we’ll head over there to pick him up. Eurydice will text and keep you updated, okay?”

“Fine.”

“Good.” He pauses, and though my mom isn’t in front of him, his eyes narrow. “And, Desiree?”

“Yeah,” she snaps.

And I’m ungrateful? This man just offered to shell out money to spring her baby boy out of jail and she’s treating him like the enemy. I squeeze my eyes closed, but fingers pinch my chin. Surprise jolts inside me like a charge of electricity, and fast on its heels is a wave of lust so powerful, so hot, I jerk in his hold, my lashes lifting. His grip tightens on me, and I clench my teeth against the animalistic groan climbing my throat. My gaze clashes with his, meeting the demand in his hooded stare. 

Don’t you look away from me.

Logically, I understand the message he’s delivering. Don’t you dare bow your head. You have nothing to be ashamed of. Don’t accept blame that isn’t yours. I’ve heard either those exact words or renditions of them from him countless times over the years. 

But physically? Physically, my body reacts as if it’s an erotic order, and my nipples pucker into aching points. My belly goes concave, bottoming out as my pussy softens, readies itself for a possession that will never occur. I’m hungry for him, desperate, and how he’s never guessed is a minor miracle. 

I’m relieved. 

I’m in despair. 

And I’m so damn tired of hiding. Of living this half-life of a lie. 

I want to be...free. 

“Don’t contact Eurydice anymore about this. Like I said, she’ll text you if something changes. And I’ll drop Jai off. I’m telling you right now, if you call, text, or sky write about this, I’ll leave him there until you get the money up. I’m not going to let her pay to get his ass out of jail. Got it?” When nothing comes across the line but her silent “fuck you,” he growls “Got it?”

“I fucking got it, Jericho,” she snarls.”

“Good.” Then he ends the call and hands me back my cell.

I turn my head on the pretense of slipping my phone in my back pocket. The truth? I can’t endure the brand of his touch any longer. I want it too much. And it’s not mine to crave. That belongs to the woman in the break room. The woman whose finger he’s about to slip a ring on. 

“You know how well that’s going over, right?”

He snorts. “Ask me if I give a fuck.”

I stand, shaking my head, and head toward my station. “Well, who do you think is going to pay for that little display?” Damn sure won’t be him. 

As she’s demonstrated, Mom won’t go against Jericho. She won’t attack him. At least not outright. Not that she’s afraid of him. No, part of me believes she still wants him. It explains why she’s so nasty toward and about him. If she were over the man, she’d have no feelings about him one way or the other. 

Like mother, like daughter. 

Long, elegant fingers wrap around my bicep. Artist’s fingers. I halt, but nothing can stop the ball of heat from barreling through me, incinerating rational thought and singing the frayed threads of my control. With my back to him, my lashes flutter closed and I drag in a low, shuddering breath. 

It’s unfair. 

It’s crazy. 

And for a moment, hatred mingles with love. 

Again. Like mother, like daughter. 

When I turn around, I don the mask I’ve perfected over the years. One of the dutiful pseudo-foster daughter-slash-mentee. The one he’s comfortable with, and I wear as a matter of survival. 

“Is it going to be bad?” he murmurs, his gaze roaming my face as if searching for the truth. As if knowing I’m going to lie. 

“Nothing I can’t handle.” I shrug, gently extricating myself from his grip again, but even as I continue to my station, my skin throbs, tingles. 

Don’t you fucking dare rub his touch into your flesh. At least not while he’s standing right there. It’s a damn shame I actually need to give myself that order. 

“That’s not what I asked, Eurydice,” he says, shifting closer to me. So close that his cloves, chocolate-and-Jack Daniels hand-rolls scent envelopes me. 

Back up, I internally scream. It’s almost too much. He’s almost too much. I need to start weaning myself off him. If I’m going to leave, to walk away and make a clean break, I need to start now. I shout this at my brain, but my body—my traitorous sex—damn near purrs and weeps to get at him. 

The bitch is shameless. 

“You dated her, Jericho,” I remind him, purposefully shoving his past relationship in both of our faces. “Seven years hasn’t dimmed your memory and it damn sure hasn’t changed her, doesn’t matter if she’s stopped drinking. Hell, if anything, the alcohol made her nicer. But whatever.” I wave a hand and pull open a bottom drawer, removing my messenger bag. Standing, I sling it over my head and across my chest. “It’s nothing I’m not used to. She’s Mom.” 

He frowns, and it’s fierce, his dark eyebrows spearing down over his nose. “Eurydice...”

“I have to get over to the jail.”

“Not without me.”

That draws me up short. 

“No.” I shake my head for added emphasis. And when he crosses his arms over his chest and cocks his eyebrow, I repeat on a growl, “No.”

“See? It’s so funny you actually believe you can tell me what to do, little girl.”

My pussy clenches on the “little girl” as it always does. It’s sick; I fully acknowledge it. But my body never fails to light up like a goddamn sparkler at that endearment. He only calls me that. And why wouldn’t he? I’m not “sweetheart” like Dean’s fiancée, Nikki, and damn sure not “baby” like Shayla. I’m the infantilized “little girl.” 

And it makes me hurt in the sweetest, dirtiest way. 

Because my mind never fails to supply an image of him whispering those two words to me as he braces my head between those big, calloused hands, urging me to take all of him to the back of my throat. Or groaning those words in my ear as that huge body covers me, his cock driving inside my pussy over and over again, stretching me, claiming me as his. 

It’s been a long time since I’ve been a “little” anything. But for Jericho? I’d be whatever—whoever—he wants me to be. All he has to do is ask. 

And that’s the very reason I need to leave. 

“Listen.” I hold up my hands, palms out, deliberately shoving all thoughts of his cock reshaping any parts of me out of my head so I can freaking think. “I appreciate you having my back with Mom. I do. But I got it from here. There’s no need for both of us to wait down at the police station when we don’t know how long it’s going to take for them to release Jai.” I scrounge up a smile that’s damn near painful on my face. “Besides, don’t you have plans tonight? I don’t want to interfere with that.”

His frown returns, and holy fuck, I almost backpedal under the heat of it. 

“It’s a date, Eurydice. I can reschedule a date. This is important, and I’m not about to let you sit at the fucking police station by yourself just so I can eat a goddamn steak.”

He sounds offended like I just accused him of misspelling a tattoo or something. Excuse me for giving him an out so he could continue with his planned proposal. I’d point that shit out but I’m not supposed to know about the damn thing.

“Let’s go,” he grinds out. 

“I’m not letting you pay for Jai’s bail,” I bite right back. 

“Let’s. Fucking. Go.”

He’s losing his patience. It’s in the narrowing of his bright eyes and ticking of muscle along his jaw that his thick beard can’t hide. Good. It’s annoying as hell being the only one irritated. 

We’re standing there, glaring at one another like two boxers squaring off before meeting in a championship match, when a hesitant voice interrupts our visual showdown.

“Hey, Jericho,” Shayla says. “Is everything okay?”

His full, sensual mouth firms, and with one last hard look at me that practically commands me to keep my ass right there—as if I could move around his giant frame—he turns to his girlfriend. 

“Everything’s fine.” He smiles, and to my eye that doesn’t miss any detail about him, it’s strained around the edges. Everything, clearly, isn’t fine. “But I was just about to come looking for you. I’m going to have to take a rain check on tonight. Something’s come up.”

The answering smile that started to curl her lips wavers then falls. 

“Excuse me?” She glances from him to me then back to him. Discomfort crawls up my chest, winding in between my ribs, and I edge to the side. But since both of them are now blocking the entrance to my cubicle, I can’t escape it or this uncomfortable scene. “What do you mean? We have,” her voice dips, “plans. You can’t just cancel them.”

Impatience creeps into his deep timbre and I wince. 

“Yeah, I know. But like I said, something’s come up, and it’s important.”

“I’m important. Tonight is important,” Shayla argues, her tone sharp.

“For god’s sake, Shayla, it’s a date,” Jericho rumbles. Ouch. He couldn’t really be that dense or insensitive, could he? That hurt me. “Eurydice, let’s go.”

Shit. 

Why couldn’t he just let me handle this on my own?

“Listen, Jericho,” I try again, turning around to face him, “honestly, I have this handled—”

“You’re canceling on me to be with her? With Eurydice? Are you serious right now?” Shayla practically snarls, jabbing a perfectly manicured and frosty pink-painted fingernail in my direction.  

Shock spirals through me in an icy twist at the mask of fury glittering in her dark eyes and tautening the skin across her sky-scraper cheekbones. At the dirty look she fires at me. More, though, the way she said my name. As if it isn’t the first time I’d come up as the subject in one of their discussions. Or an accusation. A sliver of unease coils in my belly. Without my express permission, my feet shuffle backward, shifting me away from them. 

Jericho’s gaze jerks from his girlfriend and lands on me. I suck in a soft, quick breath. If Shayla’s expression is fire, his is ice. Green eyes glint like frost on brittle grass. All warmth is leached from his face, and I shiver, barely managing not to rub my hands over my arms. 

“Eurydice, do me favor. Go wait by my truck.”

It’s not a request; it’s an order. 

For a moment, I consider arguing. But after another glimpse at his face, I reconsider. 

And decide to go wait by the damn truck. 

Circling the couple, I escape my cubicle and the tension building inside it. Moments later, I shove out the back entrance, the quiet night of Wellington greets me. It’s July, and since Wellington College is a small, Christian school, it doesn’t offer summer classes. So, at nine o’clock at night, the downtown area is deader than usual. No college students roaming the sidewalks headed to the all-night diner or the coffee shop—and by “all-night,” I mean midnight. 

Usually, the silence would be a solace. Growing up, I’d been surrounded by noise, and quiet had been a rare commodity. One I treasured. Unlike Jai who seemed to abhor it and reveled in chaos—still does. But tonight I long for those student voices calling to each other on the night wind. Wish for the honk of late-night traffic—for Wellington, anyway—that accompanied the jangle of doors along Main Street opening and closing. 

They would dispel the sense of...foreboding that presses against my sternum. The feeling of a calm before the storm. 

I stand in the back of the tattoo shop for several minutes but, in some ways, it feels like hours. Because my mind whirls around the scene I walked out on. What had Shayla meant? Why had there been such bitterness, such venom embedded in her voice and wrapped around my name? What am I missing? 

Because I am missing something.

The back door swings open, and Jericho emerges, a giant whose broad shoulders blocks out the light behind him. He shuts the door with a bang, and stalks to his truck. Hitting the key fob, he unlocks the vehicle and yanks open the passenger side door. He silently grasps my elbow and helps me up onto the seat. The interior light washes over his harshly set features, and my fingertips itch with the need to stroke the severe lines and angles, soften them. Instead, I curl my fingers in my lap and murmur a thanks, facing front and staring out the windshield. The door slams shut behind me, and I swallow down the questions of what the fuck happened in there? And what does it have to do with me?

