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          Chapter 1

        

        
          Heidi

        

      

    
    
      She pulled at the hem of her skirt, smoothing out a wrinkle in its cotton paneling. Above all else, she thought, I will not look a fucking mess.

      Walking to the floor-to-ceiling glass windows that offered a dazzling view of the Orlando skyline, then beginning to make circles around the whole office, she ran her hand over the sleek mahogany desk, the leather-studded chair, and paused at the coffee maker.

      “Thanks for your service,” she said to the machine.

      She waited, as if expecting some kind of response from the inanimate object. No such luck, not even a beep. Where was the comfort of a robotic voice when a girl needed it?

      Relenting, she strode to the full-length mirror she kept in the corner of her office for just such occasions. Well, not quite these occasions, but still. For crises. Late nights at the office, emergency video-conferences with clients, etc.

      Heidi peered in the mirror, gently mussing her dark caramel locks that were run through with streaks of dirty blond. Hands came to rest at her trim waist, seated firmly above a set of bodacious hips.

      “Yup,” she said, gazing at her reflection, “Still got it.”

      Her confidence had gotten her this far, and damn it, it would keep her going. Confidence had given her the chutzpah to move from Miami, her hometown, to Orlando. What girl without brass balls could’ve swung that move? To leave behind the long, sultry days of Miami for—what? Retirement communities and outlet malls?

      Although, in fairness, Heidi wasn’t spending her days at either of those joints. No, instead, she’d located the night life in Orlando, which she had to admit, passed muster. The bars were noisy, fun and packed with tanned men who would buy you a drink faster than you could say your name.

      The local drink was a Negroni. The best nail salon was Bella’s, on 8th Street, where they had massage chairs and good gel polish. She knew the best route for runs, based on the weather pattern predicted for the day, and which local library had quiet spaces that didn’t smell weird.

      She’d even gotten involved in neighborhood politics, helping a councilwoman run for reelection on the grounds of repaving the streets and getting a handle on that damn red light camera on the intersection of Normund and Colie, which always seemed to snap pictures about half a second too soon.

      All these things she’d learned, and now what good were they? She’d probably have to leave town, like a bandit, in the middle of the night, rubbing her face over with grease paint. Finally call up her Mom and Dad. Poor Tom and Dina. She was really overdue to call them, but things in her life had been piling up like precarious blocks, and spare time to chat with parents had been a luxury she couldn’t afford.

      God, that made her sound like an ungrateful brat.

      Now, though, she’d have all the damn time in the world. Especially if she moved back down to Miami, which was looking increasingly probable.

      And I was so close to having it all, she thought. Swanky apartment, nice car, killer job. She paused and reconsidered. Well, minus any semblance of a healthy romantic life.

      In fact, she had to admit, maybe this was for the best. Work at Image-ine—the PR firm that had taken one look at her glowing 22-year old self and hired her for an internship on the spot—had always been frantic. Long days, longer nights, caffeine dependence, an aching back from hunching over a laptop all day.

      And, as she’d soon painfully realized, celebrities don’t ease up on the scandalous behavior over the holidays. On the contrary, they seemed to amp it up, as if to say, “Sorry, we know you had Thanksgiving plans, but I just got caught snorting coke off a public urinal! Cancel your trip!”

      And Heidi had made it in for each one of those calls. Through perseverance and sacrifice, she’d made herself invaluable, a vital member of the team no matter what play the bosses planned. Whenever a higher-up at the company needed something, they’d explain what they wanted to another intern, then sigh and say, “Just have Heidi do it.”

      It wasn’t long before they’d been forced to promote her from unpaid schlep to Executive Assistant, and from there on out, she was given a better title and a pay bump every six months or so. She climbed faster and faster, with a speed and grace the firm had never witnessed before. That’s how she, at 27, had become the youngest exec in Image-ine’s history. And none begrudged the rapidity of her ascent.

      Well. They hadn’t, at least. She had recently begun to wonder if that was what had prompted Gary to be such a fucking—Stop, she told herself in a firm tone. Don’t get mad. Get even.

      After all, she’d already called up Meredith, her day-one office buddy who’d eventually become her closest confidant, and dramatically reenacted the whole story. They’d weighed pros and cons for nearly an hour and, at last, Heidi had given up on strategizing. She’d known the right move at the start of the hour, but sometimes, you need to hear your girlfriend say it about 50 more times before the answer sinks in.

      Gary was a pig. No doubt about it. He’d always been a damn pig, squealing and getting flecks of the mud from his pen onto Heidi’s life. This just happened to be the last straw.

      She thought she could withstand the incessant, inappropriate remarks until she’d scrounged up enough money to open her own PR agency; she figured that another remark about her firm tits could go be withstood in the name of the future.

      That goal now seemed light-years away, in a different dimension. Opening up a PR agency? God, the seed investment alone would be in the hundreds of thousands. Her parents had offered to help, but she was too proud for that. Taking more money from them, after they’d paid for college? She couldn’t bring herself to do that.

      Besides, even if they gave her the seed money, there was still the matter of literally everything else: finding investors, getting office space, hiring an entire new staff and training them by herself. She could do it—you don’t graduate alma mater from business school at the University of Miami without knowing how to open a, well, business—but it would take money she didn’t have, and there weren’t enough hours in the day. Besides, she’d have to do it all alone.

      She took another long look at the skyline. She’d miss this part. The city at night, lights flooding the darkness as if for her and her alone. She liked the way they flickered and flashed in gaudy colors. And she liked the way her heels sounded clacking on the marble floor, liked feeling as though she moved with her own power soundtrack, click-click-clicks following her, always announcing her arrival.

      Yeah. She’d miss all of it. Maybe she could convince Meredith to leave—actually, she was certain she could—but it wouldn’t be fair. Mere had a kid who needed to be placed in a private school, the little Brainiac, and a new home loan to pay off. Heidi couldn’t ask her to blindly jump onboard a startup that wouldn’t turn a profit for at least a year, assuming things went dazzlingly well.

      Nah, friends watched out for friends, and that meant not roping them into a business that might land them in financial ruin. Heidi wasn’t some kind of shark; she took her friendships as seriously as she took her relationships (when those happened, back in the day). She wanted the kinds of friends she could call at two in the morning to cry about the finale of a reality show, not the kinds whose backs she stepped on to reach the next rung in the career ladder.

      Heidi sighed. No time like the present. A small huff escaped her full lips and she reached one long, crimson red nail to the buttons, then began to dial home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Bradley

        

      

    
    
      Bradley awoke with a start, as if emerging violently from a bad dream, maybe something that included sirens and badges. He was in a room filled to the brim with sunlight. He shielded his eyes with a hiss, and when that failed, he squeezed them shut tightly. Hadn’t he told the maid to lower the blackout curtains?

      He curled his body into a rigid ball, strong arms encircling worn-out knees, then paused. The light physically pained him, and a headache hammered hard and fast into his brain. Suddenly, a figure appeared, though pieces of its proportions were blocked by what Bradley thought were silver lines. Weird. Wait, was that—

      “Todd?” he asked groggily, hands still partially covering his face. “Did I miss practice?”

      Not again, he thought. Coach will fucking murder me. Actually, scratch that, he’ll hire someone to murder me, someone who’ll make it slow and painful.

      His agent shook his head.

      “No, buddy,” Todd replied, “It’s the middle of August. Off-season. Or did you forget?”

      “Oh.” Bradley mulled this over. He had, it seemed, misplaced all sense of time and space. How embarrassing. Even Todd’s face seemed to float in the middle ground, somehow separated at an awkward distance.

      “Come closer, dude,” Bradley instructed the agent.

      Todd hit something, and a clang resounded.

      “I can’t,” he said.

      Rubbing his eyes free of sleep, Bradley at last was able to assemble the picture in front of him. Todd couldn’t come closer, because that clanging sound had been his hands hitting metal bars. Oh shit.

      Todd watched the realization dawning on Bradley, and tilted his head to the side, nodding wearily.

      “Yup,” he said. “Another night in the drunk tank.”

      Bradley groaned deeply, and rolled onto his back, no longer caring how badly the sun burned. The splitting headache made for a good distraction from the consequences.

      “Do the Sharks know yet?”

      He didn’t need the answer—he already knew the horrendous words about to be said—but Todd answered obligingly.

      “Oh yeah.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “How bad is their star quarterback getting arrested for public intoxication yet again? I’d venture to say, uh, pretty fuckin’ bad.”

      With that, Todd turned and waved to someone out of Bradley’s sight line. A guard strode up, a menacing gun in his holster, and he and Todd exchanged words. The guard stared at Bradley, unable to keep his eyes off the 6’3” giant who was taking up the bulk of the cell.

      Bradley was used to it, obviously, but that didn’t make the unabashed stares any more welcome. But perhaps the stare was the price he had to pay for freedom, because it wasn’t long before the bars were thundering open, and he was a free man once more.

      Bradley looked around to gather up his things, and then remembered he wasn’t allowed “things” in jail.

      “My watch?” he asked Todd.

      Todd held it up in one hand.

      “Already got it. Please. I made them turn it over first thing when I arrived. Like I’d trust these guys to hold onto a thing worth thousands of dollars.”

      He turned to the guard and added, “No offense.” The guard shrugged.

      Todd passed the watch over, and Bradley looked at it for a moment.

      An interesting thing about being wildly rich and famous was that people assumed your watches were real. And sure, he had a whole spread of watches worth well over ten thousand bucks—some with rubies on the hands, others inlaid with diamonds on the face—but this one was worth only $100, and so much better.

      He turned it over and ran a finger down the inscription. It read, You’ve made me proud, son.

      He remembered how his mother had presented it to him on the day he’d won the full-ride football scholarship to Miami U. Her eyes had glistened as she'd said bashfully, “It’s not much, but…”

      He’d known exactly how much one hundred dollars meant for her. Bradley knew his mom had had to scrimp and scrounge for months, saving for this present, meaning she’d bought it for him before she’d even been certain he’d get the scholarship. That was how much faith she’d had in him. Now, a single dress shirt alone cost him that much.

      I’m sorry, Mom, he thought.

      He’d sworn he would make her proud, do right by her. Ending up behind bars for the second time in as many months? Probably not what she’d been hoping for when her son “went big.”

      Bradley pushed her sweet, sunny smile out of his head and strapped the watch back on his wrist. He had to wear it on the loosest setting now; his forearms had grown larger with each passing season, with each throw of the football.

      “We’re all set,” Todd said, pulling Bradley out of his reverie.

      He knew better than to ask if there would be release paperwork. For an NFL icon, a household name? For people like that—for people like Bradley—paperwork seemed to just disappear. There was always somebody else whose job was to “take care of that.”

      The rules didn’t apply when you were a god among men. You could even get away with being called a playboy and womanizer, and having a different girl on the docket for each night of the week. His multi-million dollar sponsorships didn’t care how he got his pleasure—provided he kept it charming, that is. Having a bevy of ladies on your arms? Sexy. Aspirational. Waking up, still a little drunk, in jail? Less so.

      Todd pushed open the back doors of the building, passed Bradley a pair of sunglasses, and led the superstar quickly into an idling limo. Bradley was, unfortunately, in a position to know that celebrities even had their own private exits in jail. He wished he hadn’t become so well-acquainted with that fact.

      The two men clambered into the back of the black car, where smooth jazz was playing and a full bar was built into the side paneling. Bradley was debating the efficacy of a Scotch and soda when Todd shifted to face him straight on. That was not a promising look.

      “Listen, man,” Todd said carefully. “Things are—well, I’ll be straight with you. Things are not good.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Bradley responded with caustic sarcasm.

      “Er, yeah.” The agent shifted in his seat, uncomfortable. The leather squeaked with the movements. “Sure. So, you remember the brawl last night?”

      The only sound was the smooth jazz filtering through the car speakers.

      “No.”

      Todd’s eyes widened a little. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Well,” Todd began sheepishly, “you got into a bar fight. A pretty vicious one.”

      “Oh, fuck,” Bradley moaned. When you’re in the NFL, and deadlift 400 pounds, being in a bar fight just isn’t fair to the other guy. “Did he come out okay?”

      Todd grimaced. “You’ve kindly offered to cover his hospital bills.”

      “Shit.”

      “He’s uninsured.”

      “Shit.”

      Todd hesitated, then reached past him and swiped a bottle of whiskey and a glass from the bar. He poured himself a stiff drink and took a swig.

      “Well?” Bradley asked, not appreciating the theatrics.

      Todd had always been kind of a prima donna, but today, Bradley wasn’t having it.

      “So the thing is,” Todd said, “last night was bad, yeah. But they say bad news arrives in doubles, and that’s kind of the situation we’re dealing with at the moment. You see, well, no easy way to say this…sometime in the early morning, a sex tape was released. And you were in the starring role.”

      Bradley’s mouth dropped open, and he fumbled for words but couldn’t seem to find any between his shock and hangover.

      “And I’m sorry about this, man, I really am, but several sponsors have already started to back out, saying that you no longer meet their ‘family-friendly’ expectations.”

      “Since when am I fucking family-friendly?”

      “You know I’ve been able to spin the sleeping around. This is—you’ve gotta understand—this is a bridge too far for them.”

      Todd took another gulp of the whiskey and wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      “I’ve been on the phone with Coach Simon, too, and he says that the Sharks don’t need any more of this bullshit. Last season’s kerfuffle with Lucas was all that Simon could handle. If you don’t straighten up and fly right, he’ll cut you from the team.”

      Todd finished delivering the news, then polished off the brown liquid in his glass.

      Bradley was stunned. Had America really turned on its golden boy so fast?

      They’d loved him when he’d gotten caught necking in a VIP lounge, or dancing on the tables in St. Moritz. The magazines had published spreads devoted to Bradley’s alleged “Search for the One.” They’d made boatloads of cash off the whole flagrant display. He was 29, in the prime of his damn career, and was about to forfeit his legacy because of some bad behavior that had previously been encouraged? Hell no.

      “All right,” Bradley sighed. “How the fuck are we gonna fix this?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Heidi

        

      

    
    
      “Hi, sweetheart. What a wonderful surprise! I was just thinking about calling you the other day, what a funny coincidence, when I ran into Barbara at the grocery store, and do you know what that woman told me, she said—”

      “Mom,” Heidi interrupted, getting a word in edgewise. “I need to tell you something.”

      The line went quiet.

      “Okay,” her mother said slowly.

      “Listen, Mom. I’m leaving Image-ine.”

      Her mother tittered, in that way that only mothers can.

      “Why, honey? Did something happen? I thought you loved it there. Of course it’s hard, but you’ve never been a quitter, your teachers have said as much in every report card ever. You said you loved it.”

      “I do, it’s just…” Heidi trailed off. “It’s Gary.”

      “What did that asshole do this time?”

      Heidi smiled a little. Her straight-laced lawyer mother never swore. When she got this riled up, it meant she was completely on Heidi’s side. With that boost of confidence, Heidi launched into her story.

      See, Gary—as her mom had so aptly noted—had always been an asshole. He was Heidi’s boss, but he sure as shit didn’t act like it. He commented on her tits, her ass, and everything in between.

      He made lewd suggestions about what they could do after-hours, and had refused to call her anything except ‘the hot one,’ until at last she’d made exec tier and he’d had no choice but to acknowledge her by name. Not a single person in the office had spoken up about it, possibly because the HR person was a nepotism hire who owed his job to Uncle Gary.

      In short, he’d been harassing Heidi for years. She’d told her mom, Dina, about all of this in previous calls over her tenure at the company, and her mother, like any good parent, had encouraged her to quit.

      But it wasn’t that simple, obviously. Heidi had built up a reputation at the firm, had made good connections, and she didn’t want to sacrifice all of it just because some man was an asshole. No. She couldn’t let him win. If she could just ride out another year or so on the company’s paycheck, amass enough money for her own firm—then she’d tell Gary where to shove it, and flounce out the door.

      That hadn’t quite panned out. Because, this morning, she told Dina, on this godforsaken Monday morning, he’d cornered her in the office kitchen, licking his teeth and bragging about the shit he’d pulled over the weekend. She’d tried to ignore him and had continued preparing her breakfast. But he wasn’t having it; he craved her attention, and (Heidi suspected) the following rejection.

      Because he didn’t really think he ever had a chance with her, right? A young woman that smart, that funny, that hot—in what damn world would she sleep with a guy like him? She assumed he knew the answer was ‘never,’ but that didn’t seem to change anything.

      He’d gotten back up in her face, his breath reeking of stale liquor, either from last night or this morning (or both), and bragged about the models he’d been screwing, name-dropping one woman after another. Heidi wouldn’t have been impressed even if she had believed him, but she didn’t believe him. Gary was a pathological liar.

      “Tell your wife I said hi,” she’d shot back at him, as she’d attempted to maneuver her way out of the small kitchenette. “She must be so very pleased with your behavior.”

      He’d laughed a deep, cruel laugh. “That bitch doesn’t know a thing,” he’d said.

      Now, that interaction alone wouldn’t have been worth a call to her mom. Gary said shit like that on a daily basis. On Heidi’s personal ‘Scale of Bad Gary Behavior,’ this barely registered.

      Hence, it was an essentially unmemorable day until the front door of the office had slammed open, and a piercing shriek had filled the building, bouncing off white-washed walls, no carpet in its modern lines to dampen the noise.

      The scream had risen and risen until its owner came into view—it was Ellen, Gary’s wife, and the mother of his children. Heidi knew this from having met her at a few office Christmas parties, at which Ellen usually slurred about how mean Gary was (no surprise there), and how he was a terrible father.

      But never, not ever, had she appeared in the office. This was bad news.

      Ellen had shouted, “Get that fucking asshole out here, right now!” to a nearby secretary, who’d skittered off in search of the boss. Gary had appeared moments later, using hushed tones and calming words, saying “Now, now, honey.” While the entire staff had looked on, Ellen had pulled from her designer purse a pair of purple lace panties.

      “Whose thong is this?” she’d bellowed into his face. “I’m an extra small, and these are a medium. Not to mention, I found them in the back of your car, and God knows we haven’t had sex in there since the Bush administration. You gonna tell me who they belong to? Or should I just call up my lawyer and get him working on the divorce paperwork?"

      Gary had rambled nervously, going on and on about how he was so sorry to cause her any alarm, he really was, and how badly he felt that she’d had to drive all the way down here to yell at him about underwear, when they didn’t actually mean a thing.

      “Because,” he’d said, turning towards Heidi, “they’re Heidi’s.”

      The office of two dozen people had gasped in a jarring unison, like in a particularly cheesy movie.

      What the fuck, Heidi had thought-screamed. That can’t be true. Unless he found the pair I keep in my office for emergencies. But why was he searching through my desk? Was he searching through my—

      “No, not like that,” he’d went on, holding up his hands in a peace gesture to the room. “I was giving Heidi a ride home from the gym last week, and silly goose, she didn’t zip her bag up tight. Classic. Her, ah, undergarments fell out in the trunk.”

      Gary had looked directly at her, the mean set of his jaw indicating that she was to play along, or else.

      “I texted you and said I’d give them back, right Heidi? But I just forgot.”

      Heidi had been astonished. Did he really expect her to play possum while he lied to his wife of 15-odd years? It was one thing to be subjected to his unwanted advances, and another to be made complicit in the ruining of that woman’s life.

      He’d walked over to Ellen, plucked the offending panties out of her hand, and strode back across the office, like a matador proudly presenting his cape to screaming fans in the stands of an arena. He’d come to a halt in front of Heidi, and lifted his arm, dangling the panties between two bloated fingers. Her eyes had swum with the purple lace.

      “Now,” he’d growled, leaning in, “here’s your underwear. Take it.”

      The words had been a command, a threat, and the moment had hung tensely. Distantly, she’d thought she’d heard a secretary whisper, “Oh my God.”

      At last, after years of putting up with his bullshit, Heidi could no longer dance around the problem. The time for venting about it—or desperately hoping Gary could become a different person—was over. She had been confronted with a choice: take the underwear, cover up Gary’s indiscretion, and continue her swift rise to the top, or refuse it, and lose everything she’d worked for over the past five years.

      Heidi had taken a deep breath, and peered around Gary’s flabby, red face. She’d made eye contact with Ellen, who had been shaking in the middle of the cubicle maze, a tear running helplessly down her sunken cheeks. That was the face of a woman who had been through the wars, a face that deserved some honesty for the first time in over a decade.

      “These,” Heidi had told Ellen, “are not my fucking underwear.”

      There had been a pin-drop silence. Gary had moved to stand inches from Heidi’s face, thin lips parted into a sneer, bloodshot eyes attempting to drill a hole into her own.

      “What,” he’d whispered, “did you just say?”

      “I said,” she’d replied, voice rising to a shout audible for the whole office, “these are not my fucking underwear!”

      And thus, even as she knew she’d ended any future career at Image-ine, Heidi had been able to confidently stride away from the scene she’d left in her wake—a crying, yelling Ellen, a stuttering Gary, an office in chaos. She had finally stood up to her creepy boss, and had brought him to his knees in a room of his peers. God, it had felt really, really good to land that last metaphorical kick in the balls.

      She finished relaying the story to her mom, who had been dutifully drawing in sharp inhales of breath at all the right moments.

      “Well,” Heidi said into the receiver with finality, “what do you think? Did I make the right choice?”

      “Honey,” Dina replied, “of course you did. That monster got exactly what he deserved. And you got what you deserved—freedom from his bullshit. A fresh start.”

      “Thanks, Mom.” She paused. “Listen, I gotta go now. Pack up my stuff, you know.”

      “Were you officially fired?”

      “I mean, not technically, but suffice to say, I’m done here.”

      “Okay,” Dina said. “I can’t wait to see what you do next.”

      They exchanged a round of ‘I love yous’ and ‘goodbyes,’ and Heidi hung up the phone, satisfied. Yes, she was a confident young professional, but having her mom’s approval was still worth something.

      She began pulling open the drawers of her desk, taking out any personal objects and leaving the office supplies. She had a tidy workspace; it wouldn’t take her too long to clean out what few items she’d brought in.

      She was mulling over stealing some pens and staplers in lieu of a severance package when her phone rang. Probably just Dina again, reminding her about a holiday she’d need to travel home for or something.

      “Hey Mom,” Heidi said, distracted as she dropped her items into a box. “What’d you forget?”

      “Actually,” a deep voice on the other end said, “I’d rather you call me Daddy.”
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      Heidi was mute for what seemed like eons, until at last she gathered her social graces and attempted speech.

      “Um, what?” Not a good first try.

      “I’m sorry,” the voice said, breaking into a laugh. “Bad joke. I wasn’t trying to be creepy.” A pause, then it continued. “Oh shit, it was super creepy, wasn’t it? My apologies, ma’am, I promise I was raised right. My mom would be horrified—her Bradley is an upstanding man!”

      Bradley? Who the hell is Bradley? she thought.

      Then, realizing a phone isn’t a telepathy instrument, she said into the receiver, “Who’s Bradley?”

      “Me. Bradley Fox. And you’re Heidi Morris.”

      Her mind raced.

      Bradley Fox? All-star quarterback for the Orlando Sharks? Has at least ten different commercials running on TV at any given time? The playboy, millionaire, and American heartthrob? Holy shit.

      She gathered herself, unwilling to let her total shock touch the conversation; she had too much pride.

      “I am indeed Heidi Morris. How can I be of assistance?” she said in a tone that she hoped concealed her absolute wonderment. And, if not, who could blame her? The man was a dreamboat.

      “Dwayne, our running back, suggested I give you a call. He said you helped him out of a jam a few years back, when that escort went public and tried to sue him for all he was worth. If you keep up with the, ah, well…internet, you may have seen that I got into some trouble last night.”

      That was putting it pretty mildly. She had seen the headlines:

      “Bradley Fox Throws Punches!” “Fox Sex Tape Leaked!” “Head Coach of Sharks Considering Fox’s Removal!”

      “I’ve heard bits and pieces,” she said, trying to play it cool and make it seem like no big deal. This guy had already had a bad enough day without her rubbing salt in the wound.

      “Then you know I’m in need of an image makeover. A total reset. Clean slate. Whatever you wanna call it. Heidi,” he said quietly, “could you help me? I love this sport, and it would kill me to lose all I’ve accomplished over some stupid antics.”

      Just as she was in the middle of leaving one job, the opportunity of the century had rung her personal line. Fate had a funny way of stepping in and writing her the title of a new chapter.

      “Of course I can help.”

      “Lunch tomorrow, say about noon?”

      “Deal.”

      “Give me your cell number and I’ll text you the details.”

      She relayed her number to Bradley, whilst thinking in the back of her mind how much her teenage self would kill to see this moment, wherein she gave her number to the country’s greatest QB. Talk about living your wet dreams.

      “All right,” Bradley said. “I look forward to meeting you tomorrow. I’ve heard good things.”

      And with that, he hung up, leaving Heidi star-struck and delighted.

      Her career wasn’t over, no, far from it—all of a sudden, it was just beginning. Starting an agency from scratch was brutal work. But starting an agency with Bradley Fox as the headlining client on your roster? It made the mountain climbable.

      She grinned, and thought with awe, Heidi, you are one lucky bitch.
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      The next day, after an early-morning spin class, Heidi came home and started gathering tax documents. Unfortunately, starting a new business was as much grunt work as it was glamorous networking, and she had to do the grunt before she got to do the glamour.

      A few hours of absentmindedly filling out forms later, typing her name, address, and social security number out so many times she began to get them mixed up, she decided to put down the grunt work, and prepare for some glamorous networking.

      First, an internet deep dive on Bradley, because she was nothing if not meticulous. As a woman who worked in contemporary media, she had some vague awareness of his antics, but as she went further and further back into the search engine archives, she found intimate details on the football star. What she found painted a painfully clear image, and one she almost regretted seeing.

      He’d grown up in a small, impoverished town in Hawaii, the kind of place where “not having two cents to rub together” was practically literal. There was one photo after another of him as a boy, usually with his beatifically smiling mother at his side, in a dingy house, palm trees visible outside their window.

      Heidi’s heart ached for that boy, who looked too big for such a tiny room, for such a tiny town. She read that he’d shown early signs of athletic prowess, and before long, some kindly teacher had suggested he join the middle school football team. Heidi scoured the photo galleries, watching him grow from just a kid into the grinning, self-confident captain of his high school team. Click, click, click.

      She toggled through the pictures and their captions: “Local boy wonder Bradley Fox selected for U of Miami’s D1 team!” He’d been moved on a current that was almost more powerful than him, from a ramshackle team in the boonies, where their equipment barely met safety regulations, to the massive machine that was Miami’s football recruitment.

      He’d signed on to play second string quarterback, but wasn’t on the bench for more than three games when the coach kicked him up to first string. Bradley’s talent, the coach had said in a now-famous interview, didn’t belong on the sidelines.

      Then, to Heidi’s dismay, came round one of wild photos. Bradley scrawling his autograph on Miami U cheerleaders’ bouncing tits. Bradley doing a legendary keg stand while a whole frat party looked on in glee. Bradley partying here, Bradley drinking there.

      Heidi felt a pang run through her. He was just a small town kid who’d had all his wildest dreams come true before he could even realize what was happening. Sometimes, getting everything you want is hard to stomach—it leaves no room for aspirations, and leaves plenty of room for bad shit to sneak up on you. Just look at almost every child actor ever. The rapid, enormous change in fortune and lifestyle had sent him into a tailspin.

      She didn’t need to read the rest; she knew enough about the previous DUI and the string of women. She contemplated watching the recent sex tape—in the name of research, of course—but decided that that would be crossing a line. Not a good idea to see your client’s junk, under really any circumstance.

      Heidi shut her laptop and leaned back in her chair. Of course, the story the web told wasn’t the objective truth, but he seemed like a genuinely good guy from what she could tell, one who just hadn’t handled a huge shift in his daily existence all that well. He’d moved across the country, and over an ocean, to a city that was about as far away from his home as he could get, far from his family and friends.

      She, on the other hand, had gone to college a couple miles up the road from her childhood home, and after that, from one part of Florida to another. She’d spent her whole life happily ensconced in this crazy state. There was just no comparison.

      She shook her head, releasing herself from the reverie. You’re prepped, she thought firmly. No more sob stories.

      Closing the laptop, Heidi stood up and walked to her generously stocked closet. Time to put on her battle armor.

      She touched one silk blouse after another, holding each garment up to her skin to check for complimentary hues. At last, she settled on a midnight blue, long sleeve shirt that highlighted the deep blue-gray of her eyes. A tight matching pencil skirt that grazed her knees was next, followed by a pair of killer red leather heels.

      Heidi looked in the mirror. It was a professional outfit, and left something to the imagination. One more thing, she thought, and reached for her jewelry box. She pulled out a long, gold chain that she clasped around the back of her neck. She adjusted the necklace, until it came to rest directly between her breasts. Now, she was ready.

      Let his imagination follow that, she thought with a smirk.

      She gathered up her things—purse, keys, wallet, etc., then, with one more swipe of red lipstick, Heidi was out the door. She slid into her convertible, which she’d bought after receiving her first big paycheck, and typed the address into her GPS. He’d asked her to meet at his house, as the rabidity of the press wouldn’t allow for a more public rendezvous.

      Just as well, she thought. Wasn’t like she had an office anymore.