Not my business. 

His relationships have never been my business. 

I don’t glance over as the driver’s door opens and he heaves his bulk into the truck, though his earthy, smoky scent fills the truck. 

Still, a desperate, last-ditch effort at saving myself hurls itself out of my mouth. 

“Jericho, this isn’t—”

“Fair warning, little girl. You don’t want to do this now.”

Okay, then. 

I consider myself warned.

Chapter Two

Jericho

When are you going to put me first? You have a choice to make. Her or me.

Fuck.

I scrub my palm down my face. If only I could rub Shayla’s voice and the memory of that ugly confrontation out of my head as easily. What the hell had crawled up her ass? I canceled a fucking date. One of many we’d had. Yet, she’d acted like I’d called off a meeting with the goddamn queen. 

Don’t be fucking dense. You know damn well why she’s mad. 

I sigh and cross my arms over my chest, leaning against the truck and glaring a hole into the front of the police station. 

It’s bullshit. Her jealousy of Eurydice. It’s baseless, silly as hell, and bullshit. 

Yeah, sure it is. 

I fist my fingers under my arms. Telling my own self to shut up is a step too far that I’m not willing to take. But damn, do I want to. 

It’s the same story as it’s been for the past seven years with the other women I’ve dated. At first, they seem to accept the nature of my relationship with Eurydice. Then, as time goes by, that acceptance alters; it shifts to resentment, to possessiveness, then to jealousy. And eventually they start dropping the threats and ultimatums. Shayla took a little longer than the others to arrive at this portion of the program, but she eventually got here. 

But she’s overestimated her importance in my life. Fucking her is fun. But that’s it. If she believes I’ll actually choose her and eliminate Eurydice from my life, she’s clearly miscalculated. Eurydice is family. 

And Shayla’s transient. Yeah, it makes me an asshole, but there’ve been countless Shaylas through the years and there will be more after her. 

There will only ever be one Eurydice. 

She’s my responsibility. 

My saving grace. 

The best part of me. 

I glance to my right, take in her still form. She has that peculiar talent of being extraordinarily motionless. I can only guess the origin of it, and that speculation, even now, has the flames of fury flicking at my chest. When you’re a child growing up in such a chaotic, uncertain household, you learn that an unmoving target doesn’t garner attention. I know something about that, having been raised in a shitty home—and I use the word “home” extremely loosely—myself. My parents’ recreational narcotic of choice had been cocaine instead of alcohol. It’d led to neglect and eventually a long line of foster and group homes. So yeah, when I say I know something about being raised in shitty homes, I mean it. Like me, Eurydice knows what it is to be survivor. 

I just fucking hate that she has that knowledge.

As always, when I look at Eurydice, something in me yanks so tight, a twinge echoes in complaint. It’s visceral, the reaction. Is it the eyes? Those haunting, soulful eyes reminiscent of my favorite whiskey? The dark amber color that causes a burning sensation in my chest, low in my gut? 

Or maybe it’s the flower of her face—sweet, fragile, multi-faceted, and utterly beautiful. When I first met her at sixteen, she’d been on the cusp of blooming into the loveliness she owns at twenty-four. Almond-shaped, golden-brown eyes with a thick fringe of lashes. Perfect, silken, brown skin. Then, she’d barely been able to look me in the eye, but when she had... My heart had stopped, fucking arrested by the intensity and awareness that belied her young age. Then, the roundness of youth hadn’t faded from her elegant bone structure, just hinting at the striking cheekbones and strong jawline, but the lush, bottom-lip heavy mouth had very much been in evidence. 

She’s gained maybe an inch or two on her petite frame, but even then she’d developed the curves she boasts today. At sixteen, she’d tried to hide them behind large T-shirts and baggy wide-legged jeans. But fucking Houdini couldn’t make the gorgeous handful of breasts—the size of my hand—the sensual, wide hips, round ass and thick thighs disappear.

Eurydice had hovered between a gorgeous girl and a stunning woman. 

I hated myself for noticing. 

Detested myself for looking. 

And the day after she turned seventeen years old, loathed myself for wanting.

Yes, I ended my relationship with Desiree because it was toxic—when I first started dating the fun, beautiful older woman, I hadn’t known she’d was a drunk. But it’d become readily apparent. I’d stayed as long as I did because I cared, because of my attachment to her children. 

But that wasn’t the whole truth. 

I could no longer stay in a relationship with a woman whose daughter stirred...complicated feelings in me. Eurydice wasn’t—isn’t—my daughter. I’m thirteen years older than her. Too fucking old for her. A lifetime of experiences separate us. And I’d never do anything to violate the trust she or Desiree, for that matter, placed in me. 

Though I ended things with Desiree, I couldn’t walk away from Eurydice. Not when everyone else had abandoned her. Her mother had chosen the bottle and other men over her time and time again. Her brother had already started to choose alcohol and his mother’s lifestyle over her. 

And the girl was—is—talented. Gifted. 

This inconvenient, fucking wrong lust for a too-young woman couldn’t make me leave her behind. So I took her under my wing. Mentored her. Nurtured her God-given artistic talent. And that’s it. 

I’d never betray her or our friendship by crossing that line. 

How many men in her past have tried to take advantage of her? Men who have been with her mother? I shake my head. I refuse to be another one.

“What?” she asks, tilting her head, squinting up at me. 

The tight, thick curls she’s dyed a deep indigo this week brush her bare shoulder. She ditched the black hoodie she wore in the shop in deference to the July heat, and a thin, white tank top clings to her firm, round breasts and softly rounded stomach. The belly piercing presses against the material, the outline of its ring and small balls clear. I jerk my way too fascinated and inappropriate attention from the jewelry and back to her face.

As if that’s going to stop the insistent pounding of blood in my veins from drumming in my dick. Or my fingertips from itching to tug on that ring to see if her face pinches with pain or pleasure or that irresistible mind-fuck mixture of both.

She stares at me, and oh shit, she asked me a question. Running the last few seconds back, I lower my arms and shift, refocusing everything on the police station. Thrusting my fingers through my hair, I loosen the bun at the back of my head. 

“I can drive you back to the shop so you can get your car and go home, if you want. The sheriff’s not sure when your brother’s going to be released.” I snort. “I got the impression they’re not real pressed to do him any favors.” If I know Jai, and I do, he’s being his asshole self, and not making any friends. 

“No, I’ll wait.” And her eyebrows arrow down over her nose. “You didn’t tell me what they’re charging him with.”

I sigh. Stubborn. For someone who resembles a delicate pin-up fairy without the wings, she’s stubborn as all hell. 

“Criminal trespass and possession.”

“Goddamn.”

“Both are misdemeanors, but yeah. It seems your brother is determined to be a fuck up.” Her shoulders tense, but in the next instant they slump, and an acrid, nasty taste floods my tongue. “Don’t do that, Eurydice. Don’t you dare do that. He’s not your responsibility, and his behavior is for damn sure not your fault.”

“I know that,” she says, a sharpness serrating her tone.

Maybe because of her upbringing, Eurydice dons a natural edge like most people wear a signature cologne or perfume. 

“Then stand like it, little girl,” I murmur. “You act like the weight of the world is on your shoulders, and it’s not your burden. They might want to make you feel that way, and you allow them to, but you need to start shaking that shit off. Even if you have to fake it. Even if it’s to make them believe it. Or else they’ll use you until there’s nothing of you left.”

“I didn’t ask for your advice or this impromptu counseling session. Contrary to that ‘little girl’ bullshit and you fucking my mother at one time, you’re not my father.”

I snort, and goddamn my cock for jerking at the sound of “fucking” on her tongue even as anger flares in me for that smart ass mouth. A lot of people assume Eurydice’s reserved because she doesn’t really let her guard down around people she’s not comfortable with. 

I should count myself lucky. 

“Like I’ve ever let you not asking me for shit stop me from giving anything to you. And believe me, baby, I’ve never thought of myself as your father,” I drawl. 

That would make me a pervert. 

Some days I already question how twisted my moral compass is that my dick gets hard for my ex’s daughter. And I’ve never touched her. Never said an inappropriate word. To Eurydice, I’ve only ever been Jericho, her mentor, her friend, the closest thing to a father figure she’s had. 

And me? 

Well, I can’t control what my mind and cock do when I lose myself in dreams at night.  

Can’t control what my heart does when I look into those whiskey eyes. 

Never could, and I suspect I never will. 

But that’s my cross to bear. And she’ll never know. 

“Don’t call me ‘baby’ either.” 

I arch an eyebrow, staring hard at her. At the carefully blank expression and shuttered eyes. Taking in the taut shoulders, the crossed arms under her full breasts. The balled fists tucked beneath her underarms. 

That deliberately casual demeanor belies her tense body language, sending opposing messages. 

“Why not?” 

She frowns. “What?” 

“Why shouldn’t I call you ‘baby’?”

Her frown deepens, and the corner of that lush mouth twists. “Because I’m not one of your women.”

Now it’s my turn to frown. “I’m not following.”

She sighs. “Seriously?” Shaking her head, she waves a hand. “Forget it.”

I grab her hand, squeezing her fingers. “No, now I’m curious. Explain.”

“We don’t need to hold hands to have this conversation.” She nods at my hold on her. “You can let go.”

Slowly, I release her. “There. Not touching,” I murmur, pushing off my truck and shifting so I’m more fully facing her. So she can’t hide from me. I’ve known her since she was sixteen. As sad as it is, she’s my best friend, the person I know best. And I know every nuance, every tic in her expression. I’m a fucking Ph.D. student in Eurydice Ellis. “Now explain.”

“You call every one of the women you ‘date,’” she makes air quotes, “‘baby.’ I’m not one of them,” she adds quietly. 

Do you want to be?

The question leaps to my tongue and I clench my jaw to imprison it and the insane impulse that almost made me ask it. 

“I never noticed,” I bite out. 

“Right.” She snorts. “A lot of things get by you, Jericho.”

“Fuck, Eurydice.” I tunnel a hand through my hair, cursing again when my fingers snag on my bun again. It’s an annoying and bad habit when I’m frustrated. And right now, I’m frustrated as hell. “Talking to you tonight is like conversing with a goddamn riddle. Just say what you mean.”

“Okay, how ’bout this?” She turns, props a shoulder against the driver’s door and tilts her head. The streetlight reflects off the diamond from the necklace I gifted her on her eighteenth birthday that rests just above her clavicle. “You should be with your girlfriend right now, celebrating your proposal and engagement. But instead, you’re here with me, bailing my asshole brother out of jail. How’s that for shit going over your head?”

The. Fuck?

I jerk, my chin snapping back as if her words had delivered a verbal blow. 

“What the hell’re you talking about?” 

She drops her arms and turns from me—or would have if I didn’t grasp her arm and stop her. 

“Baby, what the. Hell are. You. Talking. About?” I grind out. 