      She hit the gas, turned up the radio, and began the half-hour drive from her trendy downtown loft to his exclusive gated community, which was home to football players, celebrities, and rich retirees. She was stopped at a gatehouse on the edge of the neighborhood, where the security guard gave her a visitor’s badge while cameras recorded the interaction.

      Driving up smooth gray streets, so different from the pock-marked ones in front of her own home, she looked around with big eyes at the sprawling homes. Each was the size of a small shopping mall.

      At last, the GPS dinged—she’d arrived. She slowed down in front of a towering, modern-style mansion, all clean slate edges and chrome finishing. It was like a contemporary castle; she half-expected to see a dashing prince come waltzing out of the front door.

      Don’t think about dashing princes, she scolded herself.

      She parked her car in the driveway, fixed her hair once more in the rearview mirror, and began the interminably long walk from her vehicle to the front door, down a path covered by bamboo trees and pebbles, interspersed with little stepping stones (her heeled feet were grateful for the stability). A large pond sat to her left, and she spotted koi fish swimming around in its depths.

      Finally, she reached the door and, heart racing with anticipation, she knocked.

      Seconds later, as though he’d been just steps away, waiting eagerly, Bradley Fox opened the door. Her lips—not of their own volition—parted as she drank him in.

      He was dazzlingly tall, with smooth, bronze skin, and green eyes that sparkled as though they were real emeralds. He had the perfect, Adonis build of a classic QB: all sleek, panther-like muscles, with strong calves and bulging arms. That simple white T-shirt hid what she knew would be a V-shaped torso, covered in toned abs. His teeth shone white against tan skin, and his hair hung down to just past those wild eyes, dark strands curling gently around his high cheekbones.

      In short, his portrait belonged in the Louvre, Mona Lisa be damned.

      How could she be expected to concentrate on the job, when the job was managing the most handsome man she’d ever met?

      Heidi took a breath, steadying herself, and held out her hand.
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      Bradley hadn’t done any research on Heidi prior to opening the door. Or rather, his ‘research’ had amounted to desperately group-texting his teammates, and asking for recs on which PR person in the city was best equipped to handle all his bullshit. The first name he’d gotten back was Heidi Morris at Image-ine, and so that’s who he’d called.

      He trusted his team, and kind of hated the necessity of working with management. He preferred to just pick someone relatively at random and hope for the best, as opposed to drawing up careful lists of potential hires. He hadn’t really thought about what she’d be like—he’d assumed middle-aged, like most of the agents in the city, and probably heavily Botoxed. Possibly a high-pitched, obsequious voice.

      It wasn’t like he cared—anyone who could get the job done was fine by him.

      Bradley wasn’t even mildly prepared for the dynamo of a woman who greeted him. The real Heidi Morris was of average height, and above average curves, and with that tumbling auburn hair, could easily have been a swimsuit model if she'd wanted. Her eyes, framed by heavy lashes, looked at him straight on, which he didn’t encounter often; usually, women giggled and hid behind cupped hands when meeting him.

      An almost imperceptible, centimeter-wide piece of lace stuck out from the neckline of her shirt. He found himself wondering what the tactile sensation of touching the bra would be like, just that little sliver, and then how his hand would move lower, following the lines of the fabric…

      No, he thought, catching himself. Keep it professional.

      “Nice to meet you,” he said with some difficulty.

      He was flustered, while she looked completely unfazed. How frustrating.

      “And you as well,” she replied, in light but self-assured voice.

      “I’m Bradley.”

      Of course you are, you moron, he thought reproachfully.

      “I know,” she responded with a little smile.

      His heart pounded, and he chided himself. Get a grip. Talk normally.

      “Please, come in,” he said, pulling the door back and ushering her inside.

      She followed the sweep of his arm, and strode in like she owned the place. He watched her hips sway from side to side in that tight skirt.

      Focus, he thought, even while knowing that would be an unfair challenge to himself. He was a straight guy with eyeballs; how on earth could he be expected to focus with her in the room?

      “Here, follow me,” he said, and led her to a dining room that boasted an enormous light fixture in brushed silver, its many arms suspended above an industrial table large enough to seat an entire football team.

      He hesitated on the threshold, then changed his mind.

      “Actually,” Bradley said, “let’s go somewhere a little more intimate.”

      He then led their party of two outdoors, to a small table covered by an awning. The seats offered a magnificent view of his waterfall pool that splashed over the edge of the small hill his property sat on. He pulled out her chair smoothly—he reflected that his mother would’ve nodded with approval—and offered her a drink.

      “Coffee, beer?”

      “I’ll take a water,” she replied.

      He went to the mini-fridge, which was fully stocked beneath the pool bar, and pulled out a bottle of water. He returned to the table, slid it in her direction, and watched with admiration as she popped the lid and drank from it masterfully without smudging her crimson lipstick.

      “So,” he said, when she’d finished a long sip. “Where do we begin?”

      “We can start with you telling me the whole story, from just your perspective. I know what the media is saying, but I don’t really give a fuck about their opinions.”

      He raised his eyebrows. That was pretty fiery language for any professional meeting, let alone the first one between them. I like it, he thought.

      “Things have been…rough…for a while now,” he replied. “During the last season, I was on decent behavior. The press said differently, but whatever, it’s true. All that shit about me falling out of a ride-share, completely plastered? Fabricated. I have my own driver.”

      He sniffed a little at this, then glanced sideways to see if she was impressed. Disappointed, he found she appeared to be unfazed by mention of his driver. How unusual.

      “Anyways,” he continued, barreling on, “I was doing pretty well, keeping in shape, and more importantly, keeping my rep clean. During the off-season, though…”

      Here, he paused, searching for the right words. He found himself wanting Heidi to understand, beyond surface-level comprehension. To really get him.

      “During the off-season,” he went on, “I get rowdier. Always have. Something about not having anything to do, all day every day, besides maybe a two-hour promo shoot or a meet-and-greet…it just makes me restless. Makes me hungry. I don’t see my teammates, and I offered to move my mom out here but she says she’s always lived in Hawaii, and she’ll die there too.

      “So, I’m alone most of the day, unless Todd, my agent—has he contacted you yet?—unless Todd comes to hang out for a bit. Then, at night…well, at night, the town is my oyster.”

      He smirked, then added, “Every door in Orlando is open for Bradley Fox. I mean, of course I party. What else is there to do? And, yeah, sometimes, that partying goes too far.”

      He looked down at his interlaced fingers, and then up to Heidi, trying to work out how she was taking this. He was being startlingly honest, he thought—perhaps too honest. Where was his usual obfuscation and merriment? He didn’t know, but she was looking back at him with a crinkled brow and sympathetic eyes. Her earnest pity prodded him to continue the story.

      “So, yeah. I just want you to know that I know that this doesn’t look good. The sex tape, the arrest. All of it. And it’s not who I am. I promise, I’m more embarrassed by it than you could possibly know.”

      His deep voice was filled with regret.

      “And the arrest…I mean, Jesus, even I can’t believe that I hit some innocent guy in a bar. That’s not playing fair. To get into a fight with some dude who doesn’t have a full staff of trainers at his beck and call? It’s not okay. The sex tape, on the other hand…” he trailed off.

      After a moment, sensing he needed some encouragement, she urged him to keep going. “Yeah? Tell me about it.”

      “I gotta be honest, I don’t feel like that’s my fault. You can believe me or not, and I understand this is a hard line to swallow but…I didn’t know I was being recorded, and I have no clue who released it.”

      He paused, letting that sink in, only able to hope that she would trust him. Because, as it so happened, he was telling the absolute truth—he’d never knowingly participated in a sex tape in his life. The tape had been filmed in his own home, which made it that much worse.

      “Is it possible the woman in the tape was the one who leaked it?” Heidi asked.

      “I guess,” he replied, and then blushed. “But I don’t remember who she is. I guess she could’ve been the one who planted the camera. That would make sense, in terms of monetizing our, er…time together.”

      Heidi nodded, taking it all in, then finally said, “I don’t think it’s your fault either.”

      The knots in his chest loosened. It was the first time in a long time that someone had performed the simple act of taking him at his word. Usually, people didn’t believe him so much as they hadn’t cared if he was lying. But Heidi hadn’t muddied the waters of her belief with the reputation the media had imposed upon him.

      A long moment passed between them. Bradley hoped his gratitude was tangible.

      “I’ll do everything I can to help you,” she said finally, returning the smile. “When I’m done, you’ll come out looking cleaner than a Boy Scout’s asshole.” She held up two fingers in a salute as Bradley chortled. “I promise.”

      She moved her head to meet his eyes, which were lowered to the table.

      “We’re gonna fix this, okay?” she assured him.

      “Okay,” he sighed.

      Heidi rested her hand on one of his and squeezed it. She meant to be reassuring, he knew, but the touch tingled through his whole body.

      Bradley pulled back—the last thing he needed was to cross professional boundaries with the very person meant to rehab his image. Sleeping with management? That would be painfully in-line with the same actions that had gotten him to this point.

      He stood up abruptly, signaling the end of the meeting. The sooner he got this woman out of his house, the better. Surprised, she scrambled to grab her things, and rose to her feet.

      “I’ll keep you posted on updates,” she said. Seemingly unable to help herself, she grinned and added, “Try not to punch anyone before we meet again.”

      He returned the smile and nodded.

      Bradley escorted her back through the house, to the front door, promising on the way to keep in touch and stay out of trouble. As she was about to leave, she turned once more to him, and leveled him with her clear gaze.

      “Don’t panic,” she said. “I’ve got you covered.”

      With that, she walked down the gravel path, got into her car that was parked on the edge of the driveway, and drove off.

      Damn, he thought, if that’s the woman cleaning up my messes, I might have to make a few more.
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      Heidi’s next two weeks were consumed by thoughts of Bradley: which journalists were covering him, which outlets were willing to rethink their personal spin on his bad-boy ways, which sponsors were tentatively returning to the table.

      Those were the professional thoughts, of course. Her other, private thoughts—well, they were unprintable.

      With every charming headshot of his that she saw plastered to the top of an article, Heidi thought of those oversized hands, and imagined what they could do besides throwing a football. But she couldn’t dwell; she couldn’t let a man like Bradley pull her under, or she might drown in his world of charm and debauchery.

      She’d set up shop in a cafe down the block, a place called Annie’s that served the best brownies in town. The owner—the eponymous Annie—had taken a liking to Heidi, and soon, the brownies became complimentary. In return, Heidi offered to help Annie with business models, revenue projections, and whatever else might require a master’s degree.

      Annie kindly refused, saying all the help she needed was for Heidi to sit by the window and draw in customers with her good looks. In other words, she willingly became the decoration. She had to fend off some thirsty men (and a few women), but mostly, the joint was quiet.

      Heidi found herself falling into a routine, with most days looking like so:

      6:00 a.m.: Rise and shine, with the help of some pop music from the early 2000s. Check her phone to make sure Bradley hadn’t gotten up to anything while she slept. Every day, she found with relief that he had not.

      6:15 a.m.: Out of the house, and off to the gym. Yuck. At least she looked good in athleisure. Watch the morning news on the treadmill, or the elliptical, or the bike. Read some emails, think about how deeply she was not a morning person. Catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror and decide getting up with the sun was worth it.

      7:30 a.m.: Return home, eat breakfast, and prep for the day ahead.

      8:00 a.m.: Drive to Annie’s, purchase her baked good and caffeinated drink for the day, and settle into the armchair in the corner. Spend the rest of the workday filling out various grant applications, loan agreements, offers of employment, and legal documents. Establish a web and social media presence and dial up former PR buddies to “get drinks,” which was code for “schmooze.”

      All this while also putting out the fires of Bradley’s indiscretions, which took metric tons of metaphoric water. Some journalists and websites were happy to oblige; they, too, wanted to resume writing fawning blogs about him and his dashing good looks. Others, well—not everyone was ready to “reimagine,” as it were, his shenanigans.

      Screw ‘em, she thought.

      She also touched base with Meredith, whom Heidi realized was one of the only reasons she’d stayed at Image-ine. Meredith had made Gary’s idiocy bearable with her constant mocking; she did a wicked impression of him that often left Heidi in fits of laugher. There was no way Heidi could forget a friend like that just because they weren’t working together; their relationship ran much deeper than that.

      So, with an open invite from Heidi, Meredith would sometimes drop into Annie’s after work hours to keep Heidi company, helping her work out fledgling business kinks and just commiserate. Occasionally, this commiseration would spill over into the nighttime.

      8 p.m.: Annie’s closing time, a full 12-hour workday later. If Heidi was alone, she’d go home, watch some trash TV and eat low-calorie ice cream. She was too tired to flick through dating apps, which had previously been a bit of a hobby of hers. Though, having swiped on the entire city of Orlando, that interest had naturally dimmed of its own accord.

      If she was with Meredith, as she seemed to be more and more, they’d get cocktails at some hip new bar in the downtown area, one of those places with a live DJ scratching vinyl and bartenders who took their jobs way too seriously. More specifically, the women would get the men around them to buy the cocktails.

      Heidi reasoned that, as a soon-to-be new business owner, it would be criminally stupid of her to spend her own money on booze. Flirtatious strangers, on the other hand, were welcome to waste as much of their cash on Heidi as they pleased. And, boy, were they ever happy to oblige. It was almost too easy, and Heidi would’ve missed the chase if she weren’t so damn worn out.

      11:30 p.m.: Bedtime. Heidi would strip off all her clothes and clamber naked into the cool, refreshing sheets. The schedule was incredibly rigorous, and a few more hours of sleep would be welcome, but actually—and this even came as a surprise to her—she was really happy.

      Doing a job well suited her; it left her exhausted and satisfied at the end of the day. It was kind of like vigorous sex—sweaty work, but worth the end result.

      And when she finally did hit the bed, her dreams were all about the very thing she couldn’t have: Bradley Fox. No sooner would her eyes squeeze shut, then she’d begin to see hot scenes of them doing various intimate activities.

      She saw herself visiting him for a follow-up meeting, but unzipping her dress and letting it fall to the floor as she walked into his house. She saw him shoving her up against those granite kitchen counters, saw it so vividly she could almost feel the icy touch of the counter on the small of her back. She saw his lips spreading open, and moving close to press against her own.

      The dreams were bathed in sunlight, and were so tactile that sometimes she woke with a start, rolling over in bed expecting to find a naked Bradley. Alas, they were still just dreams, and her bed remained sadly Bradley-free.

      They’d been in occasional contact over the past few weeks, but nothing more than a text or two, just her running plays by him, no pun intended. Business texting left little room for romantic tension; calendars and email coordination did not lend themselves to innuendo.

      But now, after working some backbreaking hours, she was ready to give him a call. She found herself excited to hear that melodic voice saying her name, as though it was a song he sung gladly. Besides, away from the confines of what was acceptable to say over text, perhaps he would get a little…freer…with his words.

      Stop that, she instructed herself. No ‘free with words’ nonsense. You are Heidi Morris, and you are a professional. Totally. Always. No room for argument.

      From the comfort of her armchair at Annie’s, on exactly day 14 of her bravely fighting media fires, Heidi took out her cell and dialed Bradley. She held her breath as the dial tone came through. At last, on the final ring (was he taunting her?), he picked up.

      “Heidi?”

      There was that damn voice, the voice that sounded more like a late-night radio broadcaster than something that belonged to a regular human. She wondered how many women he’d hooked with his baritone, and how well that voice lent itself to dirty talk. But she never lost her composure for a man; it was against her principles.

      “Yes, it’s me. Hey there, Bradley. I’m calling with some good news.”

      She paused, letting the excitement mount in the silence.

      “Assuming you’re on board with some meet-and-greets post-games next season—just a few of the big fans and donors you know, nothing excessive—as well as at a couple of choice parties, plus putting in charity appearances where I expect you to make sizable, public donations…”

      “Of course.”

      “Assuming you do all that, I’d say that the crisis has officially been averted.”

      On the other end of the line, she heard him let out a whoosh of breath and a small laugh. She suspected it was the first time he’d laughed in a while.

      “God, Heidi—thank you. I’m in your debt.”

      “No, your bill is all squared up; I’ve already received the deposits.”

      “You know what I mean. I wish there was some way I could show you just how grateful I am.”

      She certainly knew one way. However, Heidi wanted to keep it professional, to make a good name for herself in this town as she began to build a brand. But she was still a woman who was attracted to men. Especially men who looked like he did. Which is why she said:

      “I’m sure you can think of a way.”

      “How about,” he replied, “taking you out for dinner tonight?”

      “Sounds great. Let’s make it tomorrow, though. I need to catch up on some sleep.”

      “It’s a date. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

      “Okay,” she blurted out, mentally stumbling over the word ‘date.’ “See you then.”

      Is it a date? she thought, mind racing. Do you want it to be a date?

      She groaned, confused—and a little bit aroused—and put her head in her hands. Since when did PR management get so emotionally complicated?
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      Bradley let his car idle in front of her apartment; he’d arrived fifteen minutes early, but didn’t want to appear too eager. Bradley had spent the best part of 24 hours hemming and hawing over the details of the date—er, meeting. Where would they go that was both upscale and intimate? He wanted to impress her, but also exhibit a tasteful restraint.

      What exactly were the professional lines in the sand? Would she cross them? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so taken by a woman, so utterly baffled over how to conduct himself.

      It wasn’t just that she was hot—though, of course, that didn’t hurt things. He’d met and dated and slept with more than his fair share of hot women, and they were no longer a novelty to him. Rather, it was her unquenchable drive—that roaring ambition that had somehow righted the sinking ship of his public reputation—that turned him on.

      She’d neatly resolved seemingly insurmountable dramas that would’ve taken any other PR rep months to solve. Heidi Morris was a powder keg. He saw himself in her—the way she demanded what she wanted, and then found a way of getting it. Like him, she called the plays, and executed them to perfection.

      He passed the minutes listening distantly to a podcast, though in reality, he was thinking about how close she would be to him in the minuscule sports car, which was only barely a two-seater. It was designed to go fast, not fit a whole family. The podcast included a series of stories by random people on a specific theme, and he paid close enough attention to get the gist of them until one woman started recounting how she lost her virginity. At that point, he got a little hot around the collar and silenced the sound system.

      Luckily, he didn’t have too long to wait between turning off the podcast and the date; he’d neatly elapsed the entirety of the 15 minutes, though it had been a testing wait.

      Suddenly, through the glass walls, he could see her in the lobby of her apartment building. She was adjusting her skirt and settling a chain that lay around her neck. Her actions were fidgety, a little self-soothing.

      Good, he thought. She’s nervous too. Nervous, but timely.

      He appreciated timeliness more than most people knew, a trait instilled by his mother and endless childhood football practices that started precisely when the clock hit four in the afternoon. He had, to his mild shame, even ditched dates for leaving him waiting past their original appointment time. What could he say? Sometimes, he was just kind of a dick.

      As Heidi approached his car, he noted that she’d transformed from the nervous, jangling girl he’d spotted through the glass. Now, she was a tigress: long, bold steps in her strappy heels, arms swaying at her sides, walking as if down a Parisian runway. Remembering his manners, he jumped out of the car, made his way to the passenger side, and held open her door.

      She stopped in front of the car and adopted a sober expression.

      “How could you take me out in something so shabby?” she asked, deadpan, gesturing to the vehicle. It was one of only one hundred in the world, hand crafted by a team of five in the Italian countryside, and gleamed with black iridescent paint. In other words, ‘exclusive’ didn’t even begin to cover how obscenely nice it was.

      Bradley laughed, thankful that she wasn’t cooing over his wealth. He already had enough friends who wanted him for his cash, and didn’t need another. Plus, maybe it would be interesting to see if he could win a woman who couldn’t give less of a shit about how loaded he was.

      Uh, no, he muttered in his head, interrupting the train of thought. You’re not trying to win her, you stupid son of a bitch.

      “Well, it was either this or the minivan, so consider yourself lucky,” he shot back at last.

      She grinned and swooped gracefully into the passenger seat. He shut the door, and walked back to the driver’s side, settling himself into the comfortable, hand-stitched leather upholstery.

      “What do you like?” he asked, gesturing towards the chrome radio.

      She reached for the console and let her fingers flutter over the stereo. After a moment of fiddling with the buttons, she settled on the local classic vinyl station. He raised his eyebrows in surprise.

      “Really?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      “I would’ve pegged you for a 2010s pop kinda girl.”

      “Nah, but I like that you were trying to peg me.”

      He blushed and looked over to see if she caught the accidental (?) innuendo she’d made. The color was rising in her cheeks, too. How naughty, he thought to himself with a touch of glee.

      Heidi quickly changed the subject, which Bradley noted with a little internal chuckle; she was a bit of a novice when it came to subtlety. The laugh caught in his throat when he noticed how high the skirt was rising around her legs; its hem was caught on the edge of the seat, and thus laying bare more and more of her tan thighs. He flashed back to the dreams he’d been having recently, in which those thighs played a big role: wrapped around his back, kneeling on the ground, splayed across him, spread-eagle style.

      Eyes on the road, he thought sternly. Make small talk.

      And so he did make small talk, though Bradley wasn’t sure how convincing it was.

      “Are you going to that Orlando Museum gala next weekend?” he asked, having fumbled for something to chat about.

      “Uh, no. I can’t possibly sit through that many speeches about nothing. Too much rambling by old guys who spit on the microphones.”

      He nodded in agreement. “They asked me to make an appearance.”

      “I know,” she said with a smile, “the organizers ran it by me.”

      “Right, of course.”

      “I’m not that demanding—you don’t have to attend that bore-fest.”

      He laughed, and added, “I don’t know if I could take another round of overcooked pasta. Last year’s catering almost made me puke in the champagne fountain.”

      Heidi emitted a chuckle at this, and he was pleased with himself for getting one out of her.

      From then on out, the conversation flowed naturally. They talked about their various neighborhoods, other current events, an art show that Heidi wanted to see. Bradley eagerly offered to buy her a set of tickets, and she beamed.

      He pulled to a stop in front of the valet just as they were settling into the comfortable familiarity of friends. After a long internal debate, he’d settled on Mochu’s for dinner. Not intimidatingly high-end, but no slouch either. He once again jogged around to the passenger side, which was no easy feat in a well-cut, three-buttoned suit and tight Oxfords that the football league had actually claimed were damaging for feet, and advised against players wearing.

      Worth it, he thought. This suit is doing good things for me.

      He helped Heidi get out of the car before the valet could butt in. She placed her hand in his, and pressed gently on it, using him as leverage, and he let his fingers hold onto hers for just a beat too long. They both stared at their locked grasp, unsure what to do about it. Quickly, Heidi pulled away, and Bradley mirrored her lead, coughing with embarrassment.

      Dinner was in a dazzlingly white room. Brushed glass ran across all four walls, and the ceiling was at least two stories tall, with an enormous skylight fixed in the center. The restaurant was bathed in moonlight and the glow of candles which hung in sconces. Candelabras were centered on every table, so that each group looked to be their own pinprick of light. It was like something out of a fairytale.

      The maître d’ led them to what was plainly the finest table in the house; it was positioned on a raised dais—almost like a wedding, Bradley thought with some concern—and afforded them a good people-watching view over the rest of the luxuriously dressed diners.

      Bradley pulled out a chair for Heidi, and soon, his wedding-related fears were assuaged; they were once again in close conversation, heads bent near to each other, quiet laughs bubbling from both throats.

      He watched as Heidi’s hands trailed up and down her arms, tracing unintentionally sensuous paths over goosebumps.

      “Are you cold?”

      “A little,” she admitted.

      He took off his blazer, careful to keep the designer label hidden from sight. Wouldn’t want her to think his gesture was merely an opportunity for peacocking. He leaned in close, suspended the jacket in air, and deftly swooped it around her shoulders. He saw her throat move up and down in a quick gulp.

      Once more, he had to instruct his body to move back from hers, and leave enough distance to keep operating under the word “professional.” It took a pretty concerted effort on his part, one that would have toppled a lesser man.

      “So,” he began, looking for something to cut the tension induced by his jacket, “I saw on your resume that you went to Miami U.”

      “I did, yeah.”

      “With a business degree?”

      “You did your homework.”

      He actually had done his homework, though only once that first electric meeting had taken place. He’d gone on a guilty deep-dive through Heidi’s social media, which was frustratingly empty for a woman who worked in image management. Her business page offered the most well-rounded view of her life, but even that was meager pickings. He’d been able to find out the basics of her life—the years, the locations, etc.—but nothing personal, nothing that couldn’t be gleaned from a yearbook or resume.

      He was anxious to learn more, so he went on, asking, “What was it like for you? College, I mean.”

      She paused, apparently weighing the words. She took a sip from her cocktail and rubbed her lips together, before at last answering, “I had my ups and downs.”

      “Oh yeah?” he pressed.

      At the risk of sounding like a vulture, he was excited that she’d offered this part of herself up to him, and without having to be urged in that direction.

      “Yeah. It’s just that, I didn’t feel like I totally belonged anywhere, you know? I liked to party, but I was too serious about school to do Greek life. I thought about hosting on the campus radio, you remember, the—”

      “Miami Music?”

      “That’s the one. But it was packed with stoners. Then, I tried to join an investment club, but it was just a bunch of white guys in pastel shorts who called me ‘sweetheart.’ And I got enough of that from my professors—no need to seek it out after hours.” Heidi rolled her eyes.

      “Of course,” she said hurriedly, “I had friends, and I was close with my family, who lived a couple of miles away. I’m not trying to make this sound like a sob story. I had a great time. But I guess it made me hungry to find a place where I really fit in, where every part of me mattered, and I didn’t have to shove away any of my personality or history.”

      She abruptly closed her mouth and turned away, casting her gaze over the room.

      “I’m sorry,” she said guiltily, “that was kind of an overshare.”

      “Don’t apologize,” he replied firmly. “Never apologize for sharing things about yourself. I want to know them, more than you can imagine.”

      Her chest rose and fell. To fill the silence, she lifted up her glass again, and this time, Bradley raised his own, clinking it to hers.

      “Cheers,” he said with a grin, “to oversharing.”

      The remainder of the dinner, by Bradley’s own estimation, was a success. After the momentary dropping of her guard, Heidi kept it purely professional, talking extensively about his upcoming interviews and appearances, locking in schedules, and grooming his social media profiles. But he could sense the tension every time her arm brushed his while darting a pair of chopsticks towards the sushi they shared as an appetizer, or the way she would slowly lick her lips after sauce had covered their surface.

      The professional sheen was wearing off quickly.

      After several courses of Asian-fusion cuisine, including sumptuous Kobe beef and duck dishes that deserved personal Michelin stars, their appetites were sated. Well, one of them, anyway. Bradley flagged the waiter down and lazily ordered a dessert course.

      “Dessert? I thought we’d eaten their whole fridge,” joked Heidi.

      “I’ve got a sweet tooth,” he replied with a wink.

      They wiped their mouths and polished off their cocktails, and soon, a molten chocolate cake had arrived, topped with fresh strawberries. Heidi stabbed a fork into the middle of the cake, making fudge ooze out. She lifted a bite to her mouth and swallowed, a moan of pleasure passing her lips.

      I wonder what else makes her moan, Bradley thought. He mentally slapped himself again. Stop. Just stop.

      He sincerely didn’t want to make her uncomfortable, and worst of all, imagined himself crossing professional boundaries, only to be rebuffed. He hadn’t experienced rejection before, and didn’t want to become familiar with the feeling—especially not when his career hung in the balance.

      Heidi mopped up the remainder of the chocolate with a strawberry, then delicately sucked the sauce off the tip of the fruit. Bradley’s mouth hung open.

      Surely, he thought, that wasn’t an accident. Nobody’s mouth moves like that on accident.

      “Bradley,” she said, leaning back with satisfaction, “thank you for a wonderful dinner. Seriously, the food was great, and I liked getting to know the real you. Not just the playboy from my magazine covers. The other Bradley Fox.”

      “Any time.”

      “I may have to take you up on that,” she replied with a friendly wink.

      She turned to face him and took a deep breath, as if working up to something.

      “Listen,” she said slowly, “I have one last thought about your image rehab. You aren’t required to do it, by any means, but I’ve been looking into it for some time now, and think it’d be a good call.”

      “Whatever you say, Doc.”

      “There’s this training center in the Bahamas—well, on its own island, that happens to be a part of the Bahamas. It’s for the world’s most elite athletes; I’m talking crème de la crème. People like you. The facilities are the best in the world, as are the trainers. They call it Edenix. It’s intended to be a place to train and relax during the off-season. Workouts in the morning, luxurious beaches in the afternoon, swanky dinners at night. All in the middle of a completely private, press-free paradise.”

      He furrowed his brows. The name sounded distantly familiar, but he couldn’t place it. Must be real fucking private if it didn’t even ring a clear bell in his mind.

      Curiosity subsiding, he nodded eagerly. It had been close to years since he’d taken a real vacation. Sure, there’d been travel trips with the team, and the occasional night in Vegas, but nothing that kept him out of the media. The idea of walking outside and being greeted by the sunrise, not camera flashes, sounded heavenly.

      “You could train there,” she continued, “and get into the best shape of your career. Show the detractors that you mean fucking business. There are at least a couple of weeks left until the team resumes practice, which is plenty for an athlete with your…y’know…God-given gifts to hone his skills.”