I half expect her to tell me to get my hands off her like last time. But she doesn’t. Instead, she moves closer to me. Leans into me, into my touch. As if she needs it, depends on it. But again, like before, her expression contradicts her body. Her eyes narrow, her lips curl into a snarl. She’s furious with me even as she needs me. 

There’s nothing in me that can resist that call, no matter that her eyes practically order me to fuck off. I move in, sliding my hand up her arm, over her shoulder, and cup the nape of her neck. 

“Don’t lie to me, Jericho. I overheard Shayla and Nicole talking about the ring you bought,” she still snaps, bringing her hands up between us, fingers curling into my chest.

I cover her loose fists and squeeze. “I’ve never lied to you, Eurydice,” I say, struggling not to take offense. But yeah. I’m offended. “Don’t insult me and us by accusing me of doing it now. Tell me what you overheard.”

She studies me, then exhales. “Shayla told Nicole she found the receipt for the diamond ring you bought her. An engagement ring,” she specifies. “She knows you planned to propose tonight over dinner.”

I blink, stunned. Then a loud crack of laughter bursts free from me. Of all the...

Eurydice scowls up at me. “Well, that’s inappropriate.”

She pushes back against my hold on her neck, but I tighten it, stilling her. 

“Listen, baby.” I chuckle again, and she glares at me. “Sorry, but you have the story wrong. So does Shayla. That isn’t my receipt or my ring.”

“But—”

“Not my ring,” I reiterate. “It’s Dean’s. He asked me to hide both. And with good reason, apparently. He didn’t want Nikki finding the receipt or the ring by mistake before he proposes this weekend. Guess it never occurred to me that I’d have the same problem with Shayla. But shit,” I mutter to myself, “we were together for four months. Why the hell would I propose?”

“Five.”

I stiffen, staring at Eurydice. Studying her. Catching the shift of her gaze away from me to some point over my shoulder. 

“What?” I ask. Even though I know what. 

After a heavy moment of silence, she slides her hands out from under mine and slips them into her back pockets, the movement thrusting her breasts forward. Because I can’t not look, my attention falls to the tempting sight of them, of the rise of firm, brown flesh above the thin cotton. The mysterious shadowed cleft. The tease of black lace and outline of beaded nipples. 

Christ. 

I drag my gaze upward, lust beating at me with bloody, relentless fists. Fixing my rapt gaze on her gorgeous face again, I damn near forget my train of thought. 

“Five months,” she whispers. “You’ve been together five months.”

“You’ve been keeping track.” I cock my head. “Why?

Her lips part and my body tenses, readies, fucking hurting to hear what she’ll say—

“Freedom! It’s about damn time, too!” 

Jai’s shout echoes in the night, and I close my eyes, dropping my hand and balling it at my side. The physical pain of need denied arcs through me in a bright bolt of crimson, and I drag in a lungful of air, breathing through it. Purposefully, focusing on the grinning young man bounding down the front steps of the police station, I force my body under control. 

What the hell did I just do? Did I almost allow to happen? 

I slipped. All these years I’ve been so fucking careful. And now...

My fingers tremble as I thrust them through my hair. With a frustrated growl, I jerk the band from my hair and let the thick strands fall to my shoulders. 

“Hey, big sis! I knew you’d come through.” He reaches us and throws his arms around Eurydice, and the stench of stale beer, weed, and jail hits me like a fist to the face. From the wide grin and glassy eyes, I’m guessing he’s still a little lit. “What took you so long, though? Shit, for a minute there, I thought I was going to have to spend the night in there.”

“If it were up to me, you would’ve,” I say, grabbing his attention. He turns to me, keeping an arm slung around Eurydice’s shoulders. “Thank your mother and sister or your ass would still be in Wellington Police Station with three hots and a cot.”

“Well, well, well. If it ain’t St. Jericho.” He smirks, and my heart cracks right down the middle. 

He’s not a bad kid. Smart, just as talented as his sister and good-looking. But the decisions he’s making... Helpless fury surges within me, and it howls like a rabid, hungry dog. Desiree has the choice to sit his ass down and set him on the right path, to fucking mother him. But she doesn’t. She’s decided to befriend him, to essentially non-parent out of guilt, and she’s destroying him, his future. 

It’s heartbreaking.

My gaze shifts to Eurydice.

I refuse to let either one of them have her. Ruin her.

“Nice of you to be here, man, but not necessary. Eury got it. You can go.” 

Little shit has the nerve to flick his fingers at me. The balls on this kid. 

I snort. “Yeah, okay, I can leave.” I cross my arms over my chest and arch an eyebrow. “But I’ll go back in that station and revoke that bail before I do. Because, son, newsflash. It wasn’t your sister or your mother who put the money down for it. You’re looking at the man who did. Now, you wanna fix that fucking attitude or do I go ask for a refund?”

The grin bleeds from Jai’s face, replaced by a sullen scowl. 

“Is that true?” he asks his sister. “Why’d you let him pay my bail? I thought Mom was going to get you to do it.”

“Because she’s not a fucking ATM,” I growl, shifting into his space, forcing him to look at me and not at Eurydice. “Something you and your mother need to recognize.”

“Whatever, man,” he mutters. 

“What?” I snap.

“I said, thank you,” he bites out.

“Yeah. Damn right.” I back up and jerk my head toward the truck. “Let’s get out of here.” When he reaches for the front passenger’s door, I glare at him. “Don’t even think about it.”

He huffs out a breath and yanks open the back door, climbing in. I help Eurydice in and close the door behind her, and then round the hood. Once inside and behind the wheel, I crank the ignition and pull away from the curb. 

Even with Jai reeking from the backseat, Eurydice’s scent—sweet like jasmine and refreshing like the coolest drink of water—teases my nose. I want to drown in it, gorge on it. Not for the first time, I wonder from where that fragrance emanates the strongest, the purest. Where her neck meets her shoulder? In the shallow dip of her throat where her pulse beats? In the dark valley between her breasts? The curve of her waist?

The sweet, plump folds of her pussy?

Fuck.

I fist the steering wheel until my fingers throb in protest. I’m going to hell for even thinking that. For hungering to discover the truth of that.

“I’m starving,” Jai announces from the backseat. “Let’s hit McDonald’s before they close.”

“They’re closed,” I say.

“No, they’re not,” he whines. “If we hurry, we can catch them.”

“Let me correct myself then. They’re closed to you. I’m taking you home.”

“Shit.”

I don’t need to glance in my rearview mirror to glimpse his pout. Damn, you’d think he was two instead of twenty-two. Ten minutes later, we pull up in front of Desiree’s house, and without another word he shoves open the door and hops out of the truck. As soon as he hit the gate, the front door of the small yellow and white split-level house opens and Desiree fills the doorway. Her arms opens as if she’s welcoming her son home from deployment instead of jail. Both of them turn and enter the house, neither looking back at the truck nor speaking to Eurydice. 

I’d laugh if it wasn’t so goddamn infuriating. 

And painful. 

Not for me, though. For the silent woman sitting like a statue next to me. 

I pull out, execute a U-turn at the dead end, and head back toward downtown Wellington. 

“Thank you,” Eurydice whispers into the darkness, the silence. “He wouldn’t say it. Neither would she. But I will. Thank you for helping them.”

“You’re welcome,” I murmur back. “For you. Not for them.”

“I’ll pay you back. I promise to—”

“The hell you will.” 

“Jericho.” 

There’s no anger in her voice, just a weariness that has my chest seizing and the muscles in my arms tightening with the need to pull her close, to wrap around her. To hold her and somehow will my strength into that body that bears so much more than she should. Maybe if anger did infuse her tone, worry wouldn’t crawl through my veins. Wouldn’t trip over my skin like a stumbling drunk. 

“Eurydice, if anything, your brother should be the one paying me back. But I went in knowing that wasn’t going to happen. Still, I for damn sure am not taking any money from you.” 

She doesn’t reply, instead turns her head and stares out the side window. Silence is our third and uncomfortable passenger the rest of the ride back to the shop. Her little Honda Civic is the only car left in the parking lot, and I pull up next to it. As soon as I throw the truck in gear, she opens the door and jumps down. 

“Shit,” I growl and follow her out. “Eurydice.”

“Jericho, it’s been a long night and I—”

I don’t wait to hear the rest of the bullshit excuse she’s giving me. Instead, I pull her into my arms and close them around her. She’s stiff against me, and for a moment, her arms remain at her sides like sticks.

But then, she softens. And her firm breasts, round belly, and thick thighs press against me. Those slender arms slide around me, her small hands stroking up my back, her fingertips kneading my muscles. I’m on fire. Only by sheer will do I stop from punching my hips forward and grinding my cock against the soft give of her stomach. Biting back a groan, I suddenly have incredible and vivid insight into what it would feel like having those clever hands dent my skin as she clutched me while I fucked her. 

This was a huge mistake. I should step back, let her go. 

Now. 

I bury my face in her curls. And brush my lips over them. 

Too far. I’ve gone too far. And am in danger of going farther. 

The grime of guilt coats my throat like dirt under fingernails. Dragging in a jasmine and fresh water-infused breath, I drop my arms and shift back. Then take another step. And another until my truck halts my retreat. 

“Go on,” I rasp. “I’ll make sure everything is locked up after you go.”

I live above the shop so it’s not an issue. 

She nods without meeting my eyes and turns to her car. Moments later, she drives out of the parking lot and I stare after her until the taillights disappear. Only then, tunneling a hand through my hair, do I get back in my truck. 

And head to Shayla’s house. 

I have one more thing to do before I call it a night. 

Something I should’ve done a while ago. 

Goddamn. Is this night going to ever end?

Chapter Three

Eurydice

Standing in front of Jericho’s apartment door, I’m 98.5% sure this visit is all good and innocent. Yet, as my belly executes a flip that’s US gold medal-worthy, there still remains that whatever percent—I always sucked at math—that this meeting Jericho called me to earlier has a chance of going left. 

My belly flip never steers me wrong.

Especially after last night. 

I don’t know what the hell that was in the parking lot.

Or in front of the police station.

Something happened. I just don’t know what. Can’t pinpoint when or the name of it. And that frustrates the hell out of me. 

All I understand for certain? It all revolves around Jericho. And that alone terrifies me in a primal, down-to-my-very-soul, flight-or-fight way. I’m in survival mode, and right now my pride, my heart is gasping for its last breath. 

Closing my eyes, I lift my arm and knock on the door to his apartment, then glance back down the stairs that lead to the hallway, and beyond that, Twisted Ink. Or in other words, escape. 

I’m still contemplating if I have time to shoot him a quick text from my car when the door opens and he stands in the entrance. 

Damn. 