      She paused expectantly.

      He looked at her, and asked simply, “Where do I sign up?”

      She clapped her hands merrily. “Don’t worry, I’ve already taken care of it.”

      “You booked me a spot before running it by me?” he asked with some incredulity. “That was bold.”

      Shrugging, she said, “I knew you’d be on board. The critics can say what they like, but I’ve watched you play, and it’s obvious that you love the game. Edenix will make you the best you can be, so why wouldn’t you say yes? I was just planning for the inevitable.”

      He smiled. It was true. Usually, sports commentators would give him a little praise for a good pass or a long run, but then quickly turn their attention to rumors of his after-hours life. No matter how much effort he put in, his athletic career seemed to always be overshadowed by his partying.

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I’m in, but—”

      “There’s a ‘but’ to a vacation in the Bahamas?”

      “But…I’d like you to come with me,” he replied.

      “Athletes don’t usually bring their PR agents on—”

      “Would you come anyways?” He gazed meaningfully into her eyes. “I get that it’s unusual. I also don’t particularly care.”

      “Why? Um, I mean, why do you want me to come?”

      Well, that was a loaded question. He decided to tell her part of the truth, the part that wasn’t about how he was hoping to see that body in a bikini.

      “Honestly,” he said with a small crack in his voice, “I don’t have many friends I can trust nowadays. They all just send anonymous tips about me to Page 6. I’m done with that life, with being surrounded by people preying on me for my fame, or money, or whatever. And I know you won’t do that.”

      “Yeah, you pay me to not do that.”

      “That’s true,” he laughed. “For real, though. I feel like you’re my friend. I know it’s kind of soon to say that, but who gives a shit. And I’d like you to come with me.”

      She hesitated. He held his breath, nervous that she’d refuse, or worse yet, say it was an inappropriate suggestion. Whatever happened on the trip, Bradley intended to be her friend. If it turned romantic, Jesus, that would be nice. No, it’d be beyond nice, but the English language didn’t have the words to express just how far beyond ‘nice.’

      He decided that he’d wait until—or if—she signaled an interest in something more.

      “Okay,” she said at last. “Let’s do it. On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I think we both need a vacation, stat. Are you good with leaving tomorrow?

      He nodded, flashing a smile that seemed to light up the whole room.

      “Pack a bathing suit,” Bradley said.
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      I can’t believe you’re doing this, Heidi internally scolded herself, giving her suitcase a final once-over. This is a very, very bad idea.

      She rifled through her bag, making sure she had all the essentials—toothbrush, sunscreen, etc. At the last minute, she’d also thrown in some wildly scanty lingerie, reasoning that preparedness never hurt anyone.

      She didn’t have any more time to reflect on whether or not this was a brilliant move for her career, especially given that Bradley was her only client right now and the only acquisition that would help her establish a new firm. No, there was no time to back out of the trip. She would just have to make sure to keep her lustful thoughts entirely to herself.

      Professional, she repeated, as if it was a personal mantra. Even in the face of daunting hotness, you’ve gotta be professional.

      Already running late, bag in hand, she flew out the door and into a taxi, telling the driver to get her to the airport ASAP. To his credit, he got there in just under twenty minutes. She tipped him generously, and ran to meet Bradley at the agreed-upon lounge on the outer ring of the airport, before the TSA checkpoints.

      With all that hustling, she arrived only seconds after their set met-up time. She spotted his enormous frame from across the lounge, and moved briskly in his direction.

      “Sorry,” she apologized, when she at last brought her bag to a halt in front of him. “I’m usually early for everything; I don’t know what happened this morning. Are we going to be late?”

      “Private planes,” he said, “don’t usually leave until both passengers are on board.”

      A look of total surprise took over her face.

      “Did you—”

      “Get us a charter? Yeah. Figured it would make the trip just that much nicer. Why vacation if you’re not going to do it right?”

      She grinned and smacked him on the arm.

      “You’re spoiling me,” she said. She almost immediately regretted the playful touch, but the wolfish look in his eyes made it hard to be very remorseful.

      Before long, a golf cart picked them and their luggage up from the lounge, and drove the pair to a private airplane hangar, where a small seaplane waited. Heidi eyeballed the plane nervously; it looked even more cramped than Bradley’s fancy sports car.

      She reflected that he probably hadn’t thought anything of the tight space, even though she’d personally been on edge that entire drive. And, in his booking of the plane, he seemed to have similarly not considered the packed quarters, wherein they wouldn’t be able to avoid brushing up against one another.

      Did that mean he wasn’t feeling the same way, wasn’t feeling the sparks that seemed to fly between their bodies?

      Bradley turned to her, picking up on the nervous look clouding her normally sunny expression.

      “I know it’s on the small side,” he said regretfully, “but it’s just an hour long flight, and this plane is designed for short ocean crossings.”

      “No, no,” she responded hastily, anxious to not look ungrateful. “Are you kidding? Any private plane is a good private plane. I’m overwhelmed by how thoughtful this was.” She paused, and then tacked on a lie to sell her story. “I’m just a nervous flier.”

      She most definitely wasn’t a nervous flier, but she had to say something to explain her expression.

      “Hey, that’s okay,” he said. “I’ll protect you.”

      The two shared a smile. Obviously, he couldn’t protect her from a failing engine, but for a fleeting moment, she pictured him as a superhero, picking her up in his arms and jumping from a burning plane as trails of smoke came off its wings. Who was to say he couldn’t leap from the sky and land, cat-like, on solid land?

      Heidi didn’t generally subscribe to the damsel-in-distress narrative, but when muscles like that were in question—well, her pride only went so far. Alternatively, she’d already dreamt several scenarios that would entail him picking her up. Those dreams also ended with roaring fires, but of a…different…variety.

      The pilot came out of a nearby office and shook their hands. He gave them a little general information about the flight—ETA, wind condition, and weather—and Bradley thanked him graciously. The man led him and Heidi to the plane as an airline assistant scurried to load up their bags.

      Sure enough, the interior of the plane was barely large enough to hold all of Bradley. Heidi laughed as he scooted down in his seat, attempting to keep the top of his head from brushing the ceiling.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” she replied with a giggle. “It’s just that you somehow make this private plane look doll-sized.”

      He rolled his eyes and grinned, then leaned towards the cockpit.

      “We’re all set,” he told the pilot.

      Moments later, they were taxiing onto the runway. Heidi’s thigh was flush with Bradley’s, and she could feel her entire lower body pulsing with the sensation.

      If I’m worried about lasting through a one-hour plane ride, she thought with apprehension, how the hell am I gonna spend weeks in a paradise with him?

      “Professional,” she muttered under her breath.

      “What was that?”

      “Nothing, nothing at all,” she said furtively.

      He raised his eyebrows, but dropped the subject.

      The plane was in position to take off. Bradley rotated his buff torso to face Heidi; their chests were practically touching now. She had a sudden and unexpected insight regarding the phrase ‘heaving bosom,’ and how accurate it actually was.

      “I wanted to say thank you.”

      She interrupted, “No, you really don’t—”

      He raised a hand, waving off her protestations, and held her gaze earnestly.

      “You didn’t have to do this. Asking you to drop everything and leave the country—well, it was a big ask. Any sane person probably would’ve turned me down.”

      “Are you kidding? It’s the Bahamas!”

      “Still. I’m sure you have other clients, and giving this much of your attention to me…it’s really generous, Heidi. Thank you.”

      She turned away and peered out the window, hoping he couldn’t see the red burning through her cheeks. Through all of their texts, meetings, and phone calls, she’d failed to mention that she did not, in fact, have any other clients, or even that she didn’t work with Image-ine. She hadn’t lied, technically, but there were some pretty major omissions of truth that created a guilty lump in her throat.

      “No worries,” she said lamely.

      I’ll tell him soon, she promised herself. Once we’re settled in and everything, I’ll just casually mention it over a meal or on the beach. No biggie.

      Hoping to change the subject, she reached across him to point out the abrupt change of color in a section of the ocean; it turned from sea-green to cerulean in a clean line, as though an artist had painted the waves and forgotten to blend them.

      In the urgency of her gesture, she’d forgotten to keep the space between their bodies, and her breast accidentally brushed his chest. She lingered in this position, even after the stark line in the waters had fallen out of their view. Her heart burned as she felt the nipple pressed up against him go erect, and she wondered if he could feel it through her lace bra.

      Professional, indeed, she thought sardonically as she withdrew at last.
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      The rest of the flight had passed smoothly, though even their easy conversation hadn’t released the tension in Heidi’s body, which remained on high alert. They disembarked at a sleepy airport, certainly the most deserted Heidi had ever been to; the few grounded planes were the same size as their own, if not smaller, and smattered over the runway like an afterthought.

      All at once, the warm air hit her face and the smell of ocean water flooded her nostrils. An Edenix-branded shuttle had pulled up alongside their charter, and the driver promptly loaded their suitcases into the trunk.

      “How long will the ride be?” Heidi asked the driver as she climbed into the backseat, Bradley moving in behind her.

      “We’re only minutes from the resort, ma’am,” he replied. “Edenix facilities take up almost the entire island.”

      “Wow, okay.” She turned to face Bradley. “You ever been to a private island?”

      “Uh…”

      “Oh, right, of course you have. Anyways, this is gonna be great. I can just feel it.”

      He smiled at her excitement. “Agreed.”

      As promised, the shuttle was in front of the vast hotel—which more closely resembled a small city—only moments after they’d finished buckling their seat belts.

      Heidi had grown up in comfort; she’d been on nice family vacations to tropical destinations and various capitals of European countries. But though she was privileged, she wasn’t exactly this privileged, because there were only about 20,000 people in the whole world that were this privileged.

      So, despite all the fancy trips, nothing could’ve prepared her for the soaring pillars that flanked a sweeping entrance, festooned in plumes of flowers and exotic fruit. It looked almost like a converted Parthenon, which was fitting inspiration for a place that had housed the world’s most elite athletes.

      Their driver escorted them through the entrance, where they were greeted by a butler, who wore the traditional pencil-thin mustache of his kind. With a little bow, he introduced himself as Johnny.

      “I’ll be your personal aide for the entirety of your stay at Edenix,” he said to the pair. “Have you downloaded the hotel’s app?”

      Bradley nodded, and Heidi glanced at him in surprise.

      “They have their own app?” she whispered in his direction.

      “Yeah,” he whispered back with a grin.

      Johnny interrupted, because apparently neither of them were very good at whispering.

      “Yes, and if you press this button on the app, I’ll come directly to wherever your pin is dropped on the map. Feel free to use it any time, day or night. I am completely at your disposal.”

      Heidi looked to Bradley, stunned.

      “I knew this place was good,” she said, “but I don’t think I expected it to be this good.”

      He beamed and asked, “What shall we do first?”

      “I think I’d like to put my things down,” she replied. “And then…I don’t know. Maybe the spa?”

      “Perfect. Johnny,” he said, turning to the butler, “could you get us a ride over to our bungalow? Assuming that we’re all checked in, that is.”

      The butler nodded, and preceded to explain that as soon as they touched down on the island, their check-in had been handled. Something about coordinating the plane schedule with the front desk, though she wasn’t exactly sure. Heidi was too preoccupied with the worry that, at any moment, she would wake up from this blissful dream.

      Johnny had a golf cart pulled around front, promising the luggage would arrive separately, and Heidi and Bradley boarded. A quick drive through luscious palm fronds and hibiscus flowers, down a small wooden path over which the occasional lizard darted, and soon, they’d arrived in front of a little door. Whatever lay behind it was shielded by more verdant flora.

      “This door?” Bradley asked Johnny. He appeared skeptical as to what could possibly lie behind such an unassuming threshold.

      Johnny smiled, and replied, “Oh, sir, I think you’re going to like it.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Here are your keys. If you have any questions, simply text me.”

      “Thanks,” Bradley said with a nod. He turned to Heidi as the butler clambered back into the cart and drove off. “Shall we have a look and see if it suits our taste?"

      “Um, hell yeah,” she returned, her voice breaking with shameless glee.

      There’s no point pretending to be laid-back when you’ve stumbled into the absolute lap of luxury, she decided.

      Bradley walked to the bungalow’s entrance, deftly maneuvered the key in his hand, and swung open the door.

      Over his shoulder, he called back to Heidi, who was still standing on the garden path, “After you, Madame.”

      She hurried up the remaining few steps, briefly paused on the threshold to share a smile with Bradley, and then excitedly crossed over into the room.

      But ‘room’ didn’t fully encompass the splendor of this magnificent hideaway. It was tricked out in light wood, with carvings on every piece of furniture, and chic chandeliers tucked away in the rafters. Double-wide French doors led out into a secluded pool, and past that, what she knew from the hotel’s website, was their own private beach.

      Gauzy white curtains hung from every window, and a breeze tickled the fabric. A vast white leather sofa had light, jewel-toned blankets strewn over its back. On the coffee table sat a bowl of fresh fruit and a bottle of champagne on ice, with a kind note from the manager tilted against the bucket.

      “Bradley?” Heidi asked, turning to look for him.

      He’d already entered the room, and was just behind her, waiting with a smile.

      “Do you like it?”

      “Like it? Are you for real? I love it,” she said.

      He chuckled at her sheer giddiness.

      “Glad to hear it. You’ve earned this room. Now, go check out the rest of the suite.”

      She skipped through the bungalow like a kid in a candy store, stopping to nuzzle her face against a fluffy pillow or sniff at the fresh ocean air. Everything was absolute perfection; the hotel had overlooked no indulgence. Even the soaps were imported from France. Taking the grand tour, she found that there were two bathrooms, a workout room, walk-in closets, and—she stopped dead in her tracks.

      Only one bedroom. With only one bed.

      “Um, Bradley?” she called out in a strangled voice.

      Moments later, he appeared at her side, having finished his own stroll around the suite to ensure that things were up to snuff.

      “Yes?”

      “The bed… There’s…only one,” she said falteringly.

      His face morphed from surprise to concern, at last ending on embarrassment.

      “I’ll text Johnny right now.”

      He moved away from Heidi’s frozen body and quickly typed something into his phone. He stared down at it, waiting, until a buzz answered in return.

      “You look frustrated,” she observed. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s only that—well, he said the hotel is all booked up. Since it’s almost September, and as you know, the fall season starts soon. Apparently, there was a miscommunication in the haste of our arrangements yesterday. I think…” He cleared his throat. “I think they thought we were traveling as a couple.”

      Heidi went pale at this remark.

      “But,” he added hurriedly, “I set them straight. I’ve asked Johnny to bring me a trundle bed. You, of course, can have the regular one, in the bedroom—”

      “No,” Heidi interjected, “please don’t do that. I’d feel just awful if you brought me on this incredible trip and didn’t even sleep in a proper bed.”

      “Don’t be crazy. I’m sure a fold-up mattress here is better than a king-size bed almost anywhere else.”

      She hesitated. She didn’t want to inconvenience him, that was certain, but she knew that he wouldn’t possibly agree to her taking the fold-up bed. Though, from the glint in his eye, she suspected he’d be happy to share the master bed with her. The thought had clearly passed through both of their minds, and seemed to hang in the air, notably unvoiced.

      At last, he said, “That settles that. I’ll ask Johnny to have the staff send one up.” He tapped some more on the phone’s screen. “All set.”

      Heidi hastened to fill the void that had opened up between them with the bed question.

      “What’s on the agenda?”

      “I booked us some spa sessions,” Bradley replied. “Sound good?”

      “Sounds great.”

      “They requested we arrive in our robes.”

      “Okay,” Heidi said, moving to the bedroom. “I’ll change.”

      The next half-hour was filled with the pair trying to distract themselves from the implications of the single bed. Their luggage arrived and they unpacked, freshened up from the trip—in separate bathrooms, of course—and changed into soft, downy white robes.

      Heidi caught sight of herself in the mirror, and realized that the robe was shorter than average, scarcely covering her thighs. She blushed, but reasoned that it would seem stranger to come out in street clothes than no robe at all. She made her way back to the living room, and found Bradley appareled in an equally short robe.

      “Doesn’t this place cater specifically to crazy-tall athletes?” she asked playfully.

      He took one look down at his thigh-grazing robe, and laughed.

      “I guess not.”

      Heidi found the back of her neck heating up at the sight of his powerful, tanned legs. They were covered in light brown hair that was thicker in some places, and lighter in others. The hair made intricate patterns, seeming to form an arrow straight up to his…

      STOP, Heidi screamed to her subconscious. No more thinking about that.

      She put the robe and its tantalizing reveal from her mind.

      Soon, they made their way over to the Edenix spa, which, like the rest of the hotel, was absolutely top-end. The rooms smelled of jasmine, and the light filtered in through spotless skylights. A hostess showed them their activity schedule: facials, body scrubs, wraps, and at last, massages. Bradley signed off on it all—he refused to let her see the prices of anything—and the relaxation began.

      Heidi was whisked from one room to another, and left each one feeling clearer and cleaner. Dead skin was sloughed off her feet, her face was doused in a cooling moisturizer, and her arms and legs were exfoliated until they felt like satin. In only a few short hours, she had stepped out of the haze and stress of the past few weeks, and into what felt like a fresh, reborn body.

      The esthetician escorted her into a waiting room, from which Heidi was then taken by a pretty blonde masseuse and led deeper into the spa. The final destination, the massage parlor, had two beds. Heidi cleared her throat.

      “Miss?” she queried, addressing the masseuse, “Why are there two tables?”

      The woman smiled back. “For you and Mr. Fox.”

      Her words seemed to summon him, as another masseuse opened the door, and in followed Bradley. He took one look at the beds, and the color drained from his face.

      “There’s been a misunderstanding,” he said to the women, “we didn’t order a couple’s massage.”

      The women looked surprised, and moved together, heads bent, to discuss the problem.

      Meanwhile, Heidi crossed the room to Bradley, and said lightly, “Damn, they just can’t seem to get the number of beds right anywhere in this hotel.”

      He let out a guffaw. She thought she sensed his temperament turn from anxious to relieved. He signaled to the masseuses, and they looked up from their frantic conversation about how to fix the mistake.

      “Don’t bother,” he said. “I know the hotel’s at full capacity; I’m sure there aren’t any other rooms available now. Right?”

      They both nodded sheepishly.

      “Okay,” he continued, “we’ll just do the couple’s massage.” He inclined his head to Heidi. “Needless to say, only if that’s fine with you.”

      “Absolutely,” she blurted.

      She had wanted to sound gracious, but instead, her voice rang out as delighted. She could tell, because Bradley cocked a thick eyebrow, and his cheek tightened with restrained humor.

      “Wonderful, thank you for your understanding,” the blonde replied. “We’ll step out of the room while you two undress.”

      The masseuses exited as promised, leaving Bradley and Heidi facing one another timidly. He immediately turned his back, offering her privacy. There was such a fluid chivalrousness to him, she thought.

      “I won’t look,” he said in a level voice.

      She wished he would.

      In any case, she opened her robe, let it drop to the floor, crawled under the covers of her table, and stuck her face in the headrest at the end of the bed.

      “Okay,” she called out, “I’m set. You can change. I won’t look,” she finished, reiterating his promise.

      She heard the sound of his robe hitting the ground. She shifted her head just a smidge, enough to betray her vow and sneak a look at Bradley. He was just turning around, about to climb into bed, and she could see his powerfully muscled back, that tapered waist and then—Jesus. A perfectly round ass, sculpted into two hard, perky cheeks.

      She gasped, then tried to cover it with a cough.

      “You okay there?” he asked kindly. “Oh, I’m in bed too. Fully covered. I think we can look up now.”

      Carefully, she slid her head out of its resting position and rotated it towards him. Bradley gazed back, looking sexy as ever. If he’d heard her indiscretion, he gave no indication.

      A knock sounded on the door, and he called out that he and Heidi were ready, and they could enter. The duo came back in and moved to their respective clients. In near unison, they pulled back the covers off Heidi and Bradley’s backs, exposing them while they were still facing one another.

      The dramatic reveal of Bradley’s back, Heidi mused, was exactly what a body like that deserved. It ought to be uncovered with a showman’s relish. His masseuse tucked the sheet neatly down just above the curve of Bradley’s perfect ass, and she had to make a conscious effort to keep her eyes from wandering.

      Heidi hoped she looked even half-decent by comparison. She repositioned herself slightly, and raising her elbows to the edge of the bed, allowed the round side of her breast to peek out. She was sure he caught the movement, as he quickly pressed his head into the holder.

      Gotcha, she thought in spite of herself.

      The massage passed with no other interruptions, and after the initial distraction of seeing Bradley on display, Heidi relaxed into the bliss of strong hands all along her spine. The hour ended almost as soon as it began, and they wrapped themselves back up into the snuggly robes. Exiting the spa, Bradley looked into the darkening sky, and then at his watch.

      “It’s almost dinner time,” he said. “I know it’s not professional, but could we just go to the restaurant in our robes? I’m famished.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      They found themselves walking up a winding beach path, which led straight to one of the resort’s restaurants. It was done up with simple bamboo, and had no walls, only a thatched roof balanced on several pillars. The dining area hung over a cliff, so close you could almost feel the spray of the ocean. They snagged a table, the one nearest the water; the restaurant was casual, so there was no need to wait for a hostess.

      Heidi leaned out over the balcony, letting the spray lightly hit her.

      “You look happy,” Bradley said tentatively.

      “That’s because I am.”

      His face lit up. Heidi’s heart skipped; she liked that her joy was mirrored in him.

      Soon, the meal began, and one delicious course after another was laid in front of them. The talk naturally drifted, as it so often does over a hearty meal, to talk of childhood.

      “What was growing up like for you?” he asked.

      “My family was great. My parents—Tom and Dina—are good people, the kind that are welcome everywhere. It was kind of a charmed life, to be honest.”

      “What do they do for a living?”

      “My mom is a lawyer, and my dad worked in finance. He’s retired now.”

      “They sound like a power couple.”

      “Yeah, they are, but a sweet one. I don’t think you’d know they had fancy jobs unless you saw their business cards.”

      He nodded at this.

      “Like you. You’re down-to-earth, but also a kickass career woman.”

      She waved a hand at the compliment, and he pressed the point.

      “No, really,” he continued, “you’re incredible to watch, the way you handle problems with such intuition. I admire it.”

      She blushed, and changed the focus, asking, “But what about you? What’s your family like?”

      She immediately regretted the question; she’d read every major article ever written about him, and knew that he’d grown up in poverty. She didn’t want to drag that out in the middle of dinner.

      “I’m sorry,” she added, “you don’t have to—”

      “I’d like to tell you about her,” he said, much to Heidi’s surprise. “My mother, that is.”

      He paused, looking out at the moonlight dappling the waves.

      “She’s like you, in some ways. Powerful. Constantly on the move, no challenge too big to tackle. I’m not saying you’re my mother,” he added hastily.

      Heidi grinned mildly at his evident discomfort. “I know.”

      “Anyways, she loves really fiercely, and I’m technically her only living family, but the whole town calls her Momma. She has a spare bed and extra love for everyone.”

      Bradley took a deep breath, pausing and thinking.

      “I’m sure you’ve come across something about my childhood,” he went on, “but it wasn’t as bad as the media makes it out be. It was rough, yeah, and sometimes I didn’t know where my next meal would come from. But people in my town took care of one another, and that’s worth its weight in gold.”

      He sighed, frowning slightly.

      “It was poverty, though. And football got me out. Took me away from the broken window screens and dusty pantries. It took me to the mainland, to Miami, and then to where I am now, still with the same team.

      “I’m grateful. I know I can’t play for much longer and keep my health in check, but I don’t take too many hits as a QB, and I’d like to go out on a high note. I think there are more Super Bowls in my future. Does that sound boastful?”

      She shook her head. “No, it sounds hopeful.”

      Their gazes met over the candlelight.

      This is like something out of a movie, she thought, taking in the background noise of waves crashing against rocks. It’s not my real life.

      And yet, she continued to fall into the depth of those green eyes, which put the ocean’s color to shame. She let her stare wonder over every micro-expression on his visage, trying to assess the muscles for some kind of indication as to his feelings. She came up empty handed.

      Does he like me? I honestly cannot fucking tell.

      Bradley was an almost professional playboy, and she didn’t want to have her heart broken.

      They finished eating, and after breezily signing the bill, Bradley invited her to take a walk down by the water. She agreed, so they walked out of the restaurant and down to the sandy shore below. They dangled their feet in the deliciously warm waters, and laughed over stories from their youths.

      Bradley tried—but failed—to hide a snort when she told him about her Goth phase that lasted for all of a month when she started high school. In turn, she giggled at his story of accidentally walking into the girls’ locker room in middle school and being too shocked to move at seeing his first boob.

      The time went by too fast, and they soon found themselves back inside the bungalow. Entering from the beach side, Heidi padded through the glass French doors, Bradley close behind her as always.

      She glanced towards him, waiting to see what he did next.

      “Dinner was wonderful,” Bradley said, sounding deeply content. “Talking to you just feels so…”

      “Easy?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Except when I interrupt you to finish your sentences,” she said with a giggle.

      “Even then.”

      Bradley moved towards her, until at last he was so close she had to crane her neck to see all of him.

      Is this happening? Is he about to—

      He leaned down, and pulled her into a hug. Heidi was a touch disappointed, but the embrace lingered. His forearms wrapped like tree trunks around her petite back, and pressed up against him like this… It wasn’t a kiss, but it wasn’t bad, either.

      She pulled away suddenly, annoyed with herself for even having such thoughts.

      Kissing is not a professional skill, she thought.

      If Bradley was disappointed, Heidi couldn’t tell. The man was a closed book. Frustrated, she wished him good-night, and shuffled back to her room.

      You’re being ridiculous, she scolded herself. Don’t blame him for maintaining a healthy work relationship.

      She swiveled her head over her shoulder. Bradley had already left the room, presumably going to change elsewhere. She was immediately let down, and then mad at herself for being let down. Heidi couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this torn; generally, she was a woman with a plan who knew how to conduct herself and what moves to make.

      But Bradley…he seemed to have messed up all her internal nobs and dials, leaving her unable to chart a safe course through choppy waters.

      Tired from mental anguish, she washed her face and brushed her teeth, then tucked herself into bed, not even dallying to read or watch some TV before she fell into a tormented sleep.
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      Bradley awoke with a stiff neck. He had been right, sort of, that this roll-away bed would be the best money could buy. The only problem was, he didn’t quite fit in it. The bed was designed for a child staying with their parents, not a full-grown—overgrown, really—man. He groaned as he sat up, working out the kinks in his spine.

      But no matter, because today was gonna be good; he could just feel it.

      He was up too early, as per usual, which gave him plenty of time to go for a run with the sunrise, right along the beach path. He cranked up his music and ran fast, attempting to cancel out all thoughts of Heidi, naked in his arms. By mile three, he knew the avoidance tactic wouldn’t work; he couldn’t outrun his feelings for her.

      He made his way back to the bungalow and walked in, panting, to find Heidi in silky maroon PJs, making a pot of coffee. She started, evidently hearing him enter, and whirled around, coffee pot in hand.

      “Hey there, whoa!” she greeted jumpily, and spilled some of the coffee on her pajamas.

      “Oh shit, sorry about that,” he said, moving across the room and grabbing a few napkins from the dinner table. “Here, let me help…”

      He went to pat her down with the napkins, until he paused, thinking better of it. Slowly, awkwardly, he passed her the napkins instead.

      “Er, I guess you can handle that yourself.”

      “I’m good—sorry I’m still in my PJs, it was a slow morning. Generally, I work out first thing, but I had such a wonderful sleep and such good dreams, that I just thought, you know what, skip it.”

      It felt like he had on a suit collar that had suddenly grown too tight; he resisted the urge to loosen an imaginary tie.

      “And what did you dream?”

      “Oh, uh. Nothing special.”

      Once dried off, Heidi poured him a cup, and they sat down at the breakfast table, where they nibbled at the fruit bowl.

      “Okay, so,” she said, licking grapefruit juice off her fingers, “what should we get up to today?”

      “I dunno, I don’t actually have anything booked. Figured we could just see where the wind took us.”

      “I’m down.”

      “What kind of beach-goer are you?”

      “Uh,” she furrowed her brows, thinking, “whatever the opposite of the sit-on-your-ass kind is.”

      “Same,” he laughed. “How about we get on our suits and go check out the beach sitch?”

      She agreed, and scampered back to her room to change. Bradley went to his respective corner, and pulled on a pair of colorful swim trunks, stopping to look in the mirror. He gave himself a little nod of approval.

      Not bad, my dude, not bad at all, he thought with pride. Growing up in Hawaii, he had practically been born wearing a swimsuit. It fit him—and his equipment—like a glove.

      He walked back out into the communal space, and twiddled his fingers, waiting for Heidi. In a few minutes, she opened the door to the bedroom, and meekly stepped into the living room. Much to Bradley’s delight, she’d forgone a cover-up, and had emerged in just a bathing suit. And what a bathing suit it was.

      She wore a triangle bikini of forest green, a color that perfectly suited her complexion. It was elegant, with gold metallic accents, but also extremely revealing. He reflected that it was the first time he’d seen her show this much skin, and that it had been worth the wait; she had a flat stomach that juxtaposed beautifully with her large breasts, and hips you could rest a beer on.