Trying not to stare is a pipe dream. Seven years. Seven years he’s been in my life, and I should be inoculated to him like a seasonal shot. Yet, there’s no medicine that could immunize me to that roughhewn face carved straight from a slab of marble by a master’s hand. Or those fresh spring eyes and mortal sin mouth. And as he steps aside and waves me inside, and his skin-warmed scent greets me, that sinking sensation tumbles inside me once more. His big, powerful body with its broad shoulders, barrel chest, flat stomach, and muscular thighs are a narcotic I’ve only managed to resist because I haven’t tasted yet. But intuition whispers that one hit, and my control would be a laughable memory. A sham. 

Because that’s what I am when it comes to Jericho Fox.

A mockery. 

The quiet snick of the door closing reminds me of the click of a jail cell locking. Only I’m a willing prisoner, walking into my captivity with eyes wide open. 

“You want something? Beer? Wine? Water?” Jericho offers, padding toward the kitchen that’s separated from the open floor plan of the living and dining room by a wide breakfast bar. He glances over his shoulder at me, eyebrow raised. 

Shaking my head, I order myself not to stare at his bare feet. Damn. Even the man’s feet, wide with long toes, are sexy. Tearing my too-enraptured gaze upward, I take in the dark gray T-shirt that molds to his pecs and upper arms and faded jeans valiantly clinging to his narrow hips and thick thighs. I don’t blame them. Not at all. 

“I’m good,” I belatedly reply, realizing he’s standing in front of the open refrigerator door, waiting on my answer. 

He nods, removing a beer and returning to me. Nerves spike inside me, anxiety tripping down my spine like a bumbling, rhythmless fool. His gaze on me is fathomless, and for once, I can’t read it. It’s as shuttered as his expression. 

Glancing away from him, I scan the exposed brick walls, floor-to-ceiling windows that encompass one wall, the scattered large couches and chairs, tables, and huge, mounted television that make up the front half of his place. Everything but him as I gather myself. 

Before last night, I had no problem being around Jericho. But now... An antsy restlessness and agitation set up under my skin like an itch. I can’t stand still. Have trouble hiding it. 

“So your text sounded like whatever you needed to talk to me about was important,” I say, skimming my palm along the back of his sofa before propping my hip against it. “What’s up?”

He lifts his beer to his mouth for a deep sip, and I do not stare at those sensual, firm, and soft lips pressed to the opening. 

Why do I lie to myself about these things?

“How’re you doing? With your mom and Jai?” he asks, lowering the bottle. His damp lips glisten under the dome lights of his kitchen. 

I don’t notice that either.

Lies. Lies. Lies.

I shrug and push my violet curls off my forehead. “Fine. The usual.”

His lips twist in a humorless smile. “I have an idea what that means, but how about you elaborate for me?”

Sighing, I grip the edge of the couch on either side of my hips. “You know,” I twirl my fingers, “the usual. Why did I invite an outsider into our family business? I allowed them to be disrespected. I think I’m better than them. Helping out is the least I could do, etc., etc.” I deliberately keep my tone casual, but inside... Inside, the hurt that only family can inflict with their many, many emotional cuts slowly bleeds. 

But I should’ve guessed Jericho would see past the smoke screen. His bright green eyes narrow on me, and I don’t miss the subtle tightening of his grip around the bottle. 

“And what did you say in return?”

I lift a shoulder in another half shrug. “When Mom let me get a word in, my usual. Pointing out how you’ve been in our lives for years, so it doesn’t exactly make you an outsider and that she accepted your money. That went over well,” I drawl. Not. “Basically, all I did was breathe and let her wear herself out then hung up.”

“Boundaries, Eurydice,” he murmurs, and not unkindly, but that doesn’t stop my back from going up. 

Because hell, he’s right. Of course, he’s right. But misplaced guilt and fucking fear have kept me from doing it. As silly as it is, guilt that I’m not the drunken weedhead on my way to jail or worst. Jai and I were raised in the same house by the same parent with the same talent. My brother can draw his ass off. Possibly better than me. But he’s wasted his gifts while I’ve done something with mine. And I resent him and my mother for making me feel like I owe them because I bust my ass every day and work instead of do nothing but be a fucking albatross around mine and this damn town’s necks. 

And fear because... Shit, they’re all I have. And as fucked up as they are, if I lose them, I’ll truly be by myself. Jericho has never been mine. Yes, Jericho is part of the reason why I haven’t pulled the trigger on accepting Tyon’s offer. But the other half is my family. What if leaving means they abandon me? Being physically alone is different from being emotionally deserted. One is a state. The other is abusive.

My family fails to know the difference. And if they did? They wouldn’t care.

And I’m being held hostage by their indifference.

“Please don’t start, Jericho,” I plead, holding up a hand, palm out. 

He studies me, his sensual mouth hardening, tugging tight at the corners. Never removing his gaze from me, he takes another deep sip of beer. Lowering the bottle to the breakfast bar behind him, he dips his head in acknowledgment of my words and relief floods me. 

Premature relief, it seems. 

“Fine. If you don’t want to talk about that, then let’s discuss this guest artist position for Tyon Masters. When did you plan on telling me about it?”

Yeah, that relief sleets over into pure icy shock and I stare at him, lips parted, voice frozen in my throat. 

He cocks his head and crosses his arms over his chest. This time, I have no problem reading his expression. Anger. Confusion.

Hurt. 

Guilt curdles in my belly like milk way past its expiration date. The thought of me being the cause of his pain... Only my grip on the couch keeps me anchored to the floor. Prevents me from flying across the space separating us and wrapping my arms around him. Restrains me from running my fingers over the severe lines of his face, attempting to ease them and explain the impossible. That I can no longer stay here, watching him live, move on with woman after woman, and breathe. Maybe he’s not marrying Shayla, but one day he will fall in love and marry, and I can’t just hang around...waiting, slowly suffocating. 

No. I have to live. 

But I can’t say any of that to him. 

Because that would mean confessing my darkest secret. 

That I’ve been in love with him for six years. Wanted him almost as long. 

“When I made a decision,” I say. 

“You haven’t?” he throws back, and the skepticism in his voice shouldn’t wound me. But it does. 

“No, I haven’t.” I let those words sit there between us like rocks in a pond, the ripples of us reverberating out in the room. “How did you find out?”

“I’m cool with the manager at Tyon’s shop and she thought I knew. Tyon should’ve said something to me,” he rumbled, his irritation evident. 

I’m already shaking my head. “Don’t blame him. I asked him not to say anything because I wasn’t sure if I would be taking the position. If I did, then it would be up to me to say something given our relationship. If I didn’t, then there wouldn’t be anything to tell.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. Tyon and I aren’t just colleagues, we’re friends. If he invited one of my artists out to his shop, common courtesy dictates he should’ve been cluing me in. Same with our relationship. That’s what I don’t get, Eurydice. You and I,” he frowned, waving a hand back and forth between them, “we’re more than friends, more than employer and employee. We’re damn near family. Why couldn’t you come to me and just tell me you were thinking about not just leaving Twisted Ink but the damn state? Why? Did something happen here at the shop? Are we not good?”

“No.” I shake my head for added emphasis. “No, everything’s good. We’re good. But this is what I wanted to avoid.” I push off the couch and pace away from it and him. “I didn’t want to do this until I’d made a decision about whether or not I was accepting the guest artist position.”

“Fuck the guest artist position. I don’t care about it,” he snaps, stepping in my path. 

I draw up short, my palms coming up and flattening against his chest. On reflex I curl my fingers into his flesh, and oh God, he’s so solid. So hot. For someone who grew up in New Hampshire winters never certain if the heat would be off from week to week, I fight the impulse to cuddle up against him, seeking the warmth of that internal furnace. Seeking the comfort of it. But because I crave it, I step back, dropping my arms. And of course, he catches my retreat, and shadows darken his bright eyes. His jaw clenches as if he’s physically biting back sharp words. 

“I could give a flying fuck about that job. I care about us. The us who used to be able to talk to each other. But somewhere along the way, that changed, only I didn’t know it and you didn’t make me aware of it. When did we become this new ‘us,’ Eurydice?”

When I saw that each year I pinned my hopes on a dream that had no chance of coming true.

When I realized I couldn’t keep giving my heart and soul to a man who didn’t see me. 

When I marked another year in a town who views him as the golden success story who made good but me as another Ellis shit show.

I’m dying here while he thrives. 

Wellington is his future and it’s my grave. 

“This isn’t personal,” I murmur, unable to give him the entire truth. “And I don’t want to hurt you when I say this, Jericho, but this had nothing to do with you. It’s my decision, because it’s my career and my future. I would’ve told you one way or the other because you are my employer and my friend. But I had to make the decision first. On my own because it first affects me.”

He huffs out a harsh laugh and stalks away from me, back to the breakfast bar. Swiping up the beer, he downs the rest of the alcohol and sets the empty bottle on the bar top with a loud smack. The powerful muscles of his back strain against the thin material of his T-shirt as he flattens his palms on the counter. After several moments, he spins around and faces me. 

He’s composed, but anger still glints in his eyes like lightning flashes in a summer storm. 

“So answer this for me. When and if you finally decided to take this job and planned to move across the country, what reason were you going to give me?”

Before I can come up with an answer, the doorbell rings. His head jerks toward the door, a scowl riding his face. Obvious indecision wars on his face, and I help him out. Because I need a break. 

“You should get that.” I edge backward and around him, moving toward the kitchen. “I think I’ll get that water after all.”

For several seconds, he doesn’t move as I head for the refrigerator. I’m not the least bit thirsty, but I need to do...something. Mainly insert space between us. 

He mutters a curse under his breath, wheels around, and stalks to the front door. Without asking who’s on the other side, he yanks it open. 

“Yeah?” he practically barks in greeting. 

“Hey, babe.”

Behind the refrigerator door, I freeze. And not because of the chilly air wafting from its depths. Surprise rocks through me at the sound of Shayla’s voice, followed by a deluge of emotions that break over me in a heavy, frigid wave. Anger, jealousy, hurt. It’s an ugly, dark morass that swirls inside me, and I’m not proud of it. I have no right to it. And if I could, I’d run from it. 

But how do I escape myself?

I close the door without the bottle of water and try to figure out a way to disappear. But unless Penn and Teller are going to show up and give me vanishing lessons, that’s not going to happen. Christ, this is awkward. Thrusting a hand through my hair, I fist my curls and glance around the kitchen. Yeah, I guess it’s me and it for the time being. Because I’m not returning to the living room. 

“What’re you doing here, Shayla?” Jericho asks, and their voices grow closer. 

Soon, they come into view, and he faces me, a frown creasing his brow. I have an unhindered view of his girlfriend’s slender back, a flash of side boob bared by her halter-style dress and the perfect fall of thick, black hair. 

I try—and fail—not to compare myself to her in my vintage Bon Jovi racerback tank top and skinny ripped jeans. She’s dressed to kill and looks bent on seduction. I look like what I am. The little girl with a crush on the man above her pay grade. 

Shit. 

“I’m sorry to just drop by but I tried calling and you didn’t answer. I hated how we left things last night and wanted to talk to you. See if we could have a late dinner and maybe—”

“Shayla, stop,” Jericho gently interrupts her, and glances at me. 

God, I wish he hadn’t. 

She notices the direction of where his attention shifted and whirls around, her narrowed gaze locating me. Shock momentarily blanks her lovely features, and in the next instant, a sneer twists her red-painted mouth. 

“I should’ve known.” She doesn’t look away from me but her furious words are directed at Jericho. “I’m surprised, but I really shouldn’t be.” Finally, she whips around, her hair fanning around her shoulders, and her body fairly vibrates with her rage. “You lied to me.”

A cold smile that has a shiver racing down my spine tips the corners of his mouth. “I’m getting damn tired of being called a liar.” That pseudo-smile disappears. “You came to my house. I didn’t invite you here. And I can have whoever I want in my house. So please don’t come in here being rude and disrespectful.”

She scoffs, waving her hand in my direction. “God forbid I’m ever rude or disrespectful to Eurydice. Or I say anything bad about Eurydice. Or there’s ever a problem with Eurydice. She’s the reason we couldn’t make it work. The reason you broke up with me.”

My low gasp scours my throat like sandpaper.

Whoa. What?

I jerk my gaze from Shayla to Jericho but his attention remains focused on his girlfriend—or ex-girlfriend.

When did this happen? 

Why did it happen?

And he accuses me of keeping secrets?

“No, your unreasonable jealousy and insecurity are the reasons we couldn’t make it work. And we broke up because you threw down an ultimatum without being certain of the answer. You wanted me to choose you, a woman I’ve known months, over someone who has been in my life years. Not going to happen.”

“You want me to accept that I’ll never be a priority to you. You might be blind to it but you obviously have a—”

“Enough,” he cuts her off, his voice colder, harder than I’ve ever heard it. 

Slowly, I straighten, my heart kicking against my rib cage. Not out of fear; I could never be afraid of Jericho. 

No, this is something else entirely. My breath stutters then lodges in my lungs as excitement hums through me like an electrical pulse. I’m hovering on the edge of an important discovery but I just can’t figure out what. 

And Jericho still won’t look at me. 

“You should go,” he says, and it’s not a suggestion or a request. It’s clearly an order. 

And Shayla’s no fool. She takes it as one. 

“Whatever. I’m leaving,” she sneers, heading for the front door. “I’m better than all this anyway.”

With that parting shot, she slams the door behind her. Jericho, behind her, stares at the solid wood, that by all rights, should sport a jagged splinter. Shayla slammed it hard. 

“What was that about?” No, I’m not giving him a chance to get his story straight, to make that scene pretty. I want answers. “What did Shayla mean that I’m the reason your relationship didn’t work? That you broke up with her?”

What ultimatum? The conversation that just went down whirls through my head like a hurricane and the barbed words they threw at each other whip in my mind like forlorn furniture caught up in the destructive winds. 

He slowly turns from the door and strides down the short hallway, drawing to a halt in front of the breakfast bar. I clutch the side of it, leaning on it for support since my legs have decided to transform to the consistency of egg drop soup. And that penetrating, bright green stare isn’t helping. 

“You want answers, little girl, well, so do I,” he growls, moving forward until he flattens his palms on the counter and leans forward. “Because you’ve given me nothing but bullshit since you got here. You’ve danced around the truth more than fucking ballerinas in Swan Lake. And I deserve more than that from you. I deserve better than that because we’re better than that.” He pins me with a look that’s hard, dark yet filled with so much love and pain my throat squeezes closed and I can’t speak. “When you’re ready to be honest with me, I’ll give you the same.”

He straightens and backs away, his face losing the coldness, but his eyes... God, his eyes remain the same.

“Jericho,” I breathe. 

But he shakes his head. 

“See you tomorrow, Eurydice.”

Then he turns and disappears down the hall. Leaving me alone in his apartment. It’s not the first time I’ve been by myself here. This is like my second home. 

But it’s the first time, I’ve ever felt...lonely. 

I don’t like it. 

I don’t like it at all. 

Chapter Four

Eurydice

“Hey,” Nicole leans around the opening of my cubicle, rapping on the outside wall, “your four o’clock appointment just arrived. Want me to show him back?”

I look up from setting out my ink caps on my workstation, preparing for my next client, a regular. Kyle Drake drives over from Boston about every six months to get a new tattoo. Right now we’re working on the sleeve stretching down his left arm. He has a Sword of Truth theme going on since he’s a huge fan of the Terry Goodkind series. It’s a sick piece, and I’m not in the least bit biased.

“Yeah, you can. I’m ready.”

“I’ll do that then.” She paused. “Are you coming out with us tonight? We’re all headed over to Milo’s for drinks after work.”

It’s been a while since I’ve been to the dive bar at the edge of town. Probably just as long since I’ve hung out with the crew from here. It’s just been...hard when most of those times included Jericho and Shayla. It’s one thing when I have to deal with that here at the shop. But when I leave for the evening? When I can finally let go of this mask and don’t have to pretend? No, it’s not my idea of a good time. Being on all the time gets exhausting. 

Another reason to put some space between me, Jericho, and this town. 

I’m so damn tired.

But I’m leaving soon. And the time to stop segregating myself from the people I love—my chosen family—has to end at some time. And well, if that scene last night is any indication, Shayla isn’t really a concern anymore. 

“Yeah,” I say before I can change my mind. “I’ll be there.”

Nicole grins. “Good. It’ll be great to finally party with you again.” Lightly tapping the cubicle wall, she announces, “I’ll go get your client.”

A warmth coalesces in my chest, spreading until it climbs my throat and blooms in my face. I smile. Yeah, it’s time. 

Hours later, I stretch and survey my clean space. My last client took a little longer and she just left about a half-hour ago, but I’m ready to head out. Nicole, Dean, Nikki, Hero, and Shawn already left for Milo’s with my promise to meet them there. Jericho...

Well, I haven’t seen much of Jericho today.

Probably by design. 

If he hasn’t been tattooing, he’s been shut up in his office all day instead of out front or joking around with us like usual. And I know it’s because of me. Or rather because of what happened between us last night. This is a first for us—this tension. It’s never existed and I’m not quite sure how to handle it. Do I confront it or continue to leave him alone and let it blow over? 

I don’t...like it. There’s this wall, and I want to scale it. Kick it in. 

But I’m terrified what lies on the other side. 

Is that why I’ve been content to let it go?

The ringing of my phone disrupts my thoughts and thank God for it. I grab it from my back pocket and glance down at the screen. 

Shit. 

I thanked God too soon. 

My mother’s name fills the caller ID. Nope. Not today, Satan.

I send the call to voice mail.

Guilt tries to creep up my chest and twist through my ribs like a vine, but I ignore it. One night. Just one night without the drama she and my brother bring. I deserve that. But the phone rings again in my hand, as if defying that thought. And without peeking down, I again reject the call. Because I know who’s calling. This is what Desiree Ellis does. Badgers until she gets what she wants. 

Tucking the cell in my pocket again, I pick up my messenger bag. But before I can step out of the cubicle, my phone rings...again. 

Dammit.

She’s not going to leave me alone. 

And...and... Fury surges within me, and I nearly rock back with the power of it. I’m so fucking tired of running. Of avoiding. Of being goddamn hounded like a dog. That’s what I am to her, to Jai. Someone to chase down, to berate, to beat down until there’s nothing left but a compliant, weary mess who just surrenders out of sheer exhaustion. 

And love. 

They shamelessly use both to their advantage and I allow it. 

When do I just...stop? 

Snatching the phone out of my pocket, I swipe my thumb to answer and bring the phone to my ear. 

“Yeah, Mom?” 

“God, Eury! Why do you never answer your phone when I need you?” she yells. But she doesn’t wait for me to answer, not that I have a reply for that. At least not anything she wants to hear. “I need you. Now.”

“Sorry, Mom. I’m busy.”

“Don’t give me that,” she snaps. “And you haven’t heard what I want. This is important.”

“I’m sure it is,” I drawl. It always is.. Still... “But sorry. I can’t.”

“I need you to find your brother,” she continues as if I haven’t even spoken. “He took my car without my permission. I told him not to leave this house to go to some damn house party. Especially after the other night. But you know him. Stubborn kid,” she mutters. “When I turned my back for ten minutes, he snuck out of here, took my keys, and my car. And now he won’t answer his phone. I need you to find him and bring both him and my car home.”

“Are you serious?” I huff out a humorless laugh. “You want me to drive around Wellington searching for Jai like he’s ten instead of twenty-two? Because he’s out with your car?”

“He’s your brother!”

“My brother who’s a grown-ass man.”

“Don’t you use that tone or language with me, Eurydice,” she snarls. “I don’t care how old he is, Jai will always be my son and your brother. Family. And you know where he hangs out better than I do. Go there. See if he’s at any of those places and bring him home.”

“No, Mom. I won’t. This is between you and Jai. If he took your car without your permission and you refuse to hold him accountable for it, that’s on him and you. It has nothing to do with me. Leave me out of it.”

“Eury, there is no leaving you out of it unless you’re no longer a member of this family.” The threat strikes to the very heart of my fears, though I doubt she meant it that way. Still, my stomach bottoms out, and my mouth goes dry. Ice trickles through my veins. “Now it’s getting later and later while you—”

I feel his big frame behind me seconds before his hand covers mine and gently but very firmly removes the phone from my hand. There’s zero time for me to react, to object before he’s pressing the cell to his ear. 

“Desiree, enough,” he states in a flat tone that brooks no argument. But my mom must argue because his mouth firms and he says, “No, I’m not putting Eurydice back on the phone. She’s my business. You got two choices. Call the police on Jai or wait for him to come home, but she’s out of it.” More yelling from Mom’s end. “For fuck’s sake, Desiree, you’re their mother, mother. Stop expecting Eurydice to do it.”

He jerks the phone down and taps the screen. When it starts ringing seconds later, he ends the calls then powers the cell down. 

“You’re not getting this back tonight, so don’t ask for it.” 

He pins me with a look that dares me to say different as he slips the phone in the pocket of his jeans. Then he pinches my chin between his thumb and finger, tilting my head back. A thrill jolts through me, temporarily displacing the annoyance. His green eyes bore into mine, and my breath catches in my throat. My pulse pounds in my ears, and I slick the tip of my tongue over my lips. 

His gaze lowers, watching the gesture, and I’m transfixed by that intense stare that’s almost physical. When he raises his scrutiny back to my eyes, it’s gleaming with an emotion that I can’t decipher. On anyone else, it would be lust, hunger. But this is Jericho. So that can’t be accurate. So it must be anger, residual irritation at his conversation with my mother. Yes, that must be it. But the erratic drumming of my heart... And the rhythmic clenching of my sex...

They haven’t received the message yet.

“Are you okay?” he murmurs.

No. With him touching me, scrambling my thoughts with his nearness and decadent scent, no, I’m not okay. Circling his wrist, I tug his hand away and step back. 