      Each curve of her body dripped sensuously into another curve, giving her the fluidity of a panther. He noted, with a tremble, the golden chain that she always wore round her neck. At last, he could see its termination point—pressed between her tits. It trailed a path to heaven.

      “You…look…lovely,” he stammered, tripping over each word. Beautiful women didn’t often get him hot and bothered; he found that the feeling was slightly uncomfortable.

      “Thanks. You…too,” she said, giving him a once-over that stopped for a millisecond too long around his crotch.

      Or had he imagined that? There was no way to be sure any more.

      “I skipped a cover-up,” she continued. “I figured, no one cares if you’re on a private beach.”

      “Why have a private beach if you can’t make your own rules?”

      She grinned back, and they walked together out the French doors, past their pool, and down towards the beach. The bungalows had evidently been designed so that the beaches were loosely sectioned off from one another; foliage and the natural land curves made it nearly impossible to see any neighbors. In the distance, the main hotel rested on a hillside. Besides that, they were alone.

      Bradley pulled his phone out of his waterproof pocket, opened the Edenix app, and looked at the menu of beach items they offered—balls, Frisbees, paddles, etc. He selected a few at random, and got a message in return, saying they’d arrive at his room shortly.

      “Okay, Johnny should be bringing us some toys.” He cleared his throat. “Beach toys.”

      “Awesome, I can’t wait.”

      Heidi looked at two lounge chairs that were already set up for their leisure on the beach, and had a towel and sunscreen resting atop them. She moved towards a chair and grabbed the sunblock, squirting a generous load into her hand. Clicking the top shut, she tossed it to Bradley.

      “Here, block up.”

      They applied lotion, working it into all their creases. Bradley watched her out of the corner of his eye, admiring the way she rubbed every part of her body. She swiveled around, and he hastily averted his stare.

      “Can you do my back?” she asked, approaching him with the tube.

      He nodded, though frankly, he wasn’t sure if he could do her back and keep it together. She seemed so relaxed, so professional. With a lump in his throat, he squeezed some lotion out of the tube and into his hand.

      You can do this, he told himself sternly. It’s just sunblock. Chill.

      “Just hold your hair up,” he instructed her, and she gracefully lifted the mass of auburn waves into her palm.

      Bradley touched her back, tentatively, and then again, this time with a hunger. He worked the lotion up and down her spine and across her shoulders. His heart was racing, and other parts of him were throbbing.

      Finished with the top portion, all he had left to do was the small of her back. Gulping, he applied the sunblock just above the line of her bikini bottom. If his hand slipped even an inch further down, he’d be inside her swimsuit, cupping her ass, squeezing it—

      He pulled back with a jerk. Don’t fucking do this, he thought. Just don’t.

      “You’re set,” he said, his words slightly garbled.

      “Thanks, dude.” She took the lotion back from him. “Should I do you?”

      Yes please. No, wait, that wasn’t the right answer. “Sure.”

      She twirled her finger, indicating the he should turn around, and slowly, he did. It took her ages to apply the sunblock over the entirety of his broad back, and by the time she was finished, he was properly hot and bothered. Her hands, though small compared to his own, were strong, and he liked the way she gripped his shoulders to keep him in place while she moved the lotion back and forth.

      She grunted, apparently satisfied with her work.

      “Looks good to me.” If there was innuendo under those words, he didn’t catch it.

      If the sun-blocking might’ve devolved into something else, they’d never know, because just then, Johnny arrived with a bevy of beach items loaded onto his cart.

      “Hello, Mr. Fox, nice to see you. Where shall I put the toys?”

      “Oh, anywhere, Johnny. Thank you.”

      “Very well. Allow me to set up the volleyball net. I’ve also brought you some snacks, on the house.”

      Johnny climbed out of the cart, and went about his duties, erecting the net and so on. Heidi hefted the bag of food from the seat, and set it near the lounge chairs.

      “Anything good?” Bradley asked, motioning to the food.

      “Big time. Looks like some fresh muffins, a bag of raspberries and whipped cream, I think some beef jerky—”

      “Yes,” Johnny interrupted, “good protein.”

      Heidi raised her eyebrows at this, and shot Bradley a covert smile. He returned it happily.

      The butler finished his various tasks, then waved them good-bye, reiterating that they could get in touch at any time. He drove off their beach, and out of sight.

      “All right,” said Bradley, when everything appeared to be ready. “What first?”

      What followed was an afternoon filled with peals of laughter that must have echoed all the way to the hotel.

      First, Bradley easily bested Heidi in a round of volleyball. She cried foul; he had almost a full foot on her, height-wise. She scrambled and rallied pretty well, but there was no contest. He joked that if he lifted her onto his shoulders, they’d be unstoppable—privately, he was hoping she’d take him up on the offer. But no dice.

      Everything she said was friendly and professional, but everything she did…well, he wondered if she really needed to bend over like that just to pick up a volleyball.

      Then they were on to paddle tennis, at which he was so bad that Heidi had to stop playing; tears of hilarity were running down her cheeks so densely that she couldn’t see.

      “Watching such a big man,” she managed to get out, “try and hit such a little ball—” she devolved once more into a fit of laughter.

      She pulled herself together, and they tried to resume the game, but every time, one of them would begin to laugh, and then they were both lost in giggles. Bradley thought that this might take the prize for the most fun day of his life.

      At last, Heidi—now covered in sand and sweat—suggested they take a dip. Together, they jogged into the ocean, both diving headfirst under the water. Just then, a long rip current tore through. Bradley, accustomed to the ocean’s ways, emerged quickly, and looked around for Heidi. He tilted his chin down to look beneath the waves, and found Heidi, still underneath.

      Frantically, he dove back down again, grabbed her under the arms from behind, and pulled her to the surface. She emerged, sputtering.

      “Are you okay?” he questioned with urgency.

      She coughed up some seawater, then gave a thumbs up. They both seemed to realize that his forearms, which had swooped under her armpits during the rescue, were now perilously close to her breasts. Heidi swam away, unlocking his hold.

      How is she resisting this? Doesn’t she feel it too? he wondered, amazed at her resolve.

      The rip-tide shifted in a different direction, and they passed the rest of their time in the water with ease, splashing one another, joking, ducking beneath oncoming waves.

      Finally, they agreed to return to dry land. Bradley jogged up first, grabbed a towel, and brought it down to Heidi at the ocean’s edge. She smiled gratefully and dried off, and they walked back together to their lounge chairs.

      “Maybe nap time?” Heidi asked.

      “We’ve earned it.

      The pair dozed off for some small amount of time. Bradley again awoke first, and decided to rummage through Johnny’s food bag to set up lunch for the two of them. He arranged everything on the petite table between the lounge chairs, then dug a final hand into the bag, and came out with a bottle of wine, which he set on the table with a thud.

      The noise startled Heidi awake.

      “My bad,” he apologized, “you can go back to sleep.”

      “No, no,” she said with a yawn. “I’m ready for food.”

      She rubbed her eyes, and looked at the bounty between them.

      “Yum.”

      She began to nibble on some of the snacks while Bradley jimmied open the cork, sans corkscrew.

      “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “Being QB at a party school means being able to open any bottle of booze, anytime, anywhere.”

      She laughed at that. “Do we have glasses?”

      He looked into the bag and came out empty-handed.

      “It appears not. Mind just drinking from the bottle?”

      “Even better,” she replied, and took the wine from his grip.

      She tilted her head back and put the bottle to her lips, taking a deep gulp of the liquid. Bradley looked on in appreciation.

      Somehow, without warning, day had passed into night, and the moon had risen high above the water. They remained on their lounge chairs, talking, sipping wine, laughing.

      Taking an abrupt turn in the conversation, Heidi asked, “Hey, where’s your watch?”

      He looked down at his wrist, and back up at her.

      “Oh, I took it off so that the water wouldn’t damage it. Why?”

      “No reason, I just noticed that you wear it everywhere. I was putting together some of your publicity photos the other day, and saw that you had it on in each one. But I guess it makes sense you wouldn’t want to damage a fancy watch in the ocean.”

      “Actually,” he said, then paused. He hadn’t told anyone about this—but with Heidi, it felt right to have no secrets. “It’s from my mom.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And it’s not fancy. In fact, it probably cost less than this bottle of wine. But she saved up to buy me the watch just before I went off to U of Miami. Momma said it was my little piece of Hawaii. The joke was that it ran slow, because even the watch was on island time.” He smiled at the memory. “She means the world to me, and it reminds me every day of who I am, where I come from.”

      He looked up from where his fingers had been rubbing his empty wrist, and into Heidi’s eyes. Bradley noticed that they were glistening, and that she had a wide smile.

      “That’s really…really lovely,” she said breathlessly. She was flushed, and he didn’t think it was from the wine. Heidi swallowed, and asked, “Do you wanna go for a midnight swim?”

      “Let’s.”

      They left the food and drink on the table, and walked back into the water. The moon hung overhead, illuminating the ocean. Heidi went in first this time, not with the puppy-like eagerness of before, but with the slow sensuality of a nymph. Bradley followed her out until they were waist deep.

      “It’s a beautiful night,” Heidi sighed, looking into the sky.

      “And not a bad day either.”

      His heart racing, he turned to face her. He went to walk over the rocks on the ocean floor to close the distance between them, then clumsily tripped on a sandbar. He fell right into Heidi, his hands landing on her shoulders.

      She caught him, balancing her hands on his abs to stop the fall. Bradley righted himself, and found that suddenly, they were pressed up close to one another.

      Testing the waters, he slipped his hands from her shoulders, slowly past her shoulder blades, and down to the small of her back. She held his gaze and her red lips parted. He gripped her back harder, and pulled her easily through the water, until they were flush against one another, her breasts squeezed against his chest.

      Without thinking, he bent down and put his mouth to hers. The kiss expanded, growing hotter by the second. Tongues moved in and out of mouths, lips roamed. She reached a hand up to curl it firmly in his hair, and tugged him even closer. They were frantic with desire, weeks and weeks which had been building up to this one moment.

      With a shaky breath, Bradley moved his hands from her back, down to her ass, and gripped both cheeks. Heidi responded by letting her mouth wander down to his neck and sucked on the thin skin. Turned on, he lifted her by the ass, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around his waist. She brushed against his erection, and tightened the hold of her legs.

      “Take me back to the bungalow,” she whispered into his ear.

      With no other words needed, he carried her, still entwined around his body, out of the water and onto the sandy beach. He walked a few steps, continuing to kiss her, before he realized he couldn’t possibly make it all the way to the bungalow.

      Looking into her eyes, he saw the same desperation. He lowered their conjoined bodies to the ground, placing himself on top of her. His feet dug into the sand as he watched the moonlight bathe her ecstatic face.

      She arched her back, and he took the opportunity to slip a hand around and deftly untie her top. He ripped it off her and threw the fabric to the side. His mouth immediately clamped around her nipple, gently sucking at it while she gasped with pleasure. She caught hold of the waistband of his trunks, urgently pushing them briefs past his ass, until at last he could kick them off entirely.

      Heidi smiled, and he grinned back. So much for professionalism.

      He reached down for her bikini bottoms and found them wet to the touch. She laughed at his apparent discovery.

      “We just went swimming, remember?”

      “Oh, I think it’s a little more than that,” he said, smirking. He rose onto his forearms, and then to his feet. He bent down and threw her over his shoulder with ease, her ass planted firmly next to his cheek.

      “Bungalow,” he said by way of explanation. “We’re not even close to done; I’m going to ruin you, but not with all this sand in the way.”
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      They made it back to the suite in no time flat, with Bradley running her like she was the ol’ pigskin, all the way to the proverbial finish line. She’d never been with a man so animalistic, muscles rippling in his shoulders, tossing her around like she weighed no more than the aforementioned football.

      Heidi pinched herself subtly, ensuring that it wasn’t a dream—though how could the real world build a man like this? Every part of him, from the deep ‘V’ at his hips, to his long, thick manhood, looked as if it were cast in bronze. And those eyes…a girl could lose years getting lost in them. He clocked her hungry stare.

      “Something I can help you with?”

      “No,” she replied, “I’m just devouring you.”

      His breathing got deeper, and he slammed her against the wall of the living room. Her head hit the wall with a dull thud, but she didn’t care; she was past the point of feeling anything besides pleasure. Communicating in nothing but guttural noises, he lifted her to the marble island in the center of the kitchen, and spread her legs open forcefully.

      “Open your mouth,” he instructed.

      She obeyed, and he stuck two fingers inside. Heidi sucked and nibbled on them, reflecting that she’d never felt so aroused by someone’s hands.

      Bradley withdrew his fingers, then immediately let them roam lower over her body, gently flicking at her clit, then slipping them inside her.

      “How do you like it?” he asked.

      “Like that,” she managed to get out, before becoming so steeped in pleasure she couldn’t communicate verbally.

      His fingers moved in and out, curling and uncurling, working for many minutes until he knew she was on the cusp.

      “I want you inside me. All of you.”

      “Condom?”

      “I’m on the pill.”

      He grinned. “Good, because I didn’t bring a condom.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “This was supposed to be a business trip, remember?”

      She laughed—that seemed so long ago, the ‘business’ trip to the Bahamas. Who had she been fooling? It could only have ended like this, in his arms.

      Still on the kitchen counter, she sat back on her forearms and scooted her ass to the edge of the marble. She was ready to have every damn inch of him.

      She saw him blink and take a deep breath. He ran his hands down the inside of her thighs, worshipping her, and toyed with her clit once more. Ready at last, he moved nearer, pressing himself up against her. She felt his desire and knew that it closely mirrored her own, but he continued to tease her, holding back.

      Unable to contain herself any longer, she grabbed Bradley and pulled him closer, guiding him into her wetness.

      They moaned in unison; they fit together like lock and key. He began to thrust, and Heidi tilted back her head to scream. No more questions needed to be asked, no more lines could be crossed. They were—at last—together, and it felt right.

      He bent low over her, continuing to rock his hips, slower then faster, slower then faster. She grabbed his ass, urging him to thrust deeper inside of her. The frantic grope drove him wild, and he began to pump into her ruthlessly. She felt time slow down as her world came to revolve around just the two of them, moving as one in rhythmic ecstasy.

      Heidi let out one final, ecstatic cry of delight, and climaxed. The moment of pure pleasure went on, and on, and on, for what felt like hours but was probably only a minute.

      She raised her head from the counter, beaming, a sweaty, satisfied mess.

      Bradley put a hand behind her back, raising her the rest of the way to meet his mouth, and sliding her off the counter. They shared a long, deep kiss, before he turned her around—she let out a high-pitched giggle like nothing she’d ever emitted—and bent her over the countertop, firmly grasping her hair. He found his way inside her once more, and needed only a few more strokes to join her in orgasmic bliss.

      The rest of the evening passed in much the same way. They had sex on what must have been every surface of the bungalow: the couch, the shower, even the workout room. The only room that remained untouched was the bedroom, which they never quite made it to. They contorted into positions Heidi had only seen in porn, drawing shapes with their passion.

      She loved his athletic ability, the way he could throw her around the room, and how he needed mere minutes to regain his erection. It made for a night that stretched on into the wee hours. She orgasmed again, and again, and again. He was the kind of attentive lover that made every other past sexual encounter seem mediocre at best. His fingers, tongue and cock were precise and perfect, playing each fiber of her being until they all sung in harmony.

      At last, in a haze, they collapsed on a shag carpet; they weren’t even sure what room they were in, they were so exhausted. Bradley pulled her in close. Heidi sighed with contentment, and snuggled in closer, feeling the firmness of his arms as they twisted around her. Moments later, the lovers fell asleep.
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      Bradley awoke wrapped comfortably in the pristine white sheets of the master bed—the same bed they’d collapsed into every evening since that first night. The last few weeks had been a private paradise for the two of them; when Bradley wasn’t rigorously training, he was with Heidi, constantly discovering new ways to make love. They ate chocolates, improvised sex toys (his ties came in handy), and generally had their way with one another.

      He opened his eyes slowly and saw the light filtering through gauzy curtains. Semi-conscious, he reflected that it was far better to be awoken by the sun coming into your private island retreat, rather than the bright lights of a jail cell.

      He rolled over and looked at Heidi’s sleeping form. How, he thought with disbelief, did I get this lucky?

      Quietly, so as not to wake her, he took in every twist and turn of her body, all of its pinks and tans, the arch of her foot and the curve of her ass.

      Still asleep, she wriggled deeper into the blankets. He loved the way her eyelashes fluttered, as if in the middle of an exquisite dream. He didn’t want to wake her up, but he knew she’d be mad if she slept the day away; as he’d discovered early on, Heidi hated wasted time.

      He stretched to the side of the bed, took his phone off the charger, and texted breakfast instructions to Johnny. As had become their norm, Bradley ordered a smattering of items, anything that looked good. He liked to see her simple glee when she woke up to a table of the freshest, most delectable food money could buy. He set his phone back down and inched towards where Heidi lay, somewhere between sleeping and waking.

      Slowly, he began to touch her, not intrusively, but with the restraint of a patron admiring a work of art. First, he slid his hands over her arms, then to around her wrists, then up to her neck and those lips, down again to her clavicle, circling at her large breasts, tracing a trail down her stomach, until at last he reached her pussy, around which he gently cupped a hand.

      She showed signs of waking up, and he went to pull his hand back, but even in her doze, Heidi laid her palm on top of his own, urging him to stay where he was. Bradley smiled, and gripped her harder. She began to rub herself against him.

      “Well,” she said, turning over to look him full in the face, “I’m awake now.”

      She gazed deep in his eyes, and without saying a word, pressed his hand more firmly against her. He felt the wetness between her legs; she’d just emerged from sleep, but was already drenched.

      Still shaking the sleep off, she raised a hand to her eyes and rubbed at the corners. Without warning, she climbed slowly, carefully, on top of Bradley, lying her naked body flat on his own. She rested her chin on his chest, then shifted down to kiss the light, curly hair around his pecs.

      With one finger, he moved the hair back from her face.

      “I want to see you,” he said quietly.

      She obliged, rocking her body forward until their faces hung inches apart. He touched her cheek and ran a thumb over her lips.

      “You’re perfect. You know that?”

      She smiled. “I like you, too.”

      And with that, she leaned in and took his lips between hers, pulling him deeper into a sensuous kiss. Her teeth grazed at his lower lip, and her tongue made slow, aching circles around his.

      “Breakfast can wait,” she murmured, and reached down to take hold of his dick.

      He watched as she rose up from his chest, her nipples fully erect, and inched backwards until she hovered over his cock. His mouth fell open, and his eyes closed in anticipation.

      Taking all the time in the world, Heidi lowered herself, until his tip could feel how wet she was.

      Bradley’s breath caught in his throat.

      “Please,” he said simply, begging her to fully take him.

      Slowly, she slid herself, centimeter by centimeter, down the length of his manhood, until Bradley was gasping.

      “Oh my God,” he muttered lowly. It wasn’t just the physical attraction—that much was clear. No, it was something more, something about Heidi that stirred the very depths of his soul, that called to him.

      She began to rock back and forth, her hips guiding him further inside. From atop her perch, she bent low over him, kissing him while continuing to grind. The only audible sound was their breathing: low, sharp intakes that came in unison with every further thrust that Heidi orchestrated.

      Just as Bradley began to think that he wouldn’t be able to take much more, Heidi paused. Bradley’s breath caught in his throat, his cock pulsing with anticipation.

      “What do you want?” he murmured, though he already had a good idea; the last few weeks had been an intensive introduction to her lovemaking style.

      Heidi didn’t answer, only kissed him sensuously as she rolled her hips back, away from him.

      Carefully removing him from inside of her, she slowly crawled up Bradley’s body, kissing him lightly, teasingly, until she was positioned over his face. She didn’t need to explain what she wanted.

      Bradley hooked his hands and forearms around her ass, and steadily brought her pussy to meet his lips. He teased her with his tongue for only a moment before diving in, eating her with a hunger that could only be satiated by her particular taste.

      What they were doing was so much more intense than anything he’d experienced before. It was slow, and purposeful, and it filled him emotionally as well as physically. As Heidi cried out, her inner walls pulsing with an intense, rippling orgasm, Bradley thought that he could sit like this, with the taste of her covering his tongue, for as long as they both would live.

      He couldn’t remember his last sexual encounter that had been more than a one-night stand. He was the kind of man that got bored easily. After all, sex was sex, right? But with Heidi, it felt like taking communion.

      Was he—oh, God—falling for her? And if so, what was he going do about it?
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      A week later, Heidi and Bradley regretfully packed up their suitcases and bid a fond farewell to the resort. Edenix had been more than good to them—they’d arrived as business associates, and left as passionate lovers. Together, the pair had explored every nook and cranny of the property: marveling at the wildlife, working out together, frolicking on the beach.

      They’d known they’d have to leave eventually, but it seemed neither had expected it to be so soon. Weeks had passed in the blink of an eye.

      Could it keep being this good in Orlando? Heidi wondered. She hoped so. Because this was the best fling she’d ever had.

      But they needed to go home. Bradley’s season would start in mere days, and they both had to prep—him for the games, and Heidi for the media blitz that would ensue when everyone saw the shape he was in.

      She had marveled at it, seeing him lifting weights in the gym, or banging out sets of burpees. He’d been good before—amazing, really—but now…he’d be unbeatable. Bradley chalked it up to her good influence, but she laughed that off; no, this was all him. He would, at last, have the season he deserved, the kind of season commentators had predicted for him eight years back, during his first draft.

      So, it was with a mixture of sadness and excitement that they boarded a seaplane back to Orlando, hands interlocked for the entirety of the ride. Her mind kept drawing up comparisons between life before and after the Bahamas, as if to continually remind her of her dumb good luck.

      On the plane ride over, she’d feared touching him, as though her skin would catch fire. Hell, back then she’d been trying to pretend like they could ever be just professional colleagues. She chuckled, thinking of how naive she’d been.

      “Something funny?” Bradley asked softly in her ear as the plane bumped up and down.

      “Just thinking about how different our arrival flight was. You must’ve thought I was so jumpy, the way I kept pulling back from you.”

      “Well, yeah, up until I felt your…” He lifted a hand and ran one finger over her nipple. “Until I felt that brush up against me.” His lips were now on her earlobe. “That’s when I started to hope for something more.”

      “Oh God,” she said, abashed, “you caught that?”

      “Babe, how could I not? That was one thin shirt.” He smirked and moved his lips from her ear to her breast.

      “Cut it out,” she scolded, not really meaning it. “The pilot will see.”

      “Let him see. The perks of a private plane are that you can do whatever the fuck you want.”

      She relented, letting him kiss her breast through the silk blouse, obviously loving it. He slowly undid the top two silver buttons, revealing the scalloped edge of her thin, lacy bra. He moved the fabric down, not far, just enough to let her nipple peek out. Bradley took it between his thumb and index finger, and squeezed gently.

      A moan escaped her throat, but he pulled away too soon, leaving her pleading for more.

      “Can’t finish what you started?”

      “There are limits to what you can do, even on a private plane. And if I went any further…let’s just say our pilot would get uncomfortable.”

      She laughed, and tucked her breast back into the bra. They’d get to this some other time…she hoped.

      They hadn’t talked about what would happen when they disembarked; they’d been too deep in bliss on the island to ruin it with the big Relationship Talk. Yet, the way he treated her body, even now, even when the sandy beaches and moonlit ocean were gone, gave her hope that things didn’t have to change all that much.

      Maybe they could continue to hold hands and whisper and share secrets. Heidi saw into the future and how joy-filled it could be, but she kept her mind in the present, knowing she had a tendency to get ahead of herself. Sometimes, it was best to sit back and let life play itself out before your eyes.

      The plane touched down in Orlando, and Heidi sighed wistfully.

      “Me too,” Bradley said, responding to her lament.

      The pilot opened the side door, and they clambered down the steps, finally touching the cold cement of the hangar floor.

      Heidi’s good spirits vanished as she spotted Todd on the other end the hangar, lurking ominously in the shadows. She turned quickly to catch Bradley’s eye, and saw that he too was worried. What could possibly necessitate Todd’s appearance at the airport? If it was something dire, wouldn’t he have gotten in touch with her, Bradley’s PR agent?

      Her heart raced and she strode toward him, every step hitting faster.

      “Todd,” she called out, “What’s up?”

      She drew up just short of the agent. She knew him by picture and reputation, but they’d never met. In person, he was the kind of guy who over-gelled his hair and kept his fingernails weirdly manicured. She may not have met Todd before, but she’d met his kind—the kind of people that feast on the misfortune of others.

      “Heidi Morris?”

      “Yes,” said Bradley, joining her. “You know of Heidi; she’s my new PR agent. Why?”

      “I need you two to get in the car, and drive straight to my office.”

      Heidi noted that Bradley rolled his eyes. He seemed fed up with Todd’s antics.

      “Can’t you just tell me whatever it is you have to tell me here? What good is it for me to drive all the way across the city when we’re talking right now?”

      Todd put up a hand, signaling that he wouldn’t enter into a discussion on the topic.

      “It’s inappropriate,” the agent said. “Trust me.”

      With an annoyed flare of his nostrils, Bradley turned on his heel and made a beeline for the SUV that lay in wait. Heidi stumbled to catch up to his long paces.

      In the backseat of the car, she put her hand on Bradley’s.

      “I’m sure he’s just being a drama queen,” she said soothingly.

      “No,” Bradley replied, shaking his head. “Normally, I’d agree, but Todd hates in-person meetings. He’d attend his own mother’s funeral via phone if it was possible. No, if Todd came all this way to see me, something’s happened.”

      With that, Bradley gave the driver Todd’s office address, and told him to step on it.

      The car ride, in contrast to their convivial flight, was silent and somber. Bradley fidgeted, nervously picking at his nails. They pulled up to the gaudy high-rise in a matter of minutes; the driver had sped through an untold number of red lights.

      Together, Heidi and Bradley marched through the front doors, past a confused receptionist, and straight to the 10th floor, where Todd had the corner office.

      Heidi could sense stares on their backs as they moved through the multitude of desks. She wondered if it was because of Bradley’s fame—after all, few men in the country eclipsed his status—or something else, something she didn’t know. Yet.

      Entering the room, they found Todd seated at his desk, clicking away on his computer. He curled a hand in their direction, indicating that they should come in and sit down. Heidi, to her dismay, found that her heart was pounding, and she gulped, trying to keep her cool as they took their respective seats opposite the desk.

      “Glad you made it,” Todd said flatly, sounding not at all glad.

      Without any further small talk, he turned his desktop screen around to show them a news article. The headline read:

      “Fox and His New Media Fox: Bad-Boy Plays Squeaky-Clean to Tug at Heartstrings!”

      Todd swiveled the desktop screen back, typed in a few more words, and then faced it in the pair’s direction once more. This time, the headline was:

      “Playboy Fox Manipulates Fans, Continues Womanizing in the Tropics!”

      Heidi cut in before Todd could turn the screen again.

      “What the fuck is this?” she asked, forgoing good manners.

      “This,” he replied, “is the havoc you sowed.”

      He picked up a stack of torn-out pages on his desk, and passed half to her, and half to Bradley. More articles, Heidi could see at once.

      “You bought every single one,” she stated with disgust.

      “I sure as shit did.”

      Heidi leafed through frantically, and found that the common theme in the articles wasn’t just Bradley’s debauchery—it was her. Page after page told a story of how she, Heidi Morris, had waltzed in to pick up the pieces after Bradley’s fall from grace.

      According to the media, she’d doctored him up real good, fashioning him into the kind of man America could guiltlessly get behind. One article after another painted her as the wizard behind the curtain, orchestrating the whole show.

      Jesus Christ. The words trembled through her mind.

      Because the next thing she realized about the articles was that all of them featured pictures of her and Bradley cavorting on the beach.

      “How did they even get these?” she whispered. “We were on a private beach.”

      Todd chuckled. “Oh, sweetheart, it’s the 21st century. Nothing’s private.”

      She shot him daggers, and in a voice dripping with venom, replied, “Don’t call me sweetheart.”

      But she couldn’t concentrate on Todd’s chauvinism; she was too focused on the articles. And, at last, she understood the spin they were trying to give her.

      “So, according to these, these…” she stumbled over the words, “pigs, I’m just some girl brought in to reimagine Bradley as the all-American QB, who then went behind the nation’s back and screwed him?” She began to speak faster. “What, I’m somehow at fault because we had—whatever, so that means nothing else about him was true?”

      She threw the papers on Todd’s desk, outraged.

      “It’s bullshit,” she cried, and turned to Bradley. “You know it’s bullshit, right?”

      Todd interjected, “Is it, Heidi? Or is this exactly what you wanted all along?”

      Her face drained of color, and the room seemed to spin around her. Was it only yesterday that she’d been in perfect bliss? No, that couldn’t be right. It must’ve been in another lifetime.

      “You should know what I think this woman is up to,” Todd said to Bradley.

      “No—” she began.

      “Yes,” Todd continued. “You’ve got to hear this, Bradley. I think Heidi played us all like puppets. Got herself hired as your PR gal, then decided to make a little extra cash by bedding you—she knew she’d be up to the task—and selling the stories back to the magazines. Double payday. She wrapped you around her little finger and tugged the damn string.”