“Yes, I’m fine,” I say. “But you have to stop doing that, Jericho. This...dynamic we have going on...” I wave a hand between us. “It can’t continue. It’s as toxic as the one between me and my family."

His chin jerks as if I’ve punched him, and fire flashes in his eyes. 

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“I’m not a little girl. I don’t need your protection. I don’t need you saving me from my mother. It’s almost like you’re addicted to rescuing me.” I laugh, and it scrapes my throat. “You keep telling me to set boundaries, and not let them take advantage of me. But you won’t let me because you keep jumping in to do it for me when I don’t need you to. I’m a grown woman and I can protect myself. I can take care of myself.”

“You keep saying that. You’re not a little girl. You’re a grown woman. Who’re you trying to convince, Eurydice? Me or yourself? Because I don’t need convincing. I know who and what you are.”

“Do you?” I press. “Do you really?” 

I’m charging, clumsily stumbling into treacherous territory but I can’t stop myself. 

His gaze sharpens and he cocks his head. Unease sinks inside me, but it’s too late to take those words back now. 

“What’re you talking about?” 

Silence beats between us, and God, why did I open my mouth? I wrote a check my ass can’t cash. Jericho stares at me and slowly shakes his head. 

“No, baby. You started this. What’re you talking about, do I really know who you are? Explain. Now,” he says, his voice dipping, hardening. 

My pussy pulses in response, heating, dammit, even as my heart leaps for the base of my throat. 

Where’s my bravery now? My insistence to stop running and stand my ground. That doesn’t just go for my family, but for Jericho, too. I’m leaving, but if I’m not honest with him, I’ll always have that “what if” haunting me. If he doesn’t love me as I love him, want me as I want him? I hope our friendship, our history is strong enough that we can endure that hit. What we definitely won’t survive is the continued hidden lies and secrets and my underlying resentment. 

Is it worth the risk?

I don’t know. 

But right now, with this terrible tension and pain stretched taut and thick between us, I have no choice. 

Still... I don’t want to talk. 

“Eurydice,” Jericho growls, a warning embedded in my name. 

I don’t think. I don’t stop. 

I cross the small space separating us in three strides and, rising on tiptoe, throw myself at him. He catches me out of seven years of habit, and I wrap my arms around his neck, thrusting my fingers through his thick brown and gold hair, dragging his head down. 

And I crush my mouth to his. 

Oh Christ. His taste. That cloves, Jack Daniels-and-chocolate and him flavor hits my tongue and I groan. He’s a narcotic, and I’m immediately hooked. 

At first, he doesn’t kiss me back.

Grief and mortification swamp me, and my groan turns to a whimper. I draw back, an apology scrabbling up my throat. But in the next instant, a big hand tangles in my hair, holding my head still, and that sensual, wide mouth opens under mine and it takes.

Oh fuck. 

Does it take. 

With a growl that reverberates through me, Jericho grabs control from me and his tongue plunges between my lips, twisting, dueling, fucking. That’s what he’s doing to my mouth. Fucking it. Mating with it. His blunt nails rake my scalp as he angles my head to just where he wants it, and his tongue stretches me wider, thrusts deeper, conquers more territory. He leaves not one inch of me unspoiled, untouched. This isn’t a kiss. I’ve been kissed before. 

This though...

I’ve just been laid siege to. 

He’s wild, raw, an uncontrollable force, and I’m not attempting to stop him. I want to be destroyed. 

Part of me is in shock. These are Jericho’s lips molding mine. His tongue, tangling with mine. His teeth nipping my chin, jaw. His thick, long cock branding my stomach through his jeans and my T-shirt. Jericho.

But the other part... The other part refuses to speak, to say anything that could possibly snap him out of this fugue state he’s fallen into. I don’t want either one of us to wake up, to realize who we are to one another. In this moment we’re just a man and a woman who crave one another. Not Jericho and Eurydice, mentor and mentee, daughter of his ex. 

I just want to be a woman he desperately needs to fuck.

His hand leaves my hair and slides down my back. Bending slightly, he lowers both hands to the backs of my thighs and hikes me in the air, holding me tight against him. I nearly ask him what he’s doing, but that would require lifting my mouth from his, and I’m not willing to do that. 

With an ease and strength that steals what little breath I have left, he carries me from the main space out into the hall and toward his office. He boots the door shut behind us and rounds the desk, setting me on top of the ruthlessly clean surface. Only then does he abandon my mouth and my body. 

I can’t trap my whimper of disappointment or smother the shot of panic that bursts inside me. On impulse, I reach for him again—or maybe it’s desperation—needing to drag him back to me, drown in his passion, the hunger. But he gently but firmly grabs my wrists, lowering my arms to my sides. With a squeeze that silently orders me to leave them there, he releases me and shifts backward. Despair rises within me on a loud, grief-stricken howl, and my body shakes with it. I’m damn near sick with it.

So close. So fucking close. 

“Take the shirt off,” he rumbles.

The order, rough and raw, echoes in the room. It shivers over my skin, skims over my nipples and slides over my clit. Yes, logic dictates the impossibility of that, but a shudder still works through me and I’m that much closer to an orgasm. 

“Eurydice.” 

I grip the bottom of another one of my vintage band T-shirts—this time Guns ’n’ Roses—and yank it over my head, dropping it to the floor. His gaze remains on mine for several seconds before slowly dropping to my plain, black bra-covered breasts. He’s probably used to women with much prettier, sexier lingerie. Most of my money is spent on essentials—rent, bills, booth rent, and tattoo supplies. Not pretty bras and panties that cost more than a whole wardrobe. I convince myself I’m not self-conscious about that. But I would be lying. Especially now with his over-bright stare roaming over me, touching on everything and not missing anything. 

“You’re fucking gorgeous,” he grates. “I’d wondered. So goddamn long I’d wondered. And it doesn’t equal to the reality.” As if it’s a Herculean effort, he raises his gaze to me. “Nothing could match the reality.”

Shock and pleasure swell in me at his unexpected praise. It’s unadorned and honest; I believe him. Why Jericho—the man who had once been my mother’s, who is forbidden to me—had imagined how I’d look naked... I can’t quite grasp the magnitude of that. Though I’ve dreamed of him countless times. God, so many times. Even now, sitting in front of him, with the cool air of the AC brushing over my bare skin, I can’t quite believe this is real, that I won’t wake up, gasping for air, sheets twisted around my legs, body aching...

Since it’s still a possibility, I reach for his T-shirt and tug it up, revealing his lightly furred abdomen. 

“Take this off.” I give his order back to him. 

He doesn’t make me wait. Crossing his arms in front of him, he wrenches the shirt off, tossing it behind him, never removing his stare from me. The air whistles from my lungs, and I wouldn’t be surprised if it emerged as smoke. 

Yes, he’s always been a big man. But without the civilized trappings of clothes, he somehow seems larger. His shoulders stretch wider. The wall of his chest, bigger. The silky hair on his abdomen spreads up his chest, where it’s springier, denser. I just want to run my fingers through the pelt. Rub my cheek against it.

So I do.

His growl vibrates over my lips, my face, and I luxuriate in it. Reward it by nipping his flat male nipple. 

“Fuck, little girl.” His thick fingers dive into my hair, tug on it. He holds me to his chest, and I surrender to the silent demand to repeat the caress. “Show me what you want from me.”

That’s easy. Too easy.

I open my mouth over him. Flicking my tongue over the small, dark brown nub, teasing him before giving up that game to draw him into my mouth. Savor him, taste him. Rake my teeth over him. I switch to the other nipple, digging my fingers into his waist, bracketing his hips with my knees and holding him steady as I lose myself in my task. 

His hips punch forward, grinding against my pussy, rubbing, setting off mini quakes of pleasure. And my hips have a mind of their own, rocking back and forth, that delicious pressure of his cock stroking through my denim-covered folds and nudging against my clit. 

“That’s what you want?” he grunts. “My mouth and teeth all over those pretty tits and nipples? I’ll give you that. It’ll be all my pleasure.” He tugs my head back, and it’s not gentle. There’s a little spark of pain, and I don’t know what it says about me that I love it. I want more of it. His eyes glint when they meet mine. When they drop down to stare at my lips that are undoubtedly swollen from his kiss and from what they just did to his flesh. “Lie back, Eurydice. Lie back so I can play.”

Oh God. 

Play. 

Until this moment, that word has sounded so innocuous. 

Now it sounds...dangerous. 

My chest rises and falls on my deep, labored, excited breaths as I lie back as commanded. He yanks me to the edge of the desk so my ass rests on the edge, at the same time, pulling his office chair forward, settling my feet on the arms. Wedging his big body between my thighs, he wrenches down the cups of my bra then cradles my breasts. And groans. Long and loud. 

“Fuck, you’re pretty. I—” Giving his head a hard shake, he bends it and takes me into his mouth. 

The cry rips from me, and I arch into him. Lifting my hands to his head, I clutch him tight, tangling my fingers in the cool, thick silk of his hair. That mouth. That wicked, hot mouth. It’s driving me crazy. Right to the edge. 

His tongue circles around my nipple, tugging, flicking, sucking. One hand props me up, offering my breast up to him like a treat, while the other plucks and twists the other nipple, tormenting me. I’m shameless underneath him, transformed to this creature that has no boundaries, no embarrassment, nothing but the search for pleasure and everything he can give me. 

When he releases my breast with a wet pop and traces a path down my torso, I tremble beneath him, my belly going concave. I fist his hair, and I’m not gentle either, but the growl he gifts me with telegraphs that he doesn’t mind. Brisk hands go to my jeans, and in seconds, my boots, jeans, and panties are gone and my thighs are thrown over his shoulders. 

Then his mouth is on me. 

All. Over. Me.

Like his kiss, he’s not neat, not slow. He’s wild, untamed. And tender. Yes, there’s tenderness in the fingers that hold my thighs spread wide. There’s a certain reverence in the tongue and rumbling hum that licks a scorching path through my swollen folds. 

Yet, there’s no denying the dirty hunger in the lips that close around my clit and draw on it, sucking. Or the tongue that stabs, teasing and arousing it to a stiff nub. He shifts a hand from my thigh, trailing it lower. Long, blunt fingers graze my entrance, granting me just enough notice before he plunges two inside me.

“Oh fuck.” I bow under the pleasure that tears through me, almost too full. 

And they’re just his fingers. How will I possibly take his dick? I shake my head, even as I spread my legs wider and grind down, twisting on those fingers, fucking them. 

“That’s it,” Jericho praises, withdrawing them, then driving back inside, corkscrewing his wrist with a filthy little chuckle. “Go after it. I can feel how tight and hungry this little pussy is. Get there. Give it what it needs.”

Tipping my head back, I punch my hips forward, following his demand, his permission snapping those last restraints. I ride those fingers, taking, pursuing the orgasm just out of reach, and he helps me, thrusting, driving. He curls the tips against a place high inside of me, pressing it, stroking it. All the while, his mouth works at my clit, and I’m gone. I can’t escape the dual attack on both fronts. I don’t want to.