      “How fucking dare you,” she shouted at the agent, who gave her a smarmy grin. “I didn’t mean to sleep with Bradley; it just happened. This wasn’t some big plot. How could you concoct a story this ludicrous?”

      “How could you do something so ludicrous?”

      “Todd,” Bradley said, interrupting at last. “Enough.”

      Heidi looked at him gratefully. Finally, her knight in shining armor was stepping in to defend her honor. About damn time.

      “Heidi obviously didn’t intend for any of this to happen,” he continued, “I can vouch for it. She tried hard—much harder than I did—to keep it professional. There was just a chemistry that we couldn’t seem to fight.

      “I know it sounds unreal, but, fuck, most of my life feels unreal. But anyways. These papers, they’re just making shit up. They’ve gotta keep the subscribers coming back for more, get those ad buys. I don’t believe it, and I don’t know why you would either.”

      As Bradley reclined in his chair, satisfied with his speech, Heidi found herself too incensed to do more than vigorously nod at his words. It felt humiliating to lose her cool in an office setting, in front of a man who would hopefully still be her client (and perhaps something else) after this whole fiasco had subsided.

      “I thought you’d say that,” Todd replied slowly. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a small stack of papers. He pushed it across the desktop in Bradley’s direction, making sure to keep it out of Heidi’s line of sight. She wouldn’t gratify this monster by craning to see what they said.

      “Oh, more news articles? Great, just stellar,” she said with biting sarcasm.

      “Nope,” Todd returned. “Bradley? Why don’t you tell Heidi what the papers say?”

      She watched as Bradley’s eyes raced across the page, his brows furrowing, trying to make sense of what had been set before him.

      “What is this?” Bradley asked in a low voice that bubbled over with barely-contained emotion.

      She was on the edge of her seat, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      “Heidi,” he continued, “why is your office a short-term rental, registered under your name on the lease applications? And why does it say you’re a solo operator?”

      Suddenly, it clicked. Heidi understood what Todd had been building up to; the newspaper stories didn’t really mean shit. This…this was the final nail in her coffin.

      “Does this mean,” Bradley said, choking on the words, “that you don’t work for Image-ine? That you’ve been running some kind of bullshit operation? Playing fast and loose with my media reputation?”

      She sputtered. “Of course not—”

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “About what?”

      “About not being with the company, Heidi. Don’t play dumb.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a wide grin spread across Todd’s face. The little fucker was loving every second of this.

      “I just, just needed some time—”

      “We spent weeks together in the Bahamas. How much more time did you need?”

      Ashamed, she felt a tear roll down her cheek.

      God damn it, she screamed internally, do not fucking cry right now.

      Todd, having check-mated her, steamrolled into the conversation.

      “Oh, and Bradley, kiddo, sorry to say it, but Coach Simon is threatening to boot you from the team again. Something about how he ‘can’t handle any more of your antics.’”

      Heidi refused to sob, no matter how much the lump in her throat was begging to emerge in an animal cry. Not only had she obfuscated the truth from Bradley, it had all been for nothing; even after all her hard work, Bradley’s career might still be in jeopardy.

      “He can’t do that!” she cried. “Bradley is in the best shape of his life. It would be a disservice to the team to—”

      “Enough,” Bradley said harshly. “We’re done here, Heidi. Get out.”

      “But—”

      “I said, get out. You’re fired.”

      At last, the dam holding back Heidi’s tears broke, and she was racked with sobs that shook her whole body. For the third time in as many weeks, her life had completely changed on the turn of a dime. Suddenly, nothing felt safe. There was no point in trying to speak any further; Todd had seen to that. Bradley was convinced, and she knew it would take more than her blubbering words to convince him otherwise.

      She rose from her seat, mustering a dignity she didn’t feel. She took one long, last look at Bradley’s face, but he refused to meet her eyes. She turned to Todd, gave him the finger, and strode out of the building, tears drenching the collar of her blouse.
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      Heidi drove straight to Annie’s, where her friend immediately saw the red in her eyes and pulled her into a hug. Heidi sobbed into the woman’s shoulder, comforted by the kind affection. Slowly, she broke the hug, explaining that she had business to handle. Annie nodded, and indicated that Heidi’s usual seat was open. Grateful, Heidi slunk off into the corner and curled up in her armchair.

      Despite the meltdown, she’d had the presence of mind on her flight from Todd’s office to stop at Bradley’s car and ask the driver to hand over her luggage. It would save her the awkward run-in down the line, of course, but for the moment, she was mostly grateful to have her laptop. She opened the device and waited for it to load up as Annie walked over with a cup of hot chocolate—Orlando weather be damned—and a brownie.

      “Thanks,” Heidi mumbled, smiling sadly at her friend.

      “Anytime, hon. You holler if you need anything.”

      Once Annie had bustled through into the back room, Heidi began to dig through the web. While she was still upset, internet prowling was her specialty; in this day and age, you didn’t get to be a PR person without knowing your way around cyber profile stalking. The familiar action soothed her—it felt nice to be doing something she knew she was good at it.

      Slowly, after a few hours of work—with some spent sifting through content retrieval sites and following source links at the bottom of blog posts—Heidi had begun to piece together the puzzle. But she wasn’t sure yet, and she’d need final confirmation. There was only one person who could help.

      She took her phone out of her purse and dialed her best friend at Image-ine, Meredith. They hadn’t texted while Heidi had been at Edenix, but hopefully, their relationship could withstand a few weeks of distance—not to mention Heidi’s newfound reputation as America’s favorite villain.

      Meredith picked up the phone on the third ring.

      “Heidi?” she asked. “Is that you?”

      “Yeah, Mere. It’s nice to hear your voice.”

      “Oh Heidi, I’m so sorry about everything. You didn’t deserve this.”

      “Thanks. It does kinda suck being hated by the whole country.”

      “No—well, sorry, yes, of course, that’s true—but I mean what Image-ine did. Just awful.”

      This was exactly what Heidi had been looking for.

      She replied, “What did Image-ine do, exactly?”

      On the other end, Meredith sighed, and launched into a story.

      “So, on the day you left, Gary sent orders throughout the office, up and down the chain of command. We were all supposed to burn you, whenever we could and by whatever means necessary. You were, in his words, ‘an ungrateful bitch’ who deserved to watch her career die a painful death.”

      Heidi had, in some ways, known to expect it. Gary was a tool. And while he had apparently made it seem like taking her down was business-motivated, she instinctively understood that it was personal. Gary was going to make her pay for embarrassing him in front of the entire office. He just needed a good excuse.

      Meredith continued.

      “I know I don’t need to tell you this, but just to be clear, almost everyone was on your side. No one wanted to assist Gary’s insane vengeance plot. It was around that time, though, that some paparazzi got pics of you and Bradley at the airport, boarding the private charter together. The photos were circulated to all the usual gossip rags, and shortly thereafter, Image-ine got word. I think Gary contacted one of the paps, and grilled him on what you and Bradley were doing at the airport together.

      “The freelancer tracked down one of the receptionists for the charter company, who I guess overheard you guys talking PR work. And that was enough for Gary. He put it all together: that just as you were leaving Image-ine, you’d been hired out by Bradley, who thought you were still under the auspices of the company. He called an emergency exec meeting and informed everyone that you had, as he put it, ‘snatched’ a huge client from their grasps.”

      Heidi interrupted, “But Bradley asked for me specifically.”

      “Listen, girl, I know. I’m just telling you what happened. Anyways, you know Bob, Nancy, Steve and the rest,” she said, referring to the executives. “They felt cheated, and that bunch hates feeling cheated. They gave Gary the go-ahead to—by whatever means necessary—skin you alive.”

      Meredith paused, her breathing growing shaky.

      “When I think of the self-satisfied look on his stupid face… Jesus Christ, if I could get my hands around that fat neck—”

      “Mere, it’s okay. Really.”

      “It’s not okay. You gave years of hard work to the company, and now they’re treating you like shit.”

      “I can handle it.”

      “Oh, and get this—Gary’s wife just filed for divorce.”

      Everything clicked into place; Heidi just needed final confirmation.

      “So, what you’re saying,” she replied, “is that Gary isn’t on the war path because I left the company—it’s because I didn’t help him lie to his wife. Am I right?”

      The line went silent for a moment, until Meredith at last said, “Obviously, I can’t know that for certain but…I’d say it’s the most likely explanation.”

      Heidi felt faintly vindicated. She’d suspected it from the moment she’d heard of Gary’s involvement, but now, with his wife leaving and all, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he’d put the wolves on her scent. Bastard.

      “Thank you, Mere. I appreciate you risking your job like this, to tell me everything.”

      “Anytime. Fuck Gary.”

      Heidi smiled, repeated, “Fuck Gary,” and told her friend goodbye for now—she had work to do.

      She hung up the phone, incensed, but relieved to have some clarity of mind. This was a situation that Bradley would understand—a sexual predator for a boss? Bradley was a stand-up guy; he would understand that none of this had been her fault. All she had to do was tell him.

      She went to his contact info, prepared to ring him up and break the news, when suddenly, she received an incoming call from an unknown number.

      Assuming it was probably some kind of automated telemarketing, she picked it up, and gruffly said, “What is it?”

      “Hello, Ms. Morris. This is Adrian from Schwartz, Schwartz and Stubenmeister.”

      Oh God. Heidi recognized the name immediately—it was the law firm that Image-ine hired to represent clients in public legal battles. This can’t be good, she thought helplessly.

      “Ms. Morris,” the voice continued, “I’m calling on behalf of our client, Image-ine Inc. As a courtesy, we’d like to inform you that Image-ine will be suing you for the poaching of a valuable client under false pretenses, one Mr. Bradley Fox.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “No, I’m afraid not. I can email you the details in a minute, but I can tell you that while this case is pending, a judge has issued a cease and desist; your company is to cease trading immediately.”

      “On what grounds?” she shot back.

      “On the grounds that you registered the company while you were still technically employed by Image-ine.”

      Her mouth fell open as she thought back to almost a month ago.

      Heidi had founded her little company on the same day she’d left Image-ine. Obviously, she had quit, but no paperwork had been drawn up by that point; there had been no formalized severing of her contract. The lawyers were right; technically speaking, she’d violated her terms of employment.

      “So that you’re aware, the judge may ask you to forfeit some or all of your earnings from Mr. Fox to Image-ine.”

      Heidi was reeling. This was, for sure, the absolute worst-case scenario.

      “Lastly, Bradley’s management, including Mr. Todd Beauregard, have gone on record, stating that they were unaware that you no longer worked for Image-ine at the time of your hiring by Mr. Fox, and that had they been informed of this detail, they would’ve counseled Mr. Fox to work with another PR firm.”

      There was nothing she could say. This wasn’t fair, but it had all happened as Adrian said it had.

      “Mr. Beauregard and his company are insisting that you make no attempt to contact Mr. Fox, via phone, email, text, social media—”

      “I get it, Adrian. No contact.”

      “Yes, on the grounds that if you have any further involvement with Mr. Fox, it will only serve to worsen his public image, which has a quantifiable monetary value. Thus, if you do try to contact Mr. Fox, his management will sue you for defamation.” He paused. “Is all of this clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “Very well, then. You’ll be hearing from Schwartz, Schwartz and Stubenmeister representatives in the coming weeks.”

      Heidi hung up the phone and threw it on the floor with a small scream. Luckily, the sound of the espresso machine drowned out her cry, and Annie didn’t come running from the kitchen.

      What have I done? she thought. What do I do?

      It was astounding just how quickly this mess had metastasized, gobbling up her whole life. Two potential lawsuits on her doorstep, no means through which to grow her company, or even make an income, and she wasn’t even allowed to contact Bradley.

      She knew Gary was angry, but to do all this? To actually ruin her life, and her livelihood? It somehow went beyond the cruelty of which she’d assumed him to be capable. He wasn’t just trying to enact revenge, no; he was trying to wipe her out of existence.

      How could she ever work in this town again? PR was a tight, gossipy circle; she was certain every other firm already knew the painful details of her newfound legal battles. She would become an outcast, the exact opposite of a Midas touch in the business world. Public relations work was literally built on relations—how could she possibly conduct business if no one would talk to her?

      But equally bad was this injunction that barred her from speaking with Bradley. She knew if she could just talk to him, just make him understand… He was a wonderful man. He’d move heaven and earth to get her justice.

      Without the ability to reason with him and explain her side of the story, though, she was doomed. For all Bradley’s authority and star power, he had been managed and man-handled by “representatives” since he’d first gone D1 at U of Miami. He was accustomed to following orders, to trusting the folks who told him where to go and what hands to shake. He’d become woefully complacent in his own life.

      She shook her head. Even now, she didn’t want to think poorly of him. The feelings that had led her into his arms in the Bahamas were still there, no matter how much everything else had changed. She was surprised—and devastated—to find how deeply she cared what he thought of her.

      Unable to resist any longer, she broke down, crying once more. She touched the tears on her face, thinking how it had been years since she’d cried (and never in public). Heidi Morris just wasn’t a crier.

      Somehow, this thought hit her harder than the rest, and she doubled over, weeping into the armchair.

      For the first time in a long time, she had no idea how to put one foot in front of another—she saw no way of simply carrying on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Heidi

        

      

    
    
      
        Two Months Later

      

      

      Heidi put the kettle on to boil, and watched dully as the metal began to steam up. She stood, vacantly staring at the pot, until minutes later it rang, a shrill cry that filled the tiny kitchen. Robotically, she plucked a teabag from the pantry and tossed it into her mug, pouring the hot water on top. In the space of just a few months, the action had become rote.

      So this is what they meant when they said “office drone.”

      Out of work, and facing two lawsuits, Heidi had been forced to take a shitty job at a shitty PR firm in a shitty part of town. It was all just…well, shitty. But she’d needed the money, and when Doleman & Co. had offered her a position, she’d said yes.

      The job mainly consisted of her scouring Orlando-based gossip blogs for hot tips on celebs coming in and out of town who might want to put in an appearance at a nightclub opening, or special restaurant event. Essentially, she was playing middle-man between the kinds of D-list celebrities who would come to Orlando for no reason other than to cut a ribbon and leave.

      She couldn’t bear to reflect on how far she’d fallen, because it only made her nauseous.

      Needless to say, the pay sucked. After all, this was the sort of job that would be phased out in a few years, once robots figured out how to scan crappy forums. She hoped—with more than a little bitterness—that the robot takeover would come sooner than expected.

      Then, she could just go bag groceries at a supermarket. It seemed like where she was going to end up anyways, so she might as well get there sooner rather than later.

      To her credit, she’d tried to bargain briefly, but as she’d discovered, nobody at Doleman & Co. cared that she had a business degree from a well-known university. Every person in the office had a business degree from somewhere, and some of them were doing even more menial work than she was.

      Said colleagues were boring—most spent lunches in their cubicles, eating limp, pre-packed salads and watching compilation clips from reality shows. When people did eventually bump into one another in the kitchen or bathroom, they exchanged small nods, chatted vacantly about perhaps getting beers at the bar round the corner after work, and then returned to their desks, knowing full well they’d never grab those drinks.

      And as far as Heidi could tell, they preferred it that way. Doleman & Co. was run on the backs of isolated introverts, and no one seemed interested in changing that fact.

      Thanksgiving had happened a few days ago, which meant they’d gotten Thursday and Friday off. She’d asked one of her co-workers, Sam, if he was excited about the long weekend, and he’d explained that he’d probably just spend it in bed, playing video games, maybe ordering takeout. She’d tried to restrain the pitying look that had crossed her face, but suspected he’d seen it all the same.

      Now, the Christmas lights were up on the balcony rails of the duplexes around her. She had been smart, back at Image-ine, to save a good amount of her paychecks, because that’s how she’d been affording to stay in her luxury apartment for the past two months.

      Heidi had seen the lights being hung and known she would probably have to move after this holiday season had passed. As a former lover of anything seasonal and ornamental, she was disappointed to see this change in herself: from an enthusiast who’d decorated the tree a month too early, to the Scrooge who wished people would cover up their household decorations and join her in misery.

      She hadn’t been able to visit her parents over Thanksgiving, which had only amplified her loneliness. They’d had one or two nice phone calls, wherein both parties had said how thankful they were for the other. Her mom had talked about how she’d muddled up the stuffing this year, again, and how they were going to have to go out and by the pre-made version after all.

      Heidi had listened as they’d chatted on about the perfect basting of the turkey, and the experimental new cranberry sauce recipe. She’d thought cranberry sauce was the worst part of the meal, but her father had begged to differ.

      When she’d gotten off the calls, she’d cried a little, wistfully thinking of her family. Ever since that fateful, horrible day, she’d cried with increased frequency, until it had become almost a part-time hobby. She’d started carrying around emergency mini-packs of tissues. The salt levels were starting to dampen the glow of her skin.

      Besides her parents, there was one other person Heidi would’ve wanted to share Christmas with, but she was still forbidden from speaking with him. She supposed she could’ve disobeyed the no-contact rule if she really wanted to, but she didn’t have the cash to settle a lawsuit with Image-ine.

      The lawsuit was still in the so-called discovery phase, and logically, she knew that her best bet was to keep from antagonizing any of the accusers. There was some kind of dim hope in the back of her brain that if she just laid low, everyone would forget she existed.

      Even Bradley.

      She got her fix of him through TV, which showcased every one of his Sunday night football games. As predicted, he was having the season of his life. Sports commentators, fans, and America in general were smitten with him; he was the golden goose who’d finally laid a shimmering egg.

      Sometimes, she touched the TV screen as he ran back and forth, crouching below flying arms and sending the ball sailing through the air. She remembered what it had felt like when those arms had held her, and when they’d twirled from room to room, locked in a passionate embrace.

      How could something so wonderful disappear so quickly?

      The stress was getting to her, physically. Not only had the tears damaged her complexion, but she was feeling nauseous and tired constantly. The nausea she chalked up to her anxiety, and the tiredness to the continuation of said nausea, but nevertheless, the symptoms had reached a head.

      She could no longer ignore the ever-present ache that filled her stomach, and the weights that seemed to hang on her eyelids. Maybe if she just took one more nap, or added an extra melatonin drop to her usual dose…

      Heidi snapped her eyes up from their position in the depths of her tea cup. The kitchen seemed even smaller than before, as if the walls were closing in around her. Now that she thought about it—when was her last period? She pulled out her phone, nearly spilling her tea in the process, and went to check her period tracker app.

      Shit. In the throes of depression and chaos, she hadn’t been her usual diligent self, filling out the tracker every few weeks. In fact, she hadn’t ticked off the boxes in two months.

      Her head swam. Had she had cause to fill them out in two months? She tried desperately to remember the last time she’d bought a box of tampons. She couldn’t do it.

      Heidi threw her mug into the sink, not caring if it cracked. She walked quickly back to her cubicle, trying not to draw attention, and gathered her purse and jacket. Was anyone looking at her? It didn’t seem like it, but you could never tell in an office like this; people had eyes in the backs of their heads.

      For once, she was grateful for the ugly gray carpet that ran through the whole building—it hid the frantic clicks of her high heels.

      She was stopped mid-flight at the front door by Sam, who now evidently thought they were friends because she’d asked him a single, civil question about his life.

      “Where ya goin’, Heidi?” he queried, licking his upper lip, upon which rested a misshapen, poorly filled-out mustache.

      “Drug store.”

      “Yeah, why’s that? We got bunches of pain pills in the cupboard.”

      Heidi groaned internally, but managed to reply civilly enough.

      “No, Sam, thank you, but I need…” she ran through a series of items in her head that would necessitate a trip without fueling any further talk. “Constipation medication.”

      He pulled his lips back into a disgusted sneer. Not particularly a gentleman.

      “Uh, okay,” Sam said. “Don’t tell me any more, I don’t wanna know. Bye.”

      Without returning his goodbye, Heidi jogged out the front door and jumped into her car.

      The drive to the pharmacy was the longest of her life. She felt, viscerally, every bump in the pavement and curve of the road. It was as if the trip was happening in Technicolor, with a live orchestra for backing. She hit only a single red light, and spent the ten seconds pounding on the steering wheel, cursing at the light for not changing.

      Didn’t it know she had places to be, and major life discoveries to make?

      At last, she reached the corner store, which wasn’t technically on the corner, but about a mile up the road. The five whole minutes it had taken to get there had been agonizing, but no matter; she was there now. She rubbed clammy palms on the leather car seats.

      You’ve gotta know sooner or later, she told herself. No time like the present.

      She seemed to float into the store, gliding past sliding doors and through the aisles, magnetically drawn to the back of the space, toward a sign up above that said “family planning.” Her legs were so weak that she could hardly feel them, let alone stand steadily.

      Heidi came to an abrupt stop. There they were: the pregnancy tests.

      With quivering hands, whose sheen of sweat had already returned, she grabbed one off the shelf, and then hesitated. Was this a good brand? She had to be certain.

      Heidi pulled out her phone, and searched, “best brand of pregnancy test kits.” Predictably, the search engine spat out a bunch of ads for different brands, and then for baby clothes. There was no conclusive answer, so she took one that was in the middle-bracket price range, thinking that this was not a time to skimp on prices, and made sure that it had a fast response time.

      She made her way back to the front of the store, box in hand, and silently slid it onto the black belt of the register. With gratitude, she saw that the cashier was a woman.

      Good, she thought. She’ll get it.

      The cashier looked at the box, then to Heidi, then back to the box. Heidi watched her clock the fact that there were no other items on the belt, and felt a strange intimacy with this total stranger. The woman scanned the barcode, and asked if Heidi wanted to pay cash or credit.

      Wordlessly, Heidi slid out a ten-dollar bill. For some reason, call it leftover high school mentality, she didn’t want this to show up as a charge on her credit card statement. She laughed aloud, realizing that what she was afraid of was her parents seeing the receipt.

      You’re 27, she told herself in a sarcastic tone. Old enough to get a grip.

      The cashier returned the change, and just as Heidi was preparing to leave, said, “Good luck. Whichever way you want it to go.”

      Heidi was taken aback by the simple kindness, and could only manage a small smile.

      The woman continued, “The bathroom code is 1873 if you need it.”

      Heidi nodded. At times, she was grateful to be a woman, knowing that men would never experience such a straightforward act of sisterly generosity. But there was no time to reflect on this further—she had a stick to pee on.

      She skittered off towards the bathroom, pressed the code in on the digital lock, and entered the stall. Inside the small room, she read the directions on the box seven times, just to make sure she did it with 100% accuracy. What if I pee wrong? she thought.

      After reading the directions for the seventh time, she quit stalling and took a deep breath before taking the test. She gingerly set the stick on the counter, making sure not to look too closely; she was worried she’d jinx “it,” whatever “it” was.

      She washed her hands methodically, desperately trying to pass the time. The timer on her phone was set for two minutes, at which point a cheery, fairy bell-like noise would resound.

      Filled to the brim with nervous energy, Heidi did a couple of squats, then some wall-sits, then, just when she was beginning to get pink the face from exertion, the bell went off. It was time.

      She puffed air through her cheeks and tried to work her courage up. With shaking fingers, she lifted the stick off the counter, and shut her eyes.

      “Now,” she said to herself with authority.

      Heidi opened her eyes to gaze upon the stick that she held before her.

      In the corner was one small—but undeniably there—pink plus sign.

      She gasped, dropping the stick to the ground. No need to review the box; she knew exactly what that plus sign meant. Positive. As in, pregnant.

      In the span of two seconds, she knew three things.

      One: She, Heidi Morris, was several months pregnant.

      Two: Bradley Fox was, beyond a doubt, the father.

      Three: She had no way of reaching the future father of her child.

      She fell to the floor, tumbling into a heap alongside the discarded stick. Under normal circumstances, she would recoil at the idea of touching the floor of a public restroom. But then, these weren’t normal circumstances.

      Sobs racked through her body, starting in her throat and boomeranging all the way down to her toes, and Heidi placed a hand over her stomach.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered to the baby. “I’m so, so sorry.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Bradley

        

      

    
    
      
        Three Months Later

      

      

      Bradley looked in the locker room mirror, and with one finger, smeared black lines beneath his eyes. This was his game-time ritual; it made him feel like a warrior, like the men who tattooed every inch of their bodies with symbols that told stories of victory.

      He was interrupted by a slap on the back from his teammate, Jason.

      “Hey man,” Jason said. “You ready?”

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Aw, come on, tell me you’re not excited.”

      “Of course I’m excited,” Bradley replied. “But I’m also pretty fucking nervous.”

      Jason nodded. “Yeah. Guess it’s not every day we get to play in the Super Bowl.”

      Silence fell between them, as they took in the gravity of the statement. Sure, it was just a game, and they were just a couple of guys tossing a ball back and forth on a piece of grass. But it was also a game watched by an entire country and then some, and they were the guys on whose backs millions of dollars and dreams rode.

      His season had been, as predicted, iconic. Touchdown after touchdown, until it became a running joke amongst his teammates. Sports networks, after only a handful of games, started calling him the year’s M.V.P., and jokingly asking what his ring size was. The pressure was, in a word, extreme.

      And he found that he’d loved every second of it. Once he’d survived the media razing from the summer, he’d put his head down and focused on football. Easier to fill your head with calf raises and bicep curls than…well, than certain unmentionable people. He could no longer bear to even think her name; it became, mentally, hot to the touch.

      So, he thought about football. Endlessly.

      As if they were prayers, he recited on his lips lists of plays to run. Alley-oop, blitz, reverse, rush, slant, sluggo, on and on and on until the words swam in his eyes. He had become a master in distracting himself.

      Here he was, having the season of his damn life, about to go play in the Super Bowl, and in reality, he knew it was all just a distraction. That stung him, somewhere deep, to realize that one of the biggest moments of his life would happen under a cloud.

      “You okay, dude?”

      Bradley jolted out of his reflection, and saw that Jason was still standing there, though the look on his boyish face had grown more concerned.

      “This isn’t, like, a ’roids thing…right?” Jason asked, gesturing to the glazed expression on Bradley’s face.

      “No, Jesus, of course not. Just nervous, like I said.”

      “If you say so. Coach is calling us.”

      “All right, I’m coming.”

      Jason jogged off, leaving Bradley to take one more second of bittersweet consideration. He stared in the mirror at those black lines, and found strength in their neat edges. He was a warrior, and warriors keep their minds on the game.

      You are a warrior, he repeated in his mind, and then aloud, “You’re a fucking warrior.”

      The next few minutes were a blur. Coach Simon gave a pep talk that went through Bradley’s ears like water, dripping out the other side. The team did their traditional chant. They ran out onto the field, holding their helmets and waving to fans. Bradley had to stop himself from scanning the 50,000-person crowd for her face. He sipped some energy drink, and just like that, the game began.

      By the end of the first quarter, the Sharks were wiping the field with their opponents, in most part due to Bradley’s stellar leadership.

      He ran so fast that he worried his legs would catch fire. The ball became a part of him. He would later learn that, across America, sports commentators had gone silent at the pure majesty of his ability. One said it was “like watching Hercules play football.”

      Everything after the first quarter was more of the same—the Sharks nailed every pass, and made tackles that seemed to defy gravity. They weren’t just winning; they were dominating, that kind of domination where for once, the opposing coach didn’t even try to argue with the ref’s calls. Everyone could see that the Sharks were kicking ass.

      So when Bradley’s Super Bowl win came, it didn’t come on the wave of astonishment and awe that usually follows a win. There were no Hail Marys, no last-minute saves. They started on top and ended on top.

      The final score was 42-7, Sharks. The buzzer rang, signaling the end of the fourth quarter, and the team rushed to lift Bradley on their shoulders, chanting his name.

      “Fox, Fox, Fox!”

      On and on it went. The stadium joined in the chant, until all Bradley could hear was his own name, filling an entire arena.

      He had just played the greatest game of his life, and still he felt numb. The adulation was cool, and he was proud of his performance, but it all felt a little…well, hollow.

      He felt the cup being forced into his hands, and he knew distantly that he pumped it in the air. As had been predicted, he was named the MVP.

      In only a few hours, he’d achieved his wildest dreams. Never mind that he’d always imagined it feeling better.

      Microphones were shoved in his face, and a hat that read “Champion” was placed on his head. Everyone wanted to know how he’d done it, what his big secret was.

      “Faith,” he mumbled back, hoping the generic answer would satisfy the ravenous hordes. “Y’know, just faith and hard work.”

      They pressed him with more questions: what was going to happen next year? What was next for Bradley Fox?

      He shrugged his shoulders, and responded honestly.

      “I have no fucking idea.”

      The reporters laughed loudly. He hadn’t meant it as a joke, but whatever. They could laugh if they liked.

      After the fanfare had died down from screaming, all-consuming roar to excited yelps and cheers and drinking in the stands, Bradley walked with his teammates back into the locker room. One after another lightly punched him in the arm, or slapped him on the ass.

      “Aw look, Fox is so shook he’s gone mute!”

      “Nah, he’s just thinking ‘bout all the pussy he’s gonna get.”

      “Because he was doing so bad before?”

      The friendly ribbing didn’t even register with him. It was true, he was in a daze. But no supportive words were going to get him out of it. He was coming down from the high of the game, and that former need for distraction was returning. But even still, when his teammates invited him to the after-party, which would take place at the running back’s mansion, Bradley turned them down.

      “You can’t do that!” Mark cried.

      “You’re the MVP; you gotta come,” added Luke.

      “And besides,” said Jason with a grin, “there will be strippers. Like, good strippers. No expense spared. I hear they’re bringing poles. You telling me you wanna miss that?”

      Bradley smiled, trying to appease them.

      “Guys, you know I like a good party. But I’ve seen enough strippers. You’re not gonna drag me out with the promise of a sweet pair of legs.”

      “Even if those legs are attached to a perfect ass?”

      “Even then, I’m afraid.”

      They grumbled, and booed him, but without any real antipathy. They were too swept up in the excitement to actually give a fuck about whether or not he came to the party. He held up both hands in the universal sign of mea culpa.

      “Sorry, folks. Gonna be a quiet night in for me. Some of us,” he said jokingly, “played pretty hard today.”

      “Oh ease up on him, ya’ll,” someone cried from down the locker room. “The man lined us all up for some sweet rings today.”

      “You tell ‘em,” Bradley called back to whichever teammate had spoken. With that, he rolled off his leggings and undershirt, and headed to the showers.

      Once he’d cleaned up and gotten his stuff in order, he was shepherded out of the stadium by an actual flock of security guards to a waiting blacked-out SUV. Bradley settled in, glad for the tinted windows. The camera flashes had gone on all day, and he needed to rest his eyes from the brightness.

      The driver got him home with little fanfare, save for the moment when he opened the door to escort Bradley out, and said, “You fucking killed it today, Mr. Fox. The way you played… Man, that’s how football oughta be played.”

      “Thanks,” Bradley replied sincerely.

      I won the Super Bowl, he realized again, this time with more wonderment. Shit. Can’t believe I did that.

      With a wave to the driver, Bradley walked up his curving driveway, and into the house. He at last had enough quiet to call his mom, which is what he’d really wanted to do for the past few hours.

      She alternately screamed and sobbed into the phone, saying how proud she was of her boy. He’d offered, several times, to fly her out for the game, but she’d declined, on the grounds that she’d be so nervous, it’d make him nervous. Didn’t wanna mess up the big game by giving a set of the jitters to the QB. He had been disappointed, even though he’d known she was right.

      It was still good to hear her voice, as she recounted how the entire town had crowded into Garrity’s, the local bar, to watch him play. She said that when the buzzer sounded, they’d flooded into the streets, dancing with joy. Bradley wished he could’ve seen that. Maybe some of their joy would’ve rubbed off on him.

      His mother said goodbye after only a few minutes—the whole day had been so thrilling, she was exhausted. In that familiar, parental tone, she told him to get to bed, and said once more how proud she was before hanging up the phone.

      Bradley was sitting on his enormous white couch, in his enormous living room, in his enormous house, and he was very much alone. There was no more football to think about; the season was over. The flood of sponsorship offers would hit tomorrow, and then there’d be those to sort through, but right now…nothing. Just quiet. He turned on his TV. A sports channel came on, and his own face dominated the picture.

      “Fox, damn, this must be the best day of that young man’s life,” one guy in a well-tailored suit said.

      “Can you imagine how good it feels to win the Super Bowl? Cause I can’t,” replied the co-host.

      Bradley clicked off the TV. He didn’t need any more reminders about how awesome he should be feeling right now.

      With no other bright shiny things to dangle in front of his mind’s eye, his thoughts slipped to Heidi.

      Don’t say her name, he scolded himself instinctually, and then relented. He was too tired to fight the battle with her lingering ghost tonight, and she took over his brain.

      His thoughts raked over every inch of her body, which seemed to suck him in like a whirlpool. Those voluminous auburn curls. The aquamarine eyes, which always had a secret smile just for him. Then, his thoughts turned to her soft breasts, the dimples above her perky ass…

      Stop, he chastised himself.

      He’d already spent enough nights by himself, thinking of the way her body flowed smoothly from one portion to another. It was the only time he’d permitted her image to enter his brain.

      Now, though, the floodgates had been opened, and he was forced to reflect on how their relationship—or whatever it was—had ended. For the first time, he was able to face the truth: he’d done wrong by this woman. It was a shitty thought.

      “You fucked her over,” he said to himself angrily. “You liked her, and then you put an end to any future you might’ve had together. Nice job.”

      He saw, with clarity, how he always shut himself off from a stable relationship, how all of his one-night stands were just exercises in avoidance. If people got too close, he pulled away. The realization was even more painful because he had no idea how or why he’d become this isolated.

      Bradley understood that it wasn’t actually all his fault, this time around. Heidi had done some, well, shady shit. Like, for instance, not telling him she’d parted ways with Image-ine. What was he supposed to make of that?

      For what it was worth, he might’ve worked with her in spite of the fact that she was a freelancer. But the fact was that she’d hidden it, and after all their time together…that stung. The lack of transparency was what upset him, really. He’d been honest with her in ways that he’d never been with anyone else, yet she’d concealed a huge thing about herself.

      It had made him feel vulnerable.

      Could she have done what Todd and the lawyers accused her of? Could she have set up this whole scheme to profit twice, once from doing his media work, and then again from selling her stories to the gossip rags? He’d ruminated over this for weeks, and it was usually at this point in his train of thought that he’d decide to hit the gym again to distract himself.

      Because, when he really thought about it, he knew she couldn’t have done it. That just wasn’t the kind of person he’d fallen for.

      And if he’d had the chance to speak with her, if the legal team hadn’t passed down such firm no-contact instructions…what then? What might he have learned?

      He could’ve—at the very least—given her the opportunity to defend herself. After all they’d shared, he owed her that much. He’d tarnished all their perfect memories together by refusing her the basic right of telling her side of the story.

      Todd had assured him that Heidi would get the chance in court, but Bradley was skeptical. He’d hired, at Todd’s insistence, the best lawyers that money could buy. They’d paint her as such a villain that, by the time she got to speak her piece, the jury would already have turned against her.

      He didn’t try to kid himself that maybe she would’ve hired a good defense; he was pretty confident she was low on funds since he and his people had effectively ended her career.

      Neither of them had gotten closure, and he could feel it in his heart, like a hole had been torn open and healed poorly, without the aid of emotional stitches.

      Bradley couldn’t think about it anymore. His mind was careening into depression, and on the so-called Best Day of His Life, it was too much.

      Without anything else to do, he wandered to his bed, stripped down to his briefs, and sat on the edge of the mattress. He took a sip of water, and then queued up a podcast on his phone. He knew he wouldn’t be able to sleep without the sound of something to drown out his thoughts.

      Bradley listened to the entire podcast, which was on the way Genghis Khan had shaped history, and what lessons could be learned from his conquests. Ordinarily, he would have been asleep a quarter of the way in, but this time, he made it all the way through the hour. His phone went silent, having been set to stop playing podcasts after the current episode was over. He reached for it and reset the app so that it would play background noise throughout the entire night, non-stop.

      By the following morning, he’d listened to every podcast he had downloaded on his phone. The sleep had fallen somewhere between restless and non-existent.

      Wearily, he sat up in bed, confronted with a rather painful realization: he needed to get in touch with Heidi.

      It would be awkward. No, not just awkward—awfully, gut-wrenchingly miserable. It gave him stomach cramps just to think of potentially talking with her again. But it was the right thing to do.

      He knew that some part of him had to have answers, and she deserved closure as much as he did. For the first time in months, he felt like he was embarking on the right path. He felt like he was doing the emotionally responsible thing, which would make his mom just as proud as him winning the Super Bowl. Because it was what a true man would do—address issues, talk frankly, and be open to truth.

      Bradley grabbed his laptop. No time like the present to start a hero’s journey. He assumed that she’d blocked his number, so he began to look for her social media accounts. Every last one had been deleted. What the fuck?

      This would be a bad sign from anyone, but was even more alarming given that Heidi’s very livelihood revolved (at least in part) around being on social media. What did it mean, that her web presence had apparently vanished? He shook his head, discouraged and worried.

      He had saved her number in his phone, and decided that he had to give it a shot. Head spinning, he found her contact, and pressed ‘call.’ His heart was firmly in his throat, beating a mile a minute. Only seconds later, though, he heard a robotic voice say that the number he was trying to reach was no longer in service.

      Oh, God. Had she left the country? No, no couldn’t be that, you can’t leave the States when you have a pending court case. Maybe this was just a kind message from the phone company, which actually meant you’d been blocked by the person, but they wanted to let you down easy? A cursory web search on some chat boards told him this was not the case. Had she been harassed by his fans? Did they give her so much grief that she had to disconnect form the entire world, for her own safety and mental health?

      Growing increasingly concerned, Bradley made a last-ditch effort. He found the number of her apartment management company, and gave them a ring. A woman answered in a snarky voice and asked what he wanted.

      “Do you have any contact information for Heidi Morris?”

      “No,” she replied caustically.

      “She’s the woman that lives in apartment 2083?”

      There was a sigh on the end, and the sound of fingernails tapping on a keyboard.

      “No,” the receptionist said. “The tenant in 2083 is a Hernandez. No Morris.”

      “When did they move in?”

      “Few months ago,” she said lazily, clearly annoyed at the question blitz.

      He hung up without bothering to thank her, which wasn’t like him. He was swamped with fear for Heidi. She wouldn’t have moved out of her sweet digs unless shit had absolutely hit the fan.

      He reddened. Of course shit had hit the fan. He was a football star, the shining hope of American sports. He got out of media jams with relative ease; even when the going had gotten tough with Coach Simon a while back, he had been confident he’d come out okay. After all, people don’t care so much about your private morality when you’re winning them trophies.

      Heidi, on the other hand, was a “civilian,” so to speak. She didn’t have the insulation of a specific and wildly acclaimed skill set, or the backing of an enormous league with serious financial sway. Heidi was one woman, alone against a wall of hatred directed at her by everyone who thought they knew the full story.

      And he was the one who had abandoned her there.
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      “Okay, honey, need anything else?”

      Heidi turned to her father, smiled, and shook her head.

      “I’m good, Dad. You can stop worrying now.”

      “A father never stops worrying. It’s our full-time job.”

      He went to pull her into a hug, then awkwardly stopped, trying to maneuver his way around Heidi’s growing belly.

      “You can hug me, you know; I’m not gonna explode,” she said with a laugh.

      Gingerly, he reached back in, and this time, wrapped her in a full bear-hug. She nestled her head in the crook of his shoulder, using his shirt fabric to dry the tears that, unbeknownst to him, were welling in her eyes.

      Heidi had moved back in with her parents a few weeks back. To their enormous credit, when she’d called and told them the story—that she was flat broke, and the baby daddy was effectively MIA—they’d immediately started prepping her childhood room for her return.

      At first, she’d said that wouldn’t be necessary; maybe they could just give her a short-term loan? It was painful, being an adult and begging her parents for money. But no, they’d insisted she move home so that they could care for her. She reflected, for possibly the hundredth time, how damn lucky she was to have them as parents.

      Moving down to Miami hadn’t been hard; after all, there was nothing left for her in Orlando. Heidi had packed up her things, shoved them all into her car, and made the drive downstate only a day after speaking with her parents.

      Her previous apartment—the “nice” one, as she now thought of it—had come pre-furnished, so when she’d had to leave because money got tight, she’d had next to nothing to take with her. She’d moved into an unfurnished studio apartment in a less “nice” area, and had been scrambling, day and night, to find a job, but hadn’t had the time to acquire any furniture besides a mattress. It hadn’t been a good way to live, especially not with a baby on the way.

      So, yeah. She’d moved back to Miami. What else could she do? It was the healthiest choice for her unborn child.

      That was another thing she hadn’t expected: the responsibility of parenthood. Suddenly, the baby motivated each and every decision she made, from where to live all the way down to how much salt to put on her food. The immense change had happened overnight—no, in a second. The second she’d seen the positive sign on the stick, she’d known everything would be different.

      It had been strange moving back in with her parents. They still lived in her childhood home, which was absolutely gorgeous. The house was situated at the end of a cul-de-sac, the façade draped with enormous palm fronds. It was in a neoclassical Spanish style, with red brick and twisting iron-working. Her parents had decorated with taste, and she had been proud, as a kid, to show her friends just how nice her home was.

      Her bedroom was the best part, in her humble opinion. It had a deck, which was covered by a trellis holding up strings of climbing ivy, where she used to read by candlelight in the summertime. The bed was swathed in white chiffon, forming a canopy that blew in the slightest breeze. A row of dolls from around the world—she’d collected them on her travels—was perched atop the book shelf, which itself was a marvel, and packed to the gills.

      Thus, moving back in had been bittersweet. She loved her parents, and her home, but she couldn’t shake the feeling of isolation. How was it possible to live with the two people who loved you the most in the world, and still feel absolutely alone?

      Today, her dad had insisted on driving her to the clinic for her mid-pregnancy scan. She’d shaken her head, telling him he really didn’t have to, but Tom wasn’t hearing any argument. There was no point fighting her dad when he set his mind to something; he may have looked a little older and frailer now, but he still had the heart of a lion.

      They’d been in the beige waiting room for almost thirty minutes, and she was beginning to grow listless. Picking up yet another teen magazine, she thumbed through its pages, and stopped suddenly. In the centerfold was Bradley, taking up two whole pages with his wide shoulders and smirking grin.

      Heidi felt sick.

      “Hey, Dad,” she said shakily, “I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”

      He looked at her with worried eyes. “You look a little ill, kid, what happened?”

      “I think maybe just some morning sickness,” she lied.

      “Do you want me to help you there?”

      “Help me to the bathroom? Nah, I can still open doors by myself,” she said with a laugh, and kissed him on the forehead.

      Heidi crossed the waiting area, took the bathroom key off the wall, and went down the hall to the women’s restroom. Safely inside, she locked herself in a stall and began to shake, rocking back and forth, arms wrapped around herself for comfort.

      She had tried so hard not to think of Bradley today, and there he was, staring out of a glossy page, deep into her eyes. It wasn’t fair.

      Because, ultimately, he should be there. He should be holding her hand when she found out the gender of their baby, should brush her hair back with an affectionate look, overcome with love for the mother of his child. She scaled back her expectations to something reasonable: he should at least know that the baby existed.

      She’d tried to get in contact with him several times. Yeah, she knew she wasn’t supposed to do it, and that it put her court case in serious jeopardy, but whatever. He deserved to know. She also hadn’t told the lawyers her parents had hired when she’d at last told them the situation.

      They’d gleaned some of it from the press, she thought, and she’d divulged bits and pieces, but they hadn’t really put it together. When it all at last lined up—that his management had screwed up her career, that Bradley was the father—they’d refused to sit idly by.

      “We’re gonna fight this,” her mom had insisted. As a real estate lawyer, she had connections all over town, and most all of them owed her a favor.

      Dina Morris had assembled her daughter’s legal team in the span of only two days. Heidi had stopped trying to dissuade her parents from helping her. As a soon-to-be parent herself, she understood that she would take similarly drastic measures to keep her baby out of harm’s way.

      Running a hand over the back of her hair to smooth out the tangles, Heidi gathered her energy. She needed to be strong today—and every day for the rest of her life.

      Still emotionally wobbly, she unlocked the stall, and walked back to the waiting room. She found her father chatting amicably with another pregnant woman.

      “So, when are you due?” Tom asked.

      “Any day now,” the woman replied, smiling with a mixture of nerves and excitement.

      “Wonderful, just wonderful,” her dad said with a smile. He turned, hearing Heidi’s arrival, and asked, “Isn’t that wonderful, honey?”

      She loved how open-hearted a man he was, how he could find joy anywhere.

      “Yeah, Dad,” she returned, and to the stranger, said, “It’s wonderful.”

      Personally, Heidi was a little tired of receiving all this acclaim for a simple biological function. Once her stomach had begun to show, enough that people were no longer afraid to ask if she was pregnant (for fear that she wasn’t, and they’d made a terribly awkward mistake), they were startlingly free with their touch.

      Folks she’d never met would rub her stomach, as if she were a Buddha statue. Grandmothers on the street would stop to give her advice about keeping her hair shiny. In general, the pregnancy made her feel as though she were on display in a shop window, a thing for people to ogle at.

      Still, she appreciated that her dad was trying to bolster this woman’s spirits; she appeared to have arrived alone, and was shifting anxiously in her seat. Just then, a nurse popped her head out of the door.

      “Ms. Morris?”

      “That’s me,” Heidi said. She looked at her dad, and asked, “You coming?”

      “You think I drove you all the way here and I wouldn’t hold your hand through the appointment? As if.”

      She laughed at her dad’s attempt at slang, which was twenty years out of date. Classic.

      “Okay, then,” the nurse interjected, “The doctor will see you now.”

      Heidi took a deep breath and nodded.

      “I’ll lead the way,” Tom said, having clearly noted Heidi’s shaky inhales.

      The nurse opened the door wider, allowing her dad to pass through, and Heidi hung back for a moment. She lifted a finger in the direction of the nurse, indicating that she’d just be a second. Then, she turned to the other woman in the waiting room.

      “I just wanted to say,” she murmured to the stranger, “that it’s gonna be okay. I know I’m here with my dad, but…the baby’s father isn’t in my life, either. Not to be presumptuous, but—anyway. Good luck. You’ll do great.”

      The woman smiled back at her, and replied, “Thanks. From one pregnant girl to another…thank you.”

      Heidi nodded, and pivoted to follow the nurse through to the back of the office. She was glad she had said something.

      The nurse led her and her father to an exam room, where she was instructed to hop up on the paper-covered bed.

      “Lean back,” the nurse said. “Get comfortable.”

      She set a cup of water on a nearby table, and said the doctor would be in shortly.

      Tom tried to distract Heidi during the eternity it seemed to take for the doctor to arrive. He told bad jokes, read aloud from some of the pamphlets, making up ridiculous facts, and talked about the comings and goings of their various family friends. Heidi half-listened, just enough to nod in the right places, but didn’t participate much at all in the conversation.

      Thankfully, they were interrupted by a knock on the door before her dad could break out his “going down the stairs” mime routine. The doctor, a young man with rimless glasses and a thick mop of blond hair, greeted her with an extended hand.

      “Heidi Morris?”

      “Yes, hello, Doctor…”

      “Grant. Just call me Grant.”

      “And I’m her dad,” Tom offered. “Here for a little fatherly support.”

      “Nice to meet you, Heidi’s dad. Now,” Grant said, scanning a clipboard, “I see you’re almost five months along. How’d you like to know the baby’s sex?”

      Heidi grinned. “That’s kinda what I’m here for.”

      “Then let’s have a look!”

      He washed his hands in a nearby sink, then grabbed a tube of gel and squirted over her rounded belly. She flinched at the cold sensation.

      “Sorry, sorry,” he said, looking regretful. “I always forget to warn patients about the cold; it’s like the one thing I’m supposed to do.”

      She felt bad for this Grant, who was clearly new to the job.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she replied. “I’m tough.”

      He smiled back and turned on the ultrasound monitor, lifting the probe out of its holster.

      “Okay, here we go.”

      He rubbed the wand over her stomach and it slid back and forth in the jelly. Heidi felt as if her body had become an air hockey table, with the wand as a puck. The room was silent; even the normally chatty Tom had grown quiet with anticipation.

      “Well?” she asked, her voice breaking. “Is everything okay?”

      “Hm? Oh, yes, yes of course,” Grant replied. “Just perfect. You both are in great shape.”

      “And the gender…?” she questioned, trailing off.

      Tom tacked on a small drum roll to the end of her words.

      “You,” the doctor said, “are going to have a baby boy.”

      “Holy mackerel!” her dad cried with glee. “Honey, isn’t that great? Are you happy? Not that gender matters, but still! A healthy baby boy!”

      She forced a smile she didn’t feel. “Yeah, Dad. I’m super happy.”

      But she wasn’t, not really. Obviously, she was relieved to hear that the baby was doing well, that went without saying. Her heart ached, though, for Bradley. He should’ve been next to her, listening to the news while holding her hand.

      She could imagine him, strong guy that he was, letting a few tears escape. Knowing him, he would’ve had extensive opinions on what they should name a boy—maybe something formal, or perhaps an old family name. She thought tearfully of this moment that should have been theirs, that could never belong to the both of them.

      She kept up a strong front for her dad, and thanked Grant, all the while knowing that her facade of happiness was crumbling. Sooner or later, everyone would see the gaping hole in her heart.
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      Heidi groaned. She wasn’t prepared for the Herculean task that was rolling out of bed. She struggled and floundered, feeling altogether like a beached whale.

      And then her eyes snapped open. She’d almost forgotten what day it was.

      Suddenly, there was an urgency to her fumbling, and she struggled into a sitting position, leaning back briefly against the pillows with exhaustion.

      “Get up,” she said aloud. “You need to get up.”

      That was easier said than done at eight months pregnant. At her most recent check-up a few days ago, she’d asked the doctor if it was normal, this sheer size. He’d cocked an eyebrow and remarked that it was a little unusual, but only that it indicated that the baby was going to be quite large.

      “Is your…was, ah…the person who impregnated you…was he particularly tall?” Grant had asked.

      Yes, she’d thought sullenly, he was gigantic.

      Grant wasn’t particularly progressive for a young person, and appeared to have a hard time reconciling the fact that Heidi was having her baby without a partner being involved. She liked him all the same, and it was obvious that he was making an effort to keep her comfortable, but nevertheless, it did at times cross the line into grating on her nerves.

      Especially when he would say in passing how useful it would be to know more about the father, to be able to do a blood sample or a gene-sequencing. She had given up hope that he would drop the daddy subject, and there was no point in switching doctors this late in the game. That would be a bigger risk than her mild annoyance with his attitude.

      He couldn’t possibly fathom how badly she wanted to involve Bradley. Every time he brought it up, he inadvertently pricked her spirit and let happiness bleed out. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t play fantasy dream house. Her child needed a mother grounded in the here and now, not one who got caught up dreaming of a different life.

      Thus, it was to that end that she was going to court today, albeit reluctantly.

      A few months back, when her mother had first acquired her a team of lawyers, Heidi had vehemently maintained that she had worked for Bradley as an independent contractor, not an employee of Image-ine. Regardless, when they’d told her that it was in her best interest to settle out of court, Heidi had listened to their points.

      “You don’t want your child to be born under the cloud of a lawsuit,” one had offered.

      “Your mother,” another added, “mentioned there were some money troubles, and that you wanted to pay her back for our services, so—”

      “We think that, for your mental health and financial solubility, it’s in your best interest to settle,” the first explained.

      Heidi had been skeptical. No, more than skeptical. She’d been mad, and anxious, and confused, and totally lost. She’d understood that the legal team wanted what was best for both of their interests, but she was still out to sea on this one. Was it better to deal with a drawn out lawsuit, and potentially win back her pride (and some cash), or should she slink off quietly, and rid her life of this problem?

      She’d refused to fall victim to hubris, to the belief that, somehow, one woman telling the truth could change the almost inevitable outcome of Bradley’s triumph, were it to come to a full-fledged lawsuit. The system wasn’t designed for her to win; she didn’t have the money or the fame.

      Ultimately, she’d agreed to the settlement. It had taken her dignity down a few notches, to essentially admit a wrongdoing that she hadn’t, well, done. But her lawyers had advised it, and she’d had to concede that they knew best.

      At last, she arose from bed, stretched her arms, and took a minute to rub coconut oil over her swollen belly. Next, she waddled to her closet, which had become a daily battleground. It was a pity, actually; she used to take such comfort in running her hands across the soft silks and linens, watching the colors dance around one another.

      Sure, she’d gone out and bought maternity wear—it wasn’t as if she were walking around naked—but it was hard to convince herself to look cute when she felt like crap. Either her feet hurt, or her boobs ached, or her back was sore…whatever it was, it meant putting on a nice outfit had begun to feel as futile as fitting back into her old clothes.

      She’d bought a special outfit for today, though. Her mom had advised that Heidi underscore her beatific pregnancy to gain compassion from the jury. And Heidi had to admit, as much as the pregnancy had made her feel physically uncomfortable, it also seemed to transform her into an angelic-looking being.

      Her auburn hair, which had always been shiny, had started to bounce and gleam. Her skin radiated warmth with its newfound peachy undertones. Her face had become a little fuller, and it suited her well. In short, she looked the image of youthful health—even if she didn’t always feel it.

      With that in mind, she donned the cap-sleeved maxi dress in white linen that flowed over her stomach and pooled in waves around her feet. She had gone a bit literal with the Biblical imagery, but she was past caring. She braided the front sections of her hair and tied them back around her head to create a crown effect. Twirling in the mirror, she looked like an angel about to ascend.

      Heidi stopped and put her hand on her stomach.

      “Wish me luck,” she said to the child inside her.

      She floated down the stairs, and found her parents waiting anxiously in the kitchen. Tom was making pancakes with strawberries while Dina did a final read-through of some legal documents.

      “Wowza, my daughter’s a vision,” her dad crowed. Wiping his hands off on his apron, he moved towards her, arms outstretched.

      “Come on, Dad,” she said with a laugh, “I’m wearing all white. We both know you’re too clumsy to hug me without staining anything.”

      He opened his mouth as if to disagree, when Dina interjected.

      “How about I hug her, and say it’s from the both of us?”

      Tom relented, and Dina wrapped her daughter in her arms.

      “It’s gonna be fine, sweetie,” she whispered into Heidi’s ear while rubbing her back. “Just fine.”

      Heidi nodded, putting on a strong front. She pulled out of the hug.

      “Pancake time?” she asked hopefully.

      They sat down around the kitchen table and dug in. Heidi ate three servings, maple syrup and all; pregnancy was hungry work. At last, she wiped her mouth with a napkin, and turned to look at the microwave clock.

      “I think it’s time to go,” she said quietly.

      Wordlessly and in perfect unison, her parents stood. Tom grabbed the dishes and placed them in the sink, while Dina snatched the car keys from the living room.

      Only minutes later, they were piled into the family SUV, which had been around since Heidi was in high school. She felt a bit like a child now, the way she automatically sat in the back while the ‘grown-ups’ were in front.

      Even as I’m on my way to court to settle with my ex-lover, the father of my child, she thought with wonder, I still feel like a kid.

      The universe was funny like that.

      Soon—too soon—they had pulled up to the courthouse. She looked out her window and saw her lawyers waiting on the steps. One gave a nervous little wave.

      “Do you see any paparazzi?” she asked her parents, craning her neck.

      “No, dear, why would there be paparazzi?” her mother replied.

      She shook her head. Her parents’ nonexistent grasp on celebrity culture was impossible to surmount. Reluctantly, she opened the door and exited the vehicle, making her way up the steps to greet her legal team.

      “Hey guys,” she said vaguely, too stressed to come up with a more sophisticated greeting.

      They all anxiously chattered around her like a flock of birds, assuring her many times that there was nothing to be worried about. She reassured them half a dozen times that she was feeling okay, that she didn’t regret this decision. Nobody said you had to be honest with your lawyers.

      Together with her parents and the legal team, Heidi strode into the court house. This wasn’t a New York courthouse; for all that Orlando had developed, its institutional buildings remained unimpressive. The paint was peeling, and the ceiling had cracks. It felt like more like a dingy city college than a place of law.

      Was this where she was to have her final encounter with Bradley? On stained carpet, under bad lighting? How could such a (fleetingly) glorious relationship end with so little beauty or importance?

      Heidi scanned the rooms, looking for number 107. It was at the end of the hallway, next to some rusty water fountains. She grimaced and pushed open the doors, her less-than-glamorous entourage in tow.

      In the middle of the room was Gary, looking like he was out for blood.

      “Fuck you,” she muttered under her breath. Part of her hoped he would hear it.

      Her former boss was flanked on both sides by a group of mean-looking attorneys—neat, vicious images in perfectly tailored suits and impeccable crew cuts. She knew the type: ex-frat boys. All of them wore flashy cufflinks and slightly too-short ties. Her party, in contrast, looked mild-mannered, middle-aged and friendly. Not exactly the right team with which to oppose a pack of wolves.

      But that didn’t mean they were any good at their job. After all, Gary’s team were the sort who had sailed through college and law school on cocaine and veiled bribes to teachers. More often than not, they were all flash, no substance.

      Or so she hoped.

      She felt a pair of hands on her shoulders, and turned to see her mother, smiling optimistically.

      “It’s almost over,” Dina whispered. “You’ve been so strong, honey.” She hugged her daughter and added, “And ignore those dicks in the weirdly tight pants.”

      Heidi laughed openly, and the wolf pack turned to stare her down with narrowed eyes. She didn’t care; her mom was right. It was almost over. And that was a sad thought, but her life couldn’t keep going on as it was.

      The judge, a woman in who looked to be her early sixties, banged the gavel.

      “Are both parties ready to begin?”

      “Yes, your honor,” replied Heidi.

      “Yup,” Gary said.

      Even in court, he had the arrogant air of entitlement about him. He talked like a guy who already had a win in the bag.

      The judge eyed them. “Very well.”

      She paused, reviewing a sheaf of notes on her podium.

      “I’ll outline the intended proceedings of the court. Each party will have the opportunity to present their case. Parties are herewith to be identified as Ms. Morris, the defendant, and Mr. Hummel, the plaintiff. After the presentation, I will meet with Ms. Morris and Mr. Hummel individually. We will attempt to reach a settlement by the end of the business day, defined as five p.m. Eastern Standard Time. The settlement must be acceptable by both parties. Are there any questions?”