Not when, in the next instant, I’m flying. Splintering. 

By the time the many pieces of me reassemble, he’s staring down at me, eyes fever bright. Lust stamps his beautifully harsh features as he slides his fingers into his mouth and licks them clean, humming. 

It should be impossible since ecstasy just ripped through me moments earlier but need ignites inside me again. It stirs low in my belly, tingling in my sex. My body’s preparing itself for a deeper, fuller possession. 

His hands fall to his belt.

“Run or stay, little girl. Last chance.”

*
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Jericho

I slowly release my belt after delivering that warning, granting Eurydice more than enough time to change her mind. Fuck. I still can’t believe I’m here. That we’re here. That she kissed me and took us here. 

We’ve crossed a line. Sprinted across it and run like the damn wind. But it’s not too late. This, though. Once I’ve had my cock balls deep inside her? That will be too late. We can’t go back. So she needs to be sure. 

I’m damn certain this is where I want to be. Deep inside that sweet little pussy where my mouth and fingers had the ultimate pleasure and honor of being. I’m jealous of them. But it’s more than the physical connection. I’m almost desperate to have that ultimate emotional binding that can’t be undone. Once I’m there, she’ll be mine. She won’t be able to deny me. Won’t be able to deny my claim on her. Her claim on me. 

Because there’s no doubt about this. I’m hers. In a way I’d never belonged to her mother. In a way I’ve never belonged to any woman. Eurydice calls to the man, the artist, the protector, the friend. I want to be everything for and to her. 

“I’m not running.” She sits up, her gaze trained on my hands. “I’m staying.”

Thank Christ. Satisfaction roars through me, because if she had changed her mind... I would’ve been gracious about it, but death from blueballs might’ve been a real fucking thing. Quickly unbuckling my belt and unbuttoning my jeans, I reach into my boxer briefs and fist my cock. I inhale a deep breath through my nose, briefly closing my eyes. A moment later, a smaller hand slides under mine, wrapping around the flesh my hand hasn’t covered. Eurydice pumps the lower half of my dick and I damn near stumble backwards. Only by locking my knees do I keep myself from falling on my ass. 

Reaching behind me with my free hand, I pull the office chair closer and sink down into it, losing Eurydice’s grip on my cock. I roll closer, cradling her hips and sliding her off of the desk. Maneuvering her, I arrange her body so she’s straddling my thighs, her drenched pussy kissing the tip of my dick. I hiss, that glancing touch a sweet pain. 

Then again, so is seeing her, naked except for that plain yet utterly sexy bra tucked under her full breasts, sitting on my thighs. She’s my hottest, most erotic dream come true. No, that’s not true. Not even my most vivid fantasy could conjure up this vision. Could come close to her in real life. 

Eurydice Ellis is incomparable. 

I lean over, opening a desk drawer and remove a condom from the top one. As I rip it open, she shakes her head. 

“I’m on the Pill. And I’ve,” she pauses, sinking her teeth into her bottom lip before continuing, “I’ve never had sex without a condom. But with you, I don’t want anything between us.”

I stop, mid-rip. 

Lust sinks its claws deep into my gut and shakes me like a rag doll. I’m its bitch in that moment. Just the thought of sinking inside her, nothing separating us, of having that silken, hot, wet embrace sucking at me... A shiver ripples through me, and I don’t even attempt to hide it. I want it. I want that more than air. But...

“You sure about that? You know what you’re asking?” I rasp.

“Yes.” She reaches between us, wraps her hand around my cock again, and rubs it through her folds. Her breath catches as the head nudges her clit. “I know.”

I toss the condom on the desk and cover her hand with mine, lining my dick up at the entrance to her sex. My other hand rests on her hip, steadying her. 

“For the record,” I say, guiding her down so just the tip slips inside her, and holy fuck. I close my eyes as she clenches tight around just that small amount like a greedy little mouth, sucking at me. “For the record,” I repeat through gritted teeth, “I’ve never been with anyone else without a condom either. You’re my first.” I drive upward, urging her to take more of me. Which she does like the good little girl she is. And that small whimper she gives me drives me just a bit wilder. “And my last.”

Her lashes, which had lowered when I initially penetrated her, lift, and her eyes meet mine. Pleasure, a little pain, surprise, and uncertainty cloud those brown eyes. So much there. What does she glimpse when she looks into mine? Does she see the answers? Because if she looks deep enough, she’ll find them. 

I lift a hand to her lips and slip my thumb in between them. She doesn’t need encouragement to suck on it. That talented tongue wraps around it, and the couple of inches of dick that are inside of her jerk, dragging a gasp from her. I remove my thumb, dropping it to her clit and circling the nub of flesh. 

“Jericho.” She moans, her head tipping back on her shoulders, her nails digging into my shoulders. Tomorrow, I’m going to savor those small marks. 

“C’mon, little girl. Stop teasing this cock and get down on it. Take it.” I press down hard on her clit, wringing a cry from her. “Fuck it,” I order, hardening my voice. 

I snap my hips up and she plunges down, a cute and sexy growl rumbling in her throat. I smile, delivering a hot, open-mouthed kiss to the base of her throat. 

“Again. I feel this pretty pussy fluttering around my dick, so hungry for it. Needing it. Take it like a good little girl. My good little girl.”

The words fall from my lips in a filthy, worshipful litany. Her head falls forward, burying in the crook of my neck and shoulder. Her hips buck, work, and with another one of those keening cries, she impales herself on my dick, taking all of me. 

A roar fills my head. Fuck, maybe I let it out, and it echoes in the office. I don’t know. But I clutch her petite, curvy body to me as it violently trembles. Her sex sucks at me, quivers around me. I’m strung so tight, one move and I’ll lose control. 

We sit there, for how long, I’m not sure. But finally, the urge to move outweighs every other need. I have to fuck. No. I have to fuck her. 

Clasping her hips, I lift her off my cock and drive her back down. She holds on to me, and we engage in a dance that’s as old as time and new as the dawn. This should be clumsy since this is our first time, but we’re in perfect sync, like lovers who have been doing this for years. She rides me like a pro, and I bury my dick into her every downward plunge. It’s beauty. It’s raw. It’s innocence. It’s dirty. It’s a duet. It’s wild. 

It’s ours. 

I tunnel one hand into her hair, tugging her head down so my mouth can match what my cock is doing to her pussy. And my other hand reaches between our straining, grinding bodies and unerringly finds her clit again, stroking that engorged button, circling and petting it. Her pussy contracts around me, strangling me. I don’t let up, intent on giving her every measure of the orgasm that she deserves. 

Her sex tightens, tightens... Then she clamps down on my dick, milking me.

Her scream escapes into my mouth, and I swallow it. Fucking loving it. 

Every spasm drags me closer to that edge, and I willingly go over it with her. Electricity whips up my spine, nailing me in the back of the neck before traveling back down. My cock swells and I’m exploding, pouring into her until I’m so emptied there’s nothing left of me. 

Yet... I’ve never been so full. 

Neither of us moves. The AC clicks off and then back on, and still we sit in my office chair, our sweat drying on our skin. We’re shipwreck victims clinging to one another in the aftermath of an explosion. I do feel adrift, but I’m not uncertain about what I want, who I need. 

I want this, what I just had in this office. Her by my side in this business. Waking up to her every morning. Calling her mine and her acknowledging I’m hers. 

I need her in my life. Not just as her friend or her employer.

I need to be her partner, her lover. Her man.

Her forever. 

But she’s twenty-four. I’m thirty-seven. I’ve had years of living, of experience whereas she’s just beginning her life It’s not fair to chain her to me and not let her have the chance to discover what is out there for her. It’s not fair to ask her to give up going to Tyon’s shop if that’s what she wants. 

Sorrow tears open a hole in me, and I was wrong. I’m not empty. I’m full of the grief, the pain that comes from the knowledge of possibly losing her. That comes from knowing I will be letting her go. 

“You wanted to know what Shayla meant last night when she blamed you for our relationship ending.” I rub my hand up and down her spine, speaking into curls tangled by my fingers. She doesn’t speak, but the subtle shift of her body lets me know she’s listening. “She’s always accused me of prioritizing you before her. I’ve never made any secret of our relationship. That you’re family to me. And at first, she seemed to accept that. But that acceptance turned to jealousy. And later, she accused me of wanting you. Of being in love with you. And the night I broke our date to go to the jail, she gave me an ultimatum. Either I cut ties with you and choose her or we were over. I chose you.” 

“Jericho,” Eurydice whispers against my throat. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. Does it feel like I’m sorry?” I huff out a laugh, flexing my hips. My cock is softer, but it’s still inside her, so she gets what I mean. “I don’t handle ultimatums very well. Besides,” I shake my head, “she wasn’t wrong. Baby,” I lean back, pinch her chin, and tip her head back, “there’s a reason none of my other relationships have worked out. They weren’t you. I’ve wanted you since I was old enough to know better and you were too young for me to be noticing. I’m going to hell for that. I had no business looking or wanting you. Fuck, I probably have no business doing it now. You’re my ex’s daughter, for god’s sake.”

“And what about what I want?” she asks, wrapping her fingers around my wrist.

“It matters. But does it? I have to ask myself, am I being fair to you? I’m over a decade older. I’ve been a father figure. A mentor. Your fucking boss. I’ll always wonder, have I unduly influenced you? Is there an unfair imbalance of power? Am I keeping you from living the life you were meant to have? And what if that life is meant to happen beyond Wellington? I don’t want to steal that from you.”

“Well, you’ve thought of everything between the time it took to orgasm and now, haven’t you?” she drawls. 

“Eurydice,” I murmur.

“No.” She lifts off of me, and I hiss as I slip free of her. 

Even with the conversation we’re having, pleasure sizzles through me at the drag of her pussy over my cock. But that sensation is short-lived as she scrambles off my lap. Hurriedly, she grabs her clothes, refusing to look at me. 

“Baby, wait.”

“No,” she repeats, jerking on her T-shirt and jeans. Only once she’s dressed does she meet my gaze. “In all your questioning, you forgot one thing. I’m my own woman, with my own mind and desires. Did you stop to think that you’re not the only one who might’ve spent years wanting what they couldn’t have? Yes, I’m twenty-four, but look who I have for a mother. Remember where and how I grew up. I’m twenty-four in fucking dog years. And even if I wasn’t, I get to make that decision about my present and future. Not you.”

She grabs her boots and exits, leaving me with my dick hanging out.

Literally.

Chapter Five

Eurydice

Great. Just fucking great.

I push open my car door and step out, slamming it shut behind me. Walking up the sidewalk to my apartment building, I clench my jaw. Each step has a twinge echoing inside my sex, reminding me of the cock that had been there less than an hour ago. 

Don’t think about that. Don’t think about Jericho.