      Heidi and Gary shook their heads.

      “Very good, then we may—”

      In the middle of her sentence, she stopped abruptly. Everyone in the courtroom tilted their heads and furrowed their brows. Was that—? Yes. The distinct sound of running footsteps, a muffled shout.

      The judge turned sharply to a nearby security guard.

      “Ralph,” she said calmly, “can you please go investigate?”

      The man nodded and began bumbling towards the exit. Just then, the door swung open, and in its frame stood a breathless Bradley Fox.

      For only a moment, he locked eyes with Heidi. She gripped her stomach, and thinking she might faint, sat down on the bench behind her. A tall desk loomed in front of her, throwing shade on her belly and obscuring it from sight.

      Could it be? she thought wildly. Is he really here, in the flesh?

      But she knew this wasn’t a dream—it was reality. And so far, it looked like it might be a good one.

      “Bradley,” she said in an even voice, “what are you doing here?”

      “Yes,” interrupted the judge, obviously displeased at the lack of decorum in her court. “What are you doing here, Mr. Fox?”

      Bradley was about to open his mouth when she continued.

      “Never mind. Don’t tell me. Just exit my courtroom quietly, and I won’t have you arrested for disruption of the peace.”

      He’d arrived with a flurry of security on his tail, probably trying to stop him from running through a federal building like a mad man. One brave soul attempted to hand-cuff him, then, taking another look at Bradley’s towering frame, thought better of it. Bradley remained firmly planted.

      “Bailiff,” the judge began, voice dripping with annoyance. “Mr. Fox doesn’t appear to be moving anywhere. Please show him out.”

      The bailiff, as intimidated as the rest of the guards, moved cautiously towards Bradley. Bradley held up one large hand, indicating that he had better stop. The bailiff halted and swiveled his head to shoot a pleading look at the judge, as if to say, ‘Please don’t make me fight the best athlete in the country.’

      “I have new evidence, your honor,” Bradley said with a polite restraint. He tried to look her full in the face, but couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off Heidi. “It’s relevant to the impending settlement.”

      The judge sighed. “Mr. Fox, I’m kindly asking you to—”

      “No,” Bradley interrupted. “Not until I say my piece.”

      She threw up her hands. “Fine. Say what you will, but make it quick.”

      Bradley took a breath, and walked to the front of the room so that he could address her and both parties. Heidi felt her heart going a mile a minute, and was glad she’d taken a seat.

      “I’d like to take the court back to a few months ago,” he said. “I was wondering how Heidi—Ms. Morris—was doing. I felt badly about how I had left things between us, and I wanted to make it right.”

      He averted his eyes in shame. Heidi’s heart leapt higher into her throat.

      “So, against the advice of my lawyers, I began trying to contact her. No such luck. I tried social media, the telephone company, her old apartment, everything. I exhausted one resource after another. I began to wonder if she had simply dropped off the face of the Earth, and barely resisted the urge to hire a private eye. Don’t wanna look too crazy,” he added with a wink.

      “But then, then I started to wonder. This all felt…wrong. I was reevaluating the circumstances, and decided that it might be prudent to investigate the catalyst for these proceedings. In other words, I went back to the tape.”

      He didn’t need to explain what he meant by the tape. Everyone in the room was well-acquainted with the precipitating incident. Heidi guessed that about half of them had been forced to watch it to prep for the case, and the other half…well, the other half had probably watched it for fun.

      “Upon watching it for the first time, I noticed something odd. The girl in the video didn’t seem aware that there was a camera. Never once did she look in the direction of the filming device either to turn it on or to make sure that it was still taping. This gave me what I can only call a hunch, so I followed up on it.

      “I went to my bedroom, where the tape was filmed, and using pictures of the camera angles from the film, I figured out which wall it would’ve been mounted on. It was my bookshelf, which is bursting with stacks of graphic novels, mostly. The perfect place to hide a small recording device.

      “I began to take each book out, one by one, until I was two-thirds of the way down the shelf. I pulled out one large hardcover, and thought it looked unfamiliar. I opened it, and found that it was hollowed out, and that there was a camera in the middle. A hole had been drilled in the spine through which the camera could record.”

      He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a tiny camera, and held it up for the room to see. Everyone held their breath, waiting for the other shoe to drop. Bradley placed the device on the judge’s stand.

      “I’d like to enter this into evidence. I found this camera, in my room, hidden inside of a book. The camera, as I soon discovered, had wireless capabilities. It also remembered Wi-Fi networks it had previously been on, and there was only one network besides my own that it had utilized. The network was entitled ‘PartyHouzz134.’”

      Heidi heard a sucking in of breath from somewhere in the room, and looked in the direction of Gary’s legal team. Bradley continued, unperturbed.

      “That’s the personal Wi-Fi hotspot in my agent Todd’s office.”

      The entire court room gasped, Heidi included.

      “Meaning,” Bradley continued, “that the camera must belong to Todd.”

      He paused again, letting the drama radiate throughout the room. People on Gary’s legal team began whispering frantically to one another.

      “Well,” the judge said. “What are you implying?”

      “Nothing. Yet. First, I thought that it was impossible. Todd? One of my oldest associates, who’s known me since I was in college? Couldn’t be. But I knew in my heart that I had to follow up on the lead. I called a friend of a friend at Image-ine. I explained to them what I’d discovered, and they were willing to help.”

      Heidi surmised that he must be referring to Meredith. Though that also meant, by extension, that he considered Heidi a friend. Really? This man who—only months ago—had said he never wanted to see her again?

      “My insider recalled an old piece of office news, something she hadn’t thought was particularly relevant. Apparently, Gary had helped Todd quietly manage a scandal of his own a few years back, free of charge, with the understanding that it was a tit-for-tat deal, to be redeemed at a later date. In other words, Todd owed Gary a favor. And that’s when I put it together.

      “Todd set me up. That’s why the camera was there; that’s why the woman in the video didn’t try to blackmail me for it. Because Todd orchestrated the whole thing. He was supposed to make good on his and Gary’s deal. Todd would instigate a huge scandal for the wealthiest football player in the state, and Image-ine, under Gary’s lead, would swoop in to ‘help’ me. In the process, he stood to make millions, and bolster the reputation of his firm.”

      Everything hung in the balance. Bradley slowly approached the judge’s bench, and pointed at the camera.

      “I’d like to show you the final piece of evidence, if I may.”

      The judge nodded, as entranced as the rest of them.

      “Please open the camera menu and scroll to settings. Click ‘share media’, and then the first ‘outbox’ item you see there.”

      The judge followed his instructions, moving slowly and carefully, unfamiliar with the technology.

      “Could you please read what it says?”

      The judge nodded, and replied, “It just says, ‘You’re welcome. We got him.'”

      “And who is that addressed to?”

      “Some random number—448-903-7383.”

      While she was speaking, Bradley had taken his phone out of his suit coat, and dialed the numbers that she read aloud. Just as she finished, a cellphone rang from somewhere in the room. It rang several more times, until Bradley strode directly up to Gary, and while maintaining full eye contact with the man, reached into Gary’s pocket and took out the ringing phone.

      A modern-day smoking gun.

      The room was silent. Bradley stepped back from Gary and turned to Heidi. Her mouth fell open as they held each other’s gazes. He had saved her. After all this time, just when she’d thought she was alone in this world, as good as doomed—he had returned, and given her new hope.

      The judge spoke at last.

      “In light,” she said, “of this new evidence…”

      Her words hung in the air, as everyone waited for the verbal rollercoaster to go over the edge.

      “In light of this,” she continued, “I announce that the case is being thrown out.” The room erupted in cries. “Case dismissed.”

      “This is fucking bullshit!” screamed Gary, growing red in the face.

      His army of frat lawyers nodded furiously, but did nothing. Turns out they, as Heidi had suspected, were useless.

      From her seat, Heidi lazily called to the other end of the room, “Thanks for everything, Gary. And give your ex-wife my regards.” She shot him a huge grin.

      He began to shout incoherently, while Todd approached Bradley, apparently in the hopes of some reconciliation.

      Bradley narrowed his eyes, and Todd backed away, knowing this was a fight he couldn’t win. Todd moved to one side of the courtroom and punched the wall.

      “All right,” the judge roared, seeing Todd’s rage. “We’re done here. Guards, please escort the plaintiffs and their team out. If they give you any trouble, feel free to use handcuffs.”

      “Fuck you,” Gary yelled.

      “I’ll see you back here in 30 days, Mr. Hummel,” she shot back. “For contempt of court.”

      The retinue of Gary, Todd, and their lawyers were roughly led out by the slew of guards, who seemed more than happy to manhandle them. Not to mention, all of them had recognized Bradley, and their eyes had gone saucer-like with hero-worship. Bad idea to cross America’s real-life superhero. The judge followed the unhappy fray out of the room.

      Still dazed, Heidi thanked her lawyers for their support and said they were free to go. She turned back to her parents, who were waiting in the public pews.

      “I love you guys,” she said softly.

      “We’re so happy for you, honey,” her dad replied. Her mom nodded and smiled.

      Heidi indicated Bradley with her chin, and her mom, always the one to pick up on social cues, got the hint.

      “Er, Tom,” she said. “I think we best clear out of the room.”

      “But our little girl just won—”

      “Tom,” she repeated, gesturing unsubtly in Bradley’s direction. Tom’s lips formed a surprised ‘O.’

      “Yup, yeah, let’s get out of here,” he said clumsily.

      With more smiles, her parents hugged her goodbye and left the room, both of them giving Bradley a once-over as they passed by. Even though he’d essentially just saved her life, her parents were still protective.

      Bradley hadn’t budged in the last few minutes; he’d remained with his eyes locked on her the whole time.

      At last, they were alone. Bradley was the first to break the silence.

      “Heidi,” he breathed.

      She struggled up from her seat and watched as his eyes widened in shock.

      “You’re, you’re…” He stumbled over the words.

      “Pregnant.”

      Heidi walked towards him, her white dress floating behind her, looking for all the world like a Greek goddess. Bradley looked her up and down, eyes wide, and lips struggling to form a question.

      “Is it…” He paused and gulped.

      “Yes,” she said with a nod. “It’s yours. Sorry, I mean he is yours.”

      She saw a tear leave Bradley’s eye and trace down his cheek. Tentatively, she walked closer to him, until they were only a few feet apart, her stomach accentuating the little space between them.

      “Are those happy tears?” she asked nervously.

      He laughed.

      “Are you kidding? Of course they are,” he said. “Heidi I…I couldn’t be any happier.”

      Emotions flooded through her, as she thought with relief that this was exactly what she had wanted—this recognition, this mutual joy.

      “I thought about contacting you,” she said hurriedly. “Only I didn’t want to make the lawsuit any tougher; my lawyers were already telling me not to—well, and I thought you didn’t want to see me, and—”

      “No, Heidi,” he interjected gruffly. “This is my fault, and my fault alone. I should never have believed them.”

      He hesitated and closed the remaining distance between them, until his abs were lightly touching the sheer fabric across her round belly.

      He continued, “All I want—maybe all I’ve really wanted, ever—is you. Just you. And your forgiveness. And, wow, our baby.”

      “Oh, God,” she sobbed, “I’ve missed you.”

      “I’ve missed you, too,” he whispered, and pulled her into an embrace that was more than just an embrace—it was a reconciliation, a show of true love.

      Heidi wanted to stay in his arms forever, thinking, This is where I belong.

      But she had to pull back suddenly, because a resounding pang had just shot through her stomach. She doubled over, wincing.

      Anxious, Bradley asked, “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Heidi let out two quick pants, and then looked at the ground. There was a pool of water between her legs.

      “Bradley,” she gasped. “I think I’m in labor.”
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      Heidi faltered, swayed, and fell into Bradley’s arms. He caught her smoothly, and sat her back down on the bench.

      “I’m calling an ambulance,” he said frantically, reaching for his phone.

      “Don’t be silly,” she replied with some effort. “There’s a plan for this, and it does not involve an ambulance ride. My parents are in the lobby; take me to them.”

      He nodded and followed the instructions. Apparently, Mr. Big and Brave got a little meeker in the presence of a woman delivering a child.

      Heidi insisted that he let her walk, but he wrapped his arm under her armpit and around her with such vigor and insistence that he was nearly carrying her.

      With uneven steps, they at last arrived in the lobby, where Tom and Dina stood waiting. Dina took one look at Heidi and understood.

      “Tom,” she said calmly, “pull the car around front.”

      “But it’s parked three lots over—”

      “Our daughter is in labor.”

      Tom’s eyes went wide with recognition. “Oh.”

      Poor Dad, Heidi thought. Always a little late to the game.

      “Dad, it’s okay. Bradley’s driver is right down the steps; I’m gonna have him take me. I don’t think we have enough time to get your car.”

      Dina looked at Bradley long and hard with scathing eyes. It was clear that she wasn’t quite ready to forgive him for the months of pain he’d inflicted on her daughter. If Bradley wanted to stick around, he’d have to work his way back into her good graces.

      “I’ve already texted my driver,” Bradley offered. “I can get her to the nearest hospital in under five minutes.”

      Slowly, using precious time, Dina nodded, and in doing so took the first step on the road to forgiveness.

      “All right,” Dina said cautiously. “But you’d better keep her safe.”

      “I swear to God, I will.”

      Heidi stepped in, anxious to speed up the process.

      “Mom, Bradley—if I’m gonna have this baby in a hospital, we need to move. Now,” she hissed as a contraction ripped through her abdomen.

      There was a chorus of ‘yes, okay!’ and then Tom and Dina jogged out to their car, and Bradley and Heidi to his.

      Sure enough, the driver was waiting as close to the curb as he could get. Soft meditation music was already flowing through the car speakers; Bradley had thought of everything.

      Bradley climbed in the back, then helped pull Heidi in alongside him. He put her hand in his, and instructed her to squeeze every time it hurt. For a guy that, less than two hours ago, didn’t know he had a kid on the way, he was doing this whole delivery thing remarkably well.

      Fatherhood suits him, Heidi mused happily.

      She squeezed his hand, but not for the pain. In fact, he seemed to be the only anesthetic that she needed.

      Bradley’s presence was slowly but surely healing the emotional scrapes and bruises of so many months. The longer he sat by her side, and whispered words of encouragement, the more she knew he would stay there. Maybe forever. His murmuring became rhythmic, calming.

      Only once did she have a painful pang, and she let out a whimper.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” he said, turning her chin, with one finger, to face him. “Look in my eyes. Just focus on them. Take a breath.”

      And she did. Long, hungry looks, deep inside those rings of mossy green, past the lakes of emerald, into the spirals of jade, down to the small pupil that darted back and forth across her face, ensuring that she needed nothing else. She could’ve answered his eyes’ question: she needed nothing else.

      She knew happiness, and it was in his arms.

      They pulled up to the emergency entrance of the hospital faster than Heidi had thought possible; she suspected the driver was making up new rules of engagement for maneuvering on the road, and was grateful they hadn’t been stopped by the police. She and Bradley didn’t need any more crazy paparazzi stories in their relationship. Wait, is that what they’d just become, wordlessly?

      Heidi didn’t have time to think about it—she had a baby to bring into the world.

      Hospital staff in the lobby saw Heidi stumble out of the car, holding her stomach, and immediately rushed out a wheelchair into which they bundled her.

      Bradley raced out behind her, grabbed one of the nurses by the shoulder, and said something into his ear. The man looked skeptical, then stared into Bradley’s face with sudden, dawning recognition, and nodded.

      “All right,” he said to Bradley. “Push her chair and follow us.”

      They chugged through the hospital, turning through one corridor after another.

      “Bradley,” Heidi groaned. “Are we gonna make it in time? This hallway seems infinite.”

      “Yes, I’m sorry, we’ll make it.”

      “Where are we going?”

      He swallowed a little, and flushed.

      “I, uh, got you a private suite. I hope that’s okay.”

      She raised her eyebrows, astonished.

      “It’s okay,” she said nonchalantly, and then broke into a grin, unable to contain her delight.

      Bradley saw the smile sweep across her face, and returned it with one of his own.

      After an elevator ride and one more long hallway, the little posse arrived at a door that was the only one in sight for a few hundred feet.

      “I just asked them for the biggest one they had. It’s possible I overdid it,” Bradley mumbled in her ear.

      She didn’t care; frankly, she was equally as excited to have his lips that close to her ear once more.

      The nurse unlocked the door and escorted them inside. Bradley had, in fact, overdone it. The suite was massive, easily the size of two luxury master bedrooms packed into one. Actually…

      “It’s almost as big as our Edenix suite,” Heidi murmured, unthinkingly.

      Bradley, catching the words, glanced over at her, anxiety clouding his eyes.

      “That’s a good thing,” she added, and saw that his shoulders relaxed. It was clear that he cherished the memories, too.

      More nurses arrived and ushered Heidi onto the bed, and she rested back on the pile of pillows, staring out the large windows that overlooked a park. She knew she’d been doing those pregnancy exercises very diligently, but she still hadn’t anticipated things going quite so smoothly.

      The door opened, and a doctor entered. She waltzed in, confident, clipboard in hand.

      “Mrs. Fox?” she asked, surveying the papers.

      “Oh, uh, no. He’s just…”

      Heidi stopped mid-explanation. How could she possibly explain the last few months to this stranger?

      Suddenly, she was transported back to the Bahamas, where everyone had assumed she and Bradley were married, and kept giving them couple’s massages.

      She giggled at the memory, and met Bradley’s eye, scrutinizing his face to see if he’d gotten the joke. Possibly, but what she could mostly see there was joy. There was worry there, too, but mostly joy.

      “Call me Heidi,” she finished finally.

      “Okay, Heidi.” The doctor nodded. “Are you ready to do this?”

      “Yes, Doc. I feel good.”

      The doctor raised her eyebrows, skeptical. “Really?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then you,” the doctor said with surprise, “are one of the toughest women who’s ever been in this room.”

      She, Heidi and Bradley laughed together at that, Heidi and Bradley perhaps a bit more so. The doctor couldn’t possibly know the extent of Heidi’s strength. These past few months had shown it.

      Getting pregnant by a man she was forbidden from contacting, losing her job, going broke, and moving back in with her parents, all while facing multiple lawsuits? Yeah, Heidi was tough all right. Giving birth? Please. Only yesterday, she’d wondered if the child she was about to deliver would ever know his father. And now, here they were, together—a team, comfortably waiting for said child to arrive.

      There was some teeth-gritting, more than a few sharp yelps of pain, but mostly, Heidi’s labor was as smooth and easy as giving birth can be. The nurses marveled at her chutzpah, but she shrugged it off with a blush. It was just luck, and long overdue luck at that. After only a few hours of labor, she gave one last groan of effort, and felt an exodus from her body.

      The doctor and nurses lifted up a small bundle from between Heidi’s legs that she couldn’t see, and carried it gently across the room.

      “We’re just cleaning him up,” the doctor called over her shoulder. “You’ll have this little champ back in a moment.”

      Heidi breathlessly turned to Bradley, and realization dawned: he’d been by her side through the entire time. The discovery filled her with warmth and love. His hand was still firmly in hers, squeezing carefully. She suspected he didn’t want to squeeze as tightly as he could.

      Bradley grabbed a towel from a nearby table and began to tenderly dab at the sweat that glistened on her forehead.

      “How do you feel?” he asked uncertainly.

      Heidi paused and took full stock of her body, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head.

      “Actually,” she replied, laying her hand over his, “I feel wonderful.”

      He grinned. “You were a superstar. I heard the doctor whisper that you oughta be studied as a modern medical marvel.”

      Heidi giggled and shooed away the compliment. Just then, from across the room, she heard a squeal, a shriek, a cry. Leaning on Bradley’s hand, she propped herself up on the pillows, anxious at hearing her baby wail.

      “Doctor,” she asked loudly, “is he okay?”

      The doctor and nurses swiveled around from their spot in the corner, and began to make their way back to Heidi and Bradley.

      “You have a perfectly healthy baby boy,” the doctor said warmly.

      She came to a stop in front of Heidi’s bed, and very gently shifted his weight from one arm to the other as she prepared to hand him off.

      “Careful. He’s pretty, uh, enormous for his age. 22 inches, 10 pounds, actually.”

      Out of the corner of her eye, Heidi saw Bradley beam with pride. Healthy and huge? Yep, this kid would be an athlete.

      The doctor at last passed the baby over to Heidi, whose entire world slowed down and came to revolve around the child in her arms. He settled onto her chest, which was still a little slippery with sweat. She ran a single finger over his head, which was covered in soft black hair, and then shifted so that she could see his face.

      Her heart stopped dead. He was perfect, a tiny replica of his father. Bright green eyes, pink little lips.

      “You’re my favorite person,” she said to him, and meant it.

      Nothing mattered anymore, nothing besides this boy and his happiness. She’d kill for him or die for him. It was revelatory, to feel her heart expand to envelop another person so wholly; it was unexpectedly divine.

      Their son gurgled back at her, lips spreading into the tiniest grin she’d ever seen. Was that really a smile, so soon?

      “He’s got his father’s smirk,” Heidi said to Bradley, laughing.

      Bradley had stood, astonished, looking at the little creation, afraid almost to touch the perfect, tiny being.

      “May…may I hold him?” he asked tentatively.

      “Of course. He’s as much yours as he is mine.”

      Heidi scooted over in her wide bed, careful not to jostle the baby. She patted the newly vacated area next to her, gesturing for Bradley to sit. He sat on the side of the bed and swung his legs over. They sat stilly, side by side, staring at their child.

      “You’re gonna want to hold him by the butt, and support his neck. Cradle him close to your chest,” Heidi instructed.

      “I actually helped look after a lot of kids in my town when I was younger,” Bradley replied with a little puff of his chest. “I’m pretty good with babies.”

      Heidi smiled internally at this reveal, thinking that he seemed equally proud of his time as a caretaker as his Super Bowl win.

      The man’s definitely complex, she thought as she passed over their child, shifting him from mother to father.

      Bradley took him, and held him tight to his chest, instinctively protective. How did such big arms hold something so small with such gentleness? It was like seeing a lion hold its cub by the scruff of its neck and tenderly carry it through plains and valleys. Heidi was witnessing something primal, something deeply loving, and she appreciated it boundlessly.

      “Bradley,” she said softly, “we need to give him a name.”

      “Oh. Right. Of course.” Bradley’s brows furrowed, and a stressed look briefly crossed his face. “Are you asking—”

      “I want you to help name him. I want him to go by something that we decided on, together.”

      Bradley looked up from his light cooing over the baby, and into Heidi’s eyes. He didn’t ask her what that meant, but she hoped he understood the implication all the same.

      “Well,” he said thoughtfully, “maybe something from your family?”

      “My family has kind of, um, traditional names. Like Tom.”

      “Speaking of which, where are your parents?” Bradley asked with sudden urgency, realizing he had forgotten all about them.

      “Oh, they’re in the hallway,” she said. “I think I’ll ask one of the nurses to put him in a crib and take him to see them.”

      “You don’t wanna, um, introduce him to them?”

      She sighed. “Later, I will. But first, we need to decide on a name. Then, I think we’d better, y’know, talk.”

      Bradley nodded. There was a lot they needed to talk about.

      “I think,” she said, switching subjects, “the name Isaac would fit. It’s strong, sturdy, classic. A name that works no matter who he becomes.”

      “It’s perfect,” Bradley agreed. “Would you mind if I gave him a middle name?”

      “I’d love that,” she said honestly.

      “In Hawaii, Kanē is the name of the god of creation. It’s a big, powerful name, but I think he’s going to be a big and powerful man.”

      Heidi felt water on her cheek, and realized she had let slip a tear at the beauty of Bradley’s suggestion, and what a strong legacy her child would carry.

      “Yes,” she whispered to him, “Isaac Kanē.”

      Bradley moved the baby between the two of them, so that each parent could see his big green eyes, staring up at them in amazement. Silence filled the room as the little family reveled in their joy.

      At last, Bradley broke the quiet, whispering in awe, “Isaac Kanē.”

      They could’ve stayed in this blissful position for months, but after some time, Heidi remembered how anxious her parents must be. She couldn’t leave them sitting out there waiting. She clicked the nurse’s button by the side of her bed, and moments later one of the nurses stepped into the room.

      Another perk of a private suite, she thought happily.

      To the nurse, she said, “Could you please put him a crib, and wheel him out to my parents, his grandparents? They’ll be wanting to meet him.”

      The nurse nodded. “Oh yes,” she said. “They’ve been pacing the halls for hours, and your mother’s been asking for updates every five minutes.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like them, all right.”

      The nurse took Isaac from Bradley’s arms, and his face fell as he watched his son get placed in a crib and carted off.

      “Will he be okay, do you think?” Bradley questioned nervously.

      “Well, he’s got to leave our sides sometime. Unfortunately, we can’t just watch him for the rest of his life.”

      “Oh, just you wait—I’m gonna have cameras installed in every damn inch of our house. I’ll get a monitoring app so we can check on him at all times, and…”

      Bradley pulled up short, realizing the implication: that they would all live together.

      “I love the sound of that,” Heidi said with a chuckle, “But first, catch me up on the past few months of your life. What have you been doing since…”

      She broke off, unable to say the words, to recall the full extent of their mutual pain. Bradley sat up in bed and rubbed a hand over his forehead; the memories clearly hurt him, too.

      “Well,” he began shakily, “you heard a lot of this in court. Stop me if I’m repeating myself.”

      “I don’t care if you do.”

      “Okay…so you know the part where my lawyers tried to shut down communication. They handed down strict orders—don’t contact you, or else. At first, I was happy to follow orders. Honestly, I didn’t want to talk to you at all anyway.” His face pulled into a grimace.

      “That’s okay,” she comforted. “I understand.”

      “I just—and this is my fault—but I thought what they were saying was true. That you’d set me up to turn a profit, had faked what we had…I can’t believe I ever doubted you.”

      “Hey, the guys you’d listened to your entire adult life were saying I was bad people. I get why you listened to them. I mean, I was basically a stranger.”

      “Thank you for saying that,” he replied. “I appreciate the sentiment. But you weren’t a stranger. Not to be presumptuous…I just felt like I knew you better than I knew myself. We only had those relatively few weeks in the Bahamas, sure, but…”

      Heidi interrupted him, anxious to save him the embarrassment of thinking he was alone in this.

      “I understand,” she said eagerly. “I felt the same way. Like you fit me.”

      He brushed some strands of hair back from her face and let his hand linger on her cheek.

      “Yes, that’s it,” he said hoarsely. “You fit me.”

      She pressed her cheek into his rough palm, loving the feeling of the two textures clashing.

      “You were telling me about the lawyers,” she reminded him.

      “Right. So, eventually, a few months in, I started wondering, just what it would be like to reach you. To hear your side of things, uninterrupted. I went on a wild fucking goose chase; every number or scrap of contact info was a dead end. I thought maybe I was going insane, or that I had dreamed you up.”

      “It’d be pretty hard for you to sue an imaginary person,” she laughed, then regretted the joke as she saw his face crumble. “No, no, I’m kidding, Bradley. I’m not taking the lawsuits personally. I get that you were manipulated.”

      He nodded, and then bowed his head, ashamed.

      “I should’ve done better,” he mumbled. “I don’t deserve to be in our child’s life. I don’t—”

      “Don’t say that,” she interrupted softly. “You belong in his life…if you want to be in it.”

      “Oh, Heidi, I do. I’ve never wanted something so badly,” he said lowly, his voice deep with emotion. “But only if you can forgive me for the way I acted these past months.”

      “There’s nothing to forgive.”

      “Please,” he asked simply.

      Heidi took a breath, and said those magic words: “I forgive you.”

      Bradley smiled, a weight lifting off his shoulders. The lines in his forehead ironed out, and those eyes no longer looked like stormy seas, but instead placid waters.

      “Heidi, I’m so grateful. To be in his life, to get a chance at fatherhood. But…” He faltered. “I have something else to ask you. And if the answer’s no, please understand that I’ll get it, and it doesn’t change my desire to be a father. Okay? I just couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t at least try.”

      Heidi, perplexed, replied, “What is it? You’re scaring me a little.”

      “Oh, no, that’s not what I meant to—I’m sorry.” He stopped and focused. “What I want to know…is…could I be in your life not just as Isaac’s father, but as your boyfriend? Could we give what we had a real shot?”

      Heidi’s eyes went wide, and her mouth dropped open.

      “And,” he added hurriedly, “if all the lawsuits, and all my fuckups, have made that impossible, I was serious. I understand.”

      Bradley searched her face, trying to deduce what emotions lay beneath.

      He continued nervously, “But if, by some remarkable chance, you feel the same way, I want to give us a shot.”

      “Yes,” Heidi said intensely. “Yes, Bradley. Yes to trying a life together.”

      As if they were two magnets pulled together, Heidi and Bradley found themselves locked in an embrace, the hospital sheets twirled around their legs. Lips found lips, hands found hair, necks curled and dove, swan-like.

      She kissed him to make up for the time they’d been robbed of, kissed him to drink in that scent, and kissed him to embark upon their future. She kissed him more soulfully than he had ever been kissed before.