But that’s impossible. That’s like not thinking about an earthquake and a tsunami that shakes the landscape of your life, forever altering it. 

Am I keeping you from living the life you were meant to have? And what if that life is meant to happen beyond Wellington? I don’t want to steal that from you.

All I’ve ever wanted was him. And now that I finally, finally had him, he pushes me away. 

Dammit. 

Men. 

And one of the main ones who insists on driving me crazy sits on the stairs outside my front door. 

Jai rises as I climb the staircase, grinning. 

“Damn, sis. You keep later hours than I do. Where’ve you been?”

“What’re you doing here?” I pause in the middle of the stairs, scanning him. He doesn’t look too bad. A little rumpled, but that’s it. “What do you want? You know what?” I hold up a hand, palm out, shaking my head. “Never mind. Forget I asked that. I don’t care and don’t want to know.”

“Aw, don’t be like that.” He gives me a smile that I’m sure works with the chicks he hangs out with, but unfortunately for him, I’ve seen his bare ass and changed his diaper. That shit doesn’t work on me. “Hear me out. I need a place to crash for the night. Or maybe a couple of nights.”

“You have a house.” Then Mom’s phone call comes rushing back to me. I can be forgiven for not remembering considering the rest of the events of the night. “Is this about stealing Mom’s car?”

He rolls his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. She was being unreasonable so I just borrowed it.”

“Without her permission. Which is the very definition of stealing.”

“Whatever.” He blows out a breath, his smile disappearing and irritation flashing across his face. “C’mon. Let’s go inside. I’m tired as hell.”

“Okay, maybe you didn’t hear the part where I told you to go home.”

“Eury,” he snaps, jerking his head toward my front door. “Quit playing. Let me crash for a couple of nights. I need a place to stay. It’s not a big deal.”

I climb the rest of the stairs until I’m on the landing. 

“If it’s not a big deal, then go home. You and Mom are going to need to get by on your own. I’m not enabling you anymore. What you did tonight is bullshit. Bullshit a sixteen-year-old would’ve done, not a grown man of twenty-two.”

He scowls at me, his lip curling. “You don’t have to talk to me like—”

“Then who is? Mom? Your friends? I love you so I’m going to tell you the truth. Grow. The fuck. Up. You stole your mother’s car so you could go party. And now you want to hide out in my apartment instead of being mature, going home, and owning up to your mistake. I’m not being a part of this mess.”

“You’re my sister. We’re family,” he growls, jerking his chin up.

“I love how you and Mom throw that at me like it’s a catch-all excuse to everything you do. You need money because you spend all of yours and I’m supposed to cover you even if it means I can’t pay my rent. So what? We’re family. You smoke weed and end up in jail. So what? We’re family. You steal your mother’s car and instead of answering your phone and letting her know you’re not in a ditch somewhere, you’d rather her worry and put that shit on me. When I say no, c’mon, why not? We’re family. Family doesn’t expect family to be their emotional punching bag and garbage can. I love you. I truly love you both. But from this moment on, you and Mom are going to have to grow up because I’m done.” 

I shake my head, a bone-deep weariness sinking into my bones, making me feel like I weigh five hundred pounds. 

“I want the brother back who would go without his favorite salisbury steak microwave dinner and instead take the rubbery chicken nuggets just because he knew it was my favorite, too. I want the brother who slept at the foot of my bed to make sure if any of Mom’s ‘friends’ dared to sneak in my room, they’d meet his bat to the face for messing with his big sister. I want that brother back. I know he’s in there. When you find him, come get me.”

“Eury,” Jai whispers, and it’s thick. It’s broken. 

But I don’t look back.

I unlock my door, walk through, and close it behind me. 

Then I fall back against the wall and slide down it. 

The tears well in my eyes before my ass even hits the floor. 

Yes, they’re of grief and anger. But they’re also of relief and joy.

I stood up to my brother, and vicariously, to my mother. 

I’m free.

I’m free. 

Chapter Six

Jericho

“Where were you last night?” Nicole leans against the door of my office, eyebrow arched. “It was supposed to be a bonding night out. Then you and Eurydice didn’t even show up.” She pokes out her bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. 

My heart pounds against my ribs at just the sound of Eurydice’s name. Shit, who am I kidding? It’s the thought of what occurred in this office last night. I swear, I can still smell sex in the air. 

“Sorry.” I stand up and round the desk, striding toward her. It’s foolish and inexplicable, but I don’t want her in here. Not after last night. I leave, pulling the door closed behind me, sealing “us” inside. Yeah, I said it was foolish. “Something came up,” I say to Nicole. 

“Shayla came by.” She slides a look at me as we walk side by side down the hall. When I don’t speak, she continues, “Imagine my surprise when she dropped the bomb that you two broke up. You didn’t say a damn thing about that yesterday.”

“Nope, I didn’t.”

“Further imagine my surprise when she blamed your breakup on our resident emo girl, Eurydice.”

I slam to an abrupt halt, anger at my ex surging fast, scalding me. And fast behind it is panic. For Eurydice. Especially if Shayla is spreading gossip about her. I don’t give a flying fuck if Wellington and the world knows how I feel about Eurydice. But if Eurydice isn’t ready for that, then that’s not Shayla’s right to share it out of spite. 

“What exactly did she say?” 

“Hol’ up there, Hulk.” Nicole pats my shoulders, smirking. “Don’t worry. I told your salty ex about herself. And suggested she keep my girl’s name out her mouth. She saw the error of her ways. Real quick.” 

Relief flows through me in a cool flood and I nod at my office manager.

“Thanks, Nicole.”

“No problem.” She pauses, tilts her head. “But seriously, Jericho. She ain’t wrong. I mean, when are you and Eury going to get it together? I don’t know about Dean, Shawn, and Hero, but I’m tired of watching you go through these different women when the one you really want is right there in that booth.” She jerks her head toward the tattooing space. 

I stare at her. Blink. 

The fuck?

She grins. 

“Yeah.” She pats my shoulder again like I’m a dog. “I’m not just another gorgeous face. I notice things. Eury just got here, by the way.”

Then she saunters off. 

The hell just happened here? I stare after her for several more seconds, shocked. That was...unexpected. An incredulous chuckle escapes me. Shaking my head, I stalk for the cubicles, anticipation, nervousness, excitement, and yes, fear, riding me. 

I’ve fought calling her off and on since she walked out of my office last night, debating giving her room and needing to talk over that enigmatic statement she threw out there. It’s been playing in my head over and over for hours. 

Did you stop to think that you’re not the only one who might’ve spent years wanting what they couldn’t have?

Hope, a too fragile, tissue paper hope, flutters beneath my breastbone and I have to stop myself from charging into her cubicle and begging her to accept me. Take me. 

Deliberately slowing my stride, I enter the tattooing space but that doesn’t stop my body from going on high alert. Doesn’t prevent my hair from standing on end. My nerve endings from going haywire. Because I sense her. And then I see her. 

The air is jacked from my lungs. 

Damn, she’s beautiful. 

Indigo curls brush her slender shoulders, bared by a black graphic tank top. Dark jeans conform to her beautiful hips, ass, and thighs. All curves I’ve touched and might bear marks from my hands. Fuck, I hope so. Her gorgeous brown skin gleams under the bright lighting, and it doesn’t take much to remember how that skin tasted and felt in my mouth, on my tongue. 

My chest rises and falls on a deep, labored inhale, and shit, I need to get myself under control or I might betray us both by hauling her back to my office and fucking her on my desk again. And damn who hears us. 

As if sensing my eyes on her—or maybe the heated direction of my thoughts—she looks up and our gazes meet. My first instinct is to go to her. To demand her thoughts, her needs. But again, her words from last night fill my head. She gets to make the decision for her present and future. I have to let her take the figurative and literal steps. 

So I stop. And wait. 

But she doesn’t walk toward me. 

And I almost turn around and leave. Almost. Because I’m not giving up on her. On us. Too many people have walked away from her. Abandoned her. I refuse to be another one. I’ll wait for her forever if I have to. 

But thank fuck “forever” is only seconds long. 

I briefly close my eyes, and the breath stutters in my chest as she walks towards me. And she doesn’t stop until just a few inches separate us. Tipping her head back, she stares up at me, and I return that steady, penetrating gaze. 

“I love you. I’ve loved you since I was seventeen years old.”

Holy fuck. 

She didn’t whisper that. She didn’t murmur it.

She announced it and like with a needle scratch, all the tattoo machines in the building stop. Dean’s head lifts and jerks our way. Hero’s curtain snatches back and the blond giant appears in the entrance of his cubicle, his beard framing his open mouth. Nicole suddenly appears in the room, a huge grin lighting her face with Shawn right beside her. 

But that’s all the attention I spare my crew, because the petite woman in front of me claims the rest it. 

“Even when it felt wrong because you once belonged to my mother, I loved you. I wanted you. It doesn’t matter that you’re older than me. Doesn’t matter who you’ve been with. Doesn’t matter that you’ve had experiences that I haven’t. What does is that you saw me when no one else did. Not even my own mother. You protected me when no one else did. You gave me a place to belong when no one else did. You offered me safety when no one else did. How could another person stand a chance against someone so beautiful inside and out? No one has stood a chance in claiming my heart because you’ve always had it. This,” she presses a hand to her chest, “has been yours for seven years. You just didn’t know it.”

“Baby,” I rasp. It’s all I can say. All I can manage.

“But you were right, too. I don’t want to have what-ifs and wonder about what experiences I didn’t have beyond Wellington.” She pauses. “I’ve decided to take the guest position with Tyon’s shop for four months. I want to see places outside of this town and meet people who know me as Eurydice Ellis, the tattoo artist, not Eurydice, Desiree’s daughter or Jai’s sister. I want to find out how that feels. And I can’t do that here.”

“I get that, baby. And I want that for you.” I did. I’d miss the hell out of her, but she deserved that. 

I saw a lot of video chats in our future. 

If she wanted that from me, for us. 

“But I’m coming back. I want to come back to Wellington. Because you’re here. Because the family you gave me is here.” She waves in the direction of Dean, Hero, Shawn, and Nicole—and their clients—who are still openly staring at us. “Because this is home. Because you’re home. And I love you.”

It’s not possible for me not to touch her, hold her.

I sweep her up in my arms and our family breaking out in yells and whistles around us is a distant roar as I lift her in the air and crush my mouth to hers. Her fingers tangle in my hair, and her mouth opens for the thrust of my tongue. I groan, her taste filling me. It was just last night I had her, but I’ve been starving for her. I’ll always be hungry for this woman. 

Do I know the people in this town, hell, her own mother and brother, will have something to say about us? Yeah. But do I give a fuck? No. As long as we’re happy, as long as she loves me, I’ll be a happy man. 

I’ll be her man.

“I love you,” I murmur against her lips. “And I’ll be here just like I always have been. It’s you for me, Eurydice. I’m yours.”

“Always.”

“Always, baby.”
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