      “Heidi Morris,” he said, lips running over her ear and down her neck, “I love you.”

      She gasped at the sensation of his mouth, which she’d missed more than she’d even suspected.

      “Bradley Fox,” she replied, tugging him closer, “I love you, too.”

      “What do you say to spending the rest of our lives together?”

      “Let’s,” she said simply, and brought his mouth back up to meet hers.

      They fell back onto the pillows of the bed, two souls in heaven.
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      Bradley stood back and looked at his work with satisfaction.

      Not bad, he thought smugly. Not bad at all.

      He’d used up all the tinsel, so had moved on to pine leaves, and then when those were down, got the fake blankets of snow that were made out of soft cotton. On the fireplace was a small diorama of a train passing through a snow-covered town. It even had miniature people and sheep.

      He had set it up only on Saturday, but by Monday, Isaac had insisted it was his favorite thing in the whole wide world, and that it needed to be left up all year, not just for Christmas. What he’d actually said was a little closer to “Goo ga baba,” but Bradley knew by the delight in his eyes and the way he tried to eat all the toy buildings that he loved it.

      Heidi had moved in after Isaac Kanē was born, and the seven months since had been pure magic. Their son had been a heavy sleeper thus far—though, who knew what the terrible twos would bring—and generally, every morning of their life looked like the best day of someone else’s.

      Bradley woke up first, always, and watched her peacefully slumbering. “Rise and shine, Sleeping Beauty,” he’d whisper as he kissed Heidi’s forehead, in what had become his morning catchphrase.

      They would throw on workout clothes—or try to; sometimes it would take them a little longer to get started, because Bradley would see her naked in the dawn light and need to postpone the run for some other types of exercise.

      After that, they would gingerly lift Isaac Kanē from his crib, his little fists waving around at the disturbance. If he was hungry, Heidi would feed him, but usually, he fell back asleep by the time he was settled firmly in the stroller.

      Together, with a speaker strapped to the stroller, often playing classic rock, they’d jog out of the side door and onto one of the nearby streets. The palm fronds did little to protect from the glaring sunlight, so they got early starts, before the sun had come fully into the sky.

      They’d run, pushing Isaac, for a three-mile lap, and arrive home barely out of breath. Bradley might technically have been the athlete, but Heidi was also in killer shape; she’d strapped her sneakers back on only a few weeks after giving birth.

      When they got back home, Isaac would be wide awake and ready to play. They coddled him, kissed him, cooed over every new ability (look, a laugh!) and so on. Any small sign of advancement in his developmental progress would leave them beaming for hours.

      Bradley had, at the advice of his new agent, joined social media, and all he posted were pictures of Isaac in various outfits and activities. Fans grumbled—where were the football training pics? The shirtless cover photos?—but Bradley was immune to their whines.

      And when the family went away for weekend retreats, as they so often did, the new agent, Bob, would take over the feed. Technically, that would be Heidi’s job as Bradley’s PR manager, but neither wanted their getaways interrupted by the internet. Besides, Bob had a good handle on things.

      He was an older guy, a bit new to social media, but great at finding sponsors for Bradley and coordinating with Heidi to ensure they fit the “new image.” A true image, as it so happened—one of domestic bliss as a proud papa.

      All the new sponsors had also helped finance their house in Miami, where they’d moved after Bradley got transferred to the Miami Eels. There were days when he missed the boys from the Sharks, and the years they’d played together, but Miami was so much more fun that he didn’t see a point in complaining.

      There was a beach at the edge of their property, quite close to where they docked their speedboat. The boat, named ‘Surely Temple,’ had been a gift to Heidi after Isaac was born. She’d claimed that the labor had been a straightforward one, and thus didn’t warrant a gift, but Bradley had allowed no argument on the subject.

      Besides, he liked seeing her face when they were on the water; she lit up from within, and stuck her head off the boat to feel the breeze, like a puppy leaning out the car window. They’d gotten Isaac a little inflatable jacket, and would drive out to the middle of the ocean, where they’d sit as a family with a picnic, watching the sunset.

      And, besides Miami being an all-around better time, the Eels were no slacks. In fact, Bradley’s intuition told him they may well be posed to go all the way to the Super Bowl. He kept these thoughts private, though; he didn’t want to jinx anything.

      Heidi, with all the media drama behind her, had seamlessly slid back into her PR career. It helped that they were out of Orlando, which had become toxic. In Miami, she was able to network with ease, no trail of dirty laundry hitched to her heel.

      It also didn’t hurt that she’d gotten all 53 of Bradley’s new teammates onto her roster. Even though she could only work part-time because of the baby, business was booming, so much so that she was trying to persuade Meredith to move down to Miami and help her run things.

      The team loved her, and jokingly told Bradley that he was good and all, but they were more grateful for his awesome wife. Bradley was equally amazed watching her multitask, going out for drinks with potential new clients and still getting home in time to put Isaac to bed.

      So, here they were, present day—Christmas morning. All last-minute house prep had been finished, stockings hung from the fireplace, etc. They had a real, rustic working fireplace in this house; in the move, they’d decided to find a home that was a little more family-friendly and a little less modern bachelor pad.

      Eventually, they’d settled for a massive colonial with distinct Spanish influences. There were rose bushes, a swimming pool with colorful painted tiles, and a winding stairwell through the center of the house. It had been built in the 1920s, and there were hidden passageways, a remnant of prohibition. Down the line, there would be plenty of places perfect for hide-and-seek with Isaac when he was old enough to walk.

      It turned out that ‘Winter Wonderland’ was a totally unrealistic theme for a Spanish-influenced house in Florida. Heidi and Bradley didn’t care, though; their son would get a snow-covered Christmas, even if that snow was just cotton.

      They were on their deep blue velvet couch in front of the fireplace, Bradley balancing both his coffee and a squirmy Isaac.

      “Present time?” Heidi asked eagerly.

      Bradley looked at her, giddily bouncing on her toes in a silk robe, her hair tied up in an effortless bun. She looked as if she belonged on a balcony in France, with a croissant in hand and a view of the Eiffel Tour behind her.

      Perhaps I should take her there, he thought absently.

      Instead, he replied, “Present time!”

      ‘Present time’ promised to be good this year; they’d received gifts from around the world. Fans, friends, interested business partners—all had sent Heidi and Bradley some Christmas token.

      Heidi pranced over to the enormous tree (it topped out at least nine feet high) and Bradley chuckled, following behind, baby in his arms.

      “I’m glad you’re so excited,” he said to her.

      She looked at him and admitted, “I love presents.”

      He snickered, and then unable to resist, let loose a booming laugh.

      “What?” she asked bashfully.

      “No, nothing, it’s just—you don’t usually seem to care about, like, worldly goods.”

      “I don’t. I, um…” she trailed off, blushing. “I really like surprises. I know it’s a little childish.”

      He grinned and pulled her in for a light peck on the cheek.

      “I think it’s adorable,” he said.

      “Good, because I’m about to tear into these presents.”

      And so she did. With the three of them, one happy little family, sitting around the tree, they began to dig through piles of gifts, and unwrapped an impossibly large assortment of treasures.

      Isaac looked on, cooing happily, but was too young to comprehend the celebration. Nevertheless, Bradley knew both he and Heidi felt the milestone of their first Christmas together, even if the baby didn’t.

      From out of the gift bags and wrapped boxes came champagne, gift cards, silver serving dishes, hand-knit sweaters, candles, lotions, jewels—on and on and on. Heidi grinned at each and every one, her face lighting up.

      Bradley noted that, out of all the lavish items, the ones she seemed to like most were the handmade things or gag gifts. She fell to pieces laughing over a pair of slippers in the shape of s’mores, and was ecstatic to find in one box an inflatable pool toy in the shape of Bradley’s face.

      Is that a thing for sale now? Bradley wondered with some incredulity. I hope not.

      At last, Heidi collapsed to the floor, exhausted from her fits of merriment. Bradley lifted Isaac from his own arms onto Heidi’s chest, and watched as mother and son cuddled in a pile of presents. Was it possible to be this happy?

      “Dear,” he said lightly, “would you like your present from me?”

      “Can I have it while lying on the floor? I am…very comfortable.”

      He snorted. “It fits in my back pocket. Sort of.”

      At that, he reached into his pants and pulled a few folded pieces of paper out. He lifted Isaac off of Heidi’s chest, and filled the new blank space with the papers.

      “Merry Christmas, my love,” he said softly.

      She read the pages, still a little worn out from the excitement of all the presents. Suddenly, she sat straight up, like a mummy emerging from a tomb in old horror flicks.

      “Bradley,” she asked shakily, “what is this?”

      “That, is the deed to your new building.”

      She searched his eyes, trying to discern if he was kidding. He was not.

      “Why did you by me an entire freaking building?”

      He smiled. “If you read closer, you’ll see it’s actually an office building. For when you get your PR firm up and running, full time.”

      “But it’s huge!”

      “Yeah,” he replied, “because I know you’re gonna be a big deal. I figured the company will grow into it.”

      “Oh my God,” she stammered. “I love you. Thank you, darling. This is the most thoughtful gift I’ve ever received. I hope I’m worth it.”

      She crawled over to him and smacked a big kiss on his lips. A naughty grin crossed her face.

      “Let me put Isaac down,” she said, “and then I can give you your gift. I’ll be back in five.”

      She hoisted the baby out of Bradley’s arms and skipped out of the room. Bradley looked on, confused.

      Where is this going? he wondered.

      While Heidi was gone, he sifted through the pile of gifts, amazed at the sheer quantity. After all that playboy bullshit, people the world over still liked him. That was a really, really good feeling—to know that he hadn’t screwed everything up.

      Bradley was opening a box of French truffles when he heard footsteps. Looking up, his mouth dropped wide open.

      Heidi was wearing wildly sexy lingerie—all black, satin, and lace. The sheer bra cupped her breasts, which had swelled in size since having Isaac, and almost revealed the pink nipples he liked so much. There was an inch of fabric covering her crotch, and what a tantalizing inch it was. She had even put on five-inch leather heels.

      She turned around and revealed her pert ass, which had a thin thong strip running between its cheeks.

      “Oh, damn,” he whispered.

      He wanted to grab that ass, run his hands over those thighs, and press his face to the prize between them. Bradley stood up and moved towards the woman he loved, wanting to kiss every inch of her perfect body.

      “Uh-uh,” she said, holding out a finger and waggling it in his face. “Not yet.” She pivoted quickly on her heels, and over her shoulder, called back, “Follow me.”

      He did as he was told because, uh, duh, look at this woman—he’d follow her instructions to the end of the Earth. She guided him through the house, that ass bouncing up and down the whole time.

      Once, he reached out, just to grab a little piece of it, and she swatted him away. Looked like he was going to have to follow her achingly slow lead, no matter how hard he’d become with the teasing.

      Heidi strode up the stairs and Bradley gulped, worrying he wouldn’t make it all the way to the bedroom. At the top of the stairs, she stopped and wiggled her hips.

      “Now can I touch?” he managed. “Please?”

      “Not yet,” she said with a smirk. She turned around to face him and sat down on the top of the stairs, arching her back. “I’m gonna make you beg.”

      She slipped two fingers into her mouth, then traced them down her collarbone, over her satin-sheathed nipples, did a loop around her belly button, and finally plunged them into her underwear, beginning to touch herself.

      Heidi set to work, thighs straining, making herself moan. Bradley panted; he wanted to do that, all that and more, until every piece of her body heaved with desire. She took her fingers out of her panties, and while licking them clean, stood up, and continued walking.

      He followed her, obedient like a dog, until they arrived in their master suite. Bradley looked around the room, dazed, and noticed rose petals and candles. At some point—who knew when—she’d transformed their room into a romantic oasis. In the middle of the hardwood floor stood a single chair.

      “Sit,” she commanded, indicating the chair. He did so, unquestioning.

      She moved to the wall, fiddled with a few buttons, until suddenly a sexy R&B song came through the sound system.

      “I wanted to show you,” she said, slinking around his chair, “just how much I love you.”

      From behind the seat, she leaned close to his ear, and whispered, “Remember—no touching.”

      She came around to face Bradley, and he could feel himself flushing to the top of his forehead. His cock strained inside his pants.

      With painstaking slowness, Heidi reached behind her and unclasped her bra, releasing her perfect, bouncing breasts. She took her nipples in her fingers and squeezed them, even lifting one to her tongue and letting her mouth dance around it.

      Before he knew it, she was on her hands and knees, crawling towards him. She raised herself up until her breasts were at the height of his knees and spread his legs open, pressing herself between them. She brushed her tits over the insides of his thighs, and he wriggled, wanting desperately to touch her.

      Heidi shook her head; still no touching allowed. Deliberately, she tilted forward, until her mouth was positioned right over his hardened cock. She let her lips dangle open, so close that he could feel her hot breath through his pants.

      “Please,” he said simply.

      “Not yet,” she replied once more, and stood up.

      She turned around once more and hooked her fingers into the sides of her panties, then gradually tugged them down, past her ass and onto the floor.

      Now, wearing just high heels, she slunk back towards him, face flushed. She settled herself onto his lap, legs around the chair.

      Once more, she whispered into his ear, “No touching.”

      She began to slowly grind on him, letting his cock harden more and more, occasionally gyrating upward so that her nipple would graze his mouth.

      “Heidi,” he said huskily. “Please.”

      She looked him in the eyes, and at last relented. “Fuck me.”

      He needed no further encouragement. His hands locked around her thighs and pulled her closer to him as she swiftly pulled off his pants.

      Seconds later, he was inside of her, thrusting deeply, her inner walls clenching around him, wanting all of him.

      Bradley gasped, overwhelmed with sensation and the intensity of his love for the woman in his arms. Brimming with desire, he slapped her ass, and raked his fingernails across her back—he knew how much she liked that.

      Sensing that Heidi was approaching her peak, Bradley increased the speed of his thrusts, stroking her clit with his free hand. A minute later, Heidi cried out, and he kissed her fervently as they climaxed together, plunging over the edge into breathless, delirious ecstasy.

      He held her close, enjoying the aftershocks of Heidi’s orgasm as she pulsed around him.

      After a long moment, he broke the silence.

      “That was—”

      “Fucking hot,” she interrupted with a grin. “Let’s do it again.”

      He hefted her into the air and threw her on the bed, prepared to revel in a day of Christmas miracles.

      

      
        The End
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          Chapter One

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      The steady clacking of the keyboard is soothing as I sit alone in my apartment, searching for a job to replace the temporary position I was let go from a week ago. The job pool is as sparse as always; finding decent work seems to be harder than ever.

      Since being made redundant two years ago—when the company I worked for was taken over by the unstoppable juggernaut that is SharkTEC Financial—it’s been an agonizing and unending search, trying to find a position I can settle into. Jobs for temp agencies have reigned supreme, with small jobs in between that I’m almost always overqualified for, such as cleaning rich assholes’ penthouse apartments.

      I worked for years to get my bachelor’s in business and finance, and when I started working for Stratton and Company, I thought I had my whole life figured out. I thought all the hard work had paid off, and I would be set for life.

      I realize now how naïve I was, but when Dillon Bradshaw decided to sink his claws into the struggling company, no one expected just how many employees he would actually lay off. Even though I’d worked hard and made a name for myself at Stratton and Company, that didn’t save me from the dreaded ‘restructuring’ that CEO Dillon Bradshaw insisted upon. I was booted just like the rest.

      I would be lying if I said I don’t hold some bitterness, but I can’t exactly blame the Stratton family for selling up. With such stiff competition, it was becoming increasingly difficult to find loyal, reliable clients. SharkTEC Financial yanked the few clients we managed to snag right out from under us with the ease of taking candy from a baby.

      Ultimately, Bradshaw is to blame. The rich pretty boy is famous in business circles for his ‘talent’—though I’d say he’s just had a lot of dumb luck. He got a pretty big check from his folks when he turned 21, and unlike any normal guy in his early twenties, he decided to stick the cash into some investments.

      Now, eleven years later, he’s one of the richest men in the country. As much as I hate to admit it, the guy does have some entrepreneurial skills. He was able to start up and successfully run a multibillion-dollar company before 25, an achievement not many can ever dream of.

      Of course, that doesn’t mean I have to like the man. He’s number one on America’s Top Ten Hottest and Richest Bachelors, meaning thousands of women fawn over him, but I’m not exactly considering throwing myself at the man who ruined my life—absurdly good-looking as he may be. He doesn’t even know I exist, but his large presence in the world of finance continues to haunt me, even to this day.

      Realizing I’m a month late on my rent, my search for a job is admittedly growing a bit desperate. I scour the local job boards every day, longing to find someplace I can settle in, at least for more than a few weeks. Someone with my resume shouldn’t be struggling this much; the unfairness of it all makes me want to scream.

      Realizing I’ve spent far too much time dwelling on the past, as well as that bastard Dillon Bradshaw, I refocus my attention on the screen in front of me. I’ve entered several key phrases to narrow down the already lacking job selection. In spite of myself, and the feeling that I deserve better, I decide to click off all the filters and check sections that had previously gone ignored.

      One listing catches my attention almost immediately, having been posted half an hour ago. A click to the link takes me to a short and succinct job description.

      Apparently, whoever posted the ad is looking for a ‘discreet’ maid. I’m not quite sure what they mean by that, but the payout on offer is enough to put that thought on the back-burner. No real details or clues give me an idea of who posed this ad—even the email address given was clearly made specifically for this listing. I scan the requirements briefly, humming under my breath as I read them.

      Truthfully, it seems a little bit on the sketchy side. I like to think of myself as a tenacious and well-rounded woman, though, and in the worst case scenario, I’m sure I could defend myself. Best case scenario, this job could end up being long-term, or at least tide me over until I can find something a bit more professional.

      It’s not like this stranger is asking for a hooker; all they seem to want is someone to clean their house. In all likelihood, it’s just some guy with more money than sense. You can’t expect everyone to know how to make a good listing.

      Filling in my information, I attach a photo of myself to the email as the post specified. Another bit of information that seems a little odd, but as I hit send, I’m past the point of return. From here, I can only fill in a few additional applications before going about my day as best as I am able. I skipped breakfast, and my stomach isn’t letting me forget it’s almost lunchtime.

      Though I have very little cash left in the bank, I hope it’s enough to grab a chicken sandwich from the fast food chain down the road; I’m not often one to indulge in fast food offerings, but you get a lot more bang for your buck from a burger joint than any of the health-conscious cafés in the city.

      Perhaps the calories will do me a bit of good. I’ve been skipping meals more than ever, lately. When you’re not even positive you’ll have a home at the week’s end, things like eating regularly seem less important, and anxiety has been making it all the more difficult to stomach three meals a day.

      Closing my laptop with a sigh, I grab my phone and purse before heading out. As I walk outside, I muse that it might seem an altogether pleasant day in other circumstances. I’ve been reluctant to acknowledge good days, as of late. Nothing seems particularly good when you’re struggling to get by.

      Unable to afford gas most of the time, my mode of transportation around Chicago has mostly become my own two feet. Faced with the choice between gas for my car and internet—with which I could more easily search for a job—there really wasn’t much of a choice at all. At the very least, the walk to the burger place is a good excuse to get out of my apartment for a while and enjoy the sunshine.

      About midway through my walk I feel my phone begin vibrating in my pocket. I fumble around for a moment, grabbing it with a bit more force than necessary and considering the number that is calling. It’s an unfamiliar one, but considering the job applications I’ve been putting in all day, I can’t risk missing a possible lead. I swipe the screen to answer, bringing the phone up to my ear.

      “Hello, this is Charlotte Law speaking,” I answer, as professionally as I can manage.

      There’s a sound of papers shuffling on the other end of the line, and I step off the sidewalk somewhat to allow others to pass me.

      “Yes, Miss Law. This call is regarding your application for job ID 4536, or as listed on the board, a ‘discreet’ maid,” a friendly-sounding woman says. “I know it must seem a rather odd request, but we appreciate your compliance with our requests for a photo and brief description of yourself. From what we can tell, you seem to be a perfect fit for the job.”

      I feel my lips curling into an eager smile as I pump my fist victoriously in the air. I don’t even care how I look, standing just off the sidewalk and doing a mini victory dance. I’m happy, dammit!

      “That’s great. There wasn’t much information on the post regarding who I would be working for. Am I supposed to meet someone for a more in-depth interview, and if so, where should I start heading towards?” I inquire, turning my gaze skyward and considering the fluffy white clouds in the sky. Perhaps this is turning out to be a better day than I could have ever expected. As a matter of fact, I can’t think of anything that would ruin this moment for me.

      “We’re going to need you to report to the headquarters of SharkTEC Financial, just to get the contract finalized and the finer details worked out,” the woman continues, and for a moment, I swear the sky goes dark. The thought of returning to SharkTEC Financial isn’t a pleasant one, and I’m certainly not looking to do Dillon Bradshaw any favors. My instinctive reaction is to tell the woman on the line that I will be unable to make the interview.

      Saying that, I really need the job, and though it would require sacrificing my pride, the salary sways my decision. There’s just something deeply wrong with sacrificing my morals just for a well-paying job working under some rich asshole who put me in this position to begin with.

      “Ma’am, are you still there?” the woman inquires gently, and I exhale wearily, caught between a rock and a hard place. It almost feels like I’d be rewarding Dillon Bradshaw by agreeing to work for his company. There’s a nagging thought at the back of my mind, however, and it’s a thought that’s difficult to lay to rest.

      This could work out in my favor, truly. Getting a job at SharkTEC would put me closer to my sworn enemy than I would like, but there are both pros and cons to that scenario. He likely doesn’t even remember my face, let alone my name. He wouldn’t suspect the cleaning girl of coming into his workplace and wreaking a bit of havoc.

      It’s entirely unprofessional, but I almost have myself convinced that I could do it on the down low. I could ruin a good number of his days before he ever even found out that I was behind the shenanigans.

      Assuming it worked out in my favor, I’d definitely be more stable—both monetarily and emotionally—for taking the job and throwing a wrench in things. Once I made enough to get by for a while, I could simply walk out and say that I wasn’t a good fit for the job.

      “Ma’am, are you there? I’ll have to call the next applicant if you’re not available,” the woman on the phone says, and I hear her rummaging through her stack of papers again.

      The smile that had faltered from my face curls my lips once more, and I turn in the direction of the SharkTEC Financial building.

      “I’m on my way to your office, if that’s acceptable. I’d like to get introductions out of the way and get started as swiftly as possible. You and your company will find that I’m something of a go-getter when I really put my mind to it,” I croon.

      “Oh, I’m very glad to hear that, Miss Law. I’m sure Mr. Bradshaw will be thrilled to meet you and discuss the terms of your employment,” she titters.

      I smile a bit wickedly, nodding my head though she can’t see it. At the very least, I hope my troublemaking won’t backfire on her. She sounds like a genuinely nice person, and I can’t imagine it’s too thrilling to work for an asshole like Dillon Bradshaw.

      “All right. I’ll be there in thirty minutes. Obviously, I don’t expect Mr. Bradshaw to take time out of his busy schedule just to meet with me, but perhaps you and I can work out the details?” I say as I mentally map out the path to the SharkTEC building. It’s a long walk, but I’m at the point where I would rather continue the trip on foot instead of turning around to get my car. I barely have enough gas to make it to the nearest station for a refill, anyway.

      “We’ll work something out, one way or another. I look forward to meeting you, Miss Law. See you soon,” the woman says, bidding me a pleasant goodbye before hanging up.

      I end the call, a chuckle bubbling up in my chest. As I shove my phone into my pocket, the chuckle begins to grow into nearly uproarious laughter. I can’t believe I’m going to do this. I’m going to get a job at SharkTEC Financial, and if I have my way, I plan to cause as much damage to Dillon’s reputation as I’m able to in the process.

      He ruined my life. Now, it’s time for him to get a taste of his own medicine. He’ll regret not remembering my face, but more than anything, I’ll make sure he regrets ruining the lives of not just myself, but hundreds—if not thousands—of others.

      Picking up the pace, I walk with a bit of a skip in my step. I’m thrilled, but also a little bit afraid. Perhaps I’m giving myself too much credit. Subterfuge has never been a strong point of mine, and it’s entirely feasible that Dillon and his employees will catch on to my little act sooner than I anticipate.

      Unwilling to let that happen without a fight, I force a pleasant smile on my face as I make my way downtown. At least the work can’t be too difficult; after all, I’ve been doing small cleaning jobs for the past few years, now. I imagine the scale will be much larger in such a massive office building, but it gives me all the more excuse to thoroughly explore the area and look for some blackmail evidence that might do the job of knocking King Bradshaw off of his pedestal.

      A short time later, I find myself approaching the entrance of the SharkTEC building. Allowing all the fear to seep out of my system, I brush a hand through my dark hair and make my expression as confident and pleasant as possible.

      When I’m through with him, Dillon Bradshaw won’t even know what hit him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      Feet propped up on my desk, I lean back in my office chair, idly listening to one of my business associates ramble down the phone. The issue is a minor one, a matter of whether said business partner, Mark, should fire his human resources officer.

      While I scarcely have time to consider the matters of other businesses, I like to think that I’m around for my partners when they need me. While they’re not exactly friends, I suppose they’re the next best thing, in a way. In the business world, it’s rare that one is able to find time to dilly dally with friends.

      I spent much of my youth carefully strategizing my investments, and as a result, there aren’t many individuals I’ve kept in touch with over the years. Truthfully, I have more enemies than friends. I’m sure any number of the men and women who have lost their jobs because of me would sooner tie an anchor to my feet than pull me from a raging river.

      It’s not that I enjoy putting people out of work, it’s just business. Some people can’t cut it, and I find it’s better to lay them off before they spend too many years in an unfitting position.

      Simply put, I have an empire to build, and someday, I hope to have someone to pass this empire down to. If I were ever to have a child, I don’t want to regret putting some stranger’s needs above my own, and then it coming back to bite me in the ass.

      I’m known for taking care of myself, and only myself. It’s not entirely true, as I do care deeply for my closest employees and business partners—they just might not see it as an act of love when I force them to work extra hours to meet their full potential. There’s nothing worse, in my eyes, than wasted potential. My life motto is never half-ass something—always put your entire being into that which you’re passionate about.

      Then, of course, we have the matter of my life outside of the office. To say I’ve never dated wouldn’t be awfully far from the truth, though I’ve had my share of bed partners. Dating implies that there is some deeper emotion involved, which is rarely the case. If I don’t have time for friends, what would I be thinking to pursue a romantic involvement?

      Sex is one thing, and I make it very clear to my partners that I’m only seeking a physical connection. The idea of someday falling in love is almost unfathomable to me.

      “I’m just going to fire the dunce. He ruined my chances to strike a deal with RealtoCo. Human resource officers are supposed to score deals for me, right? Not totally blow them out of the water.”

      Mark sighs, and I realize I’ve largely tuned out his tirade. Humming under my breath, I glance through my open door towards my receptionist’s desk. Best that I wrap up this conversation; I have more pressing matters to attend to for the time being.

      “If you feel that firing the man is the best course of action, Mark, I suggest you follow your gut. Human resource officers are a dime a dozen. But, if he’s served you well in the past…maybe you owe it to him to reconsider,” I offer, glancing towards the ticking clock. It’s a matter of minutes before my next appointment steps in, and it would be rude for me to still be on the phone when my next potential employee steps into my office.

      “Ah, Dillon. That’s the trouble. Chad’s served me well in the past; he just didn’t agree with RealtoCo’s policies. He seemed to think that the CEO would force too many changes on the company, and I wouldn’t like where we ended up. This could have been the deal of a lifetime, but…it’s not really entirely his fault, you know? I’ve always asserted that I don’t like my decisions to be second-guessed, and Chad was sure this guy wouldn’t be up to snuff,” Mark sighs.

      Before I can come up with a way to wrap up the conversation, my secretary steps towards my door and motions towards one of the meeting rooms. Rising from my chair, I try to think of how to tie off the loose ends as I make my way to the room in which the interview will take place.

      I tap my finger thoughtfully against my chin, and Mark seems to be eagerly awaiting my instruction. For someone who likes to take charge, he seems surprisingly willing to take my advice. Full disclosure: I don’t really know the best course of action. I’ve met Chad Rethers before, and he seems to be an all-around good employee.

      As I step in for the interview, I’m immediately struck by how gorgeous the woman is. Though I saw her picture in the application she’d sent, I wasn’t prepared for the intensity of her brilliant green eyes. She watches me with an awestruck expression, and for a moment, I can’t help but think she may be as attracted to me as I am to her. It’s a fleeting sensation, however, and her expression sours as she notices I’m on the phone. The clock is ticking, and I need to seal these deals.

      “Mark, listen. Give Chad another chance. From the sounds of it, he was just looking out for the longevity of your company. You have to be careful with who you choose to partner up with. The RealtoCo CEO could see the entirety of your staff fired, if he wanted. Deals like that often crop up in this business, and it isn’t pretty,” I say softly, though the woman seems to be absorbing every word.

      She watches me with a faintly bitter smile, and I can’t help feeling as if I’ve seen her somewhere before.

      “You’re right. I’ll let him plead his case, maybe dock his pay a bit. If he doesn’t stick around, it just shows where his loyalties lie,” Mark replies. “All right. I’ll let you go. I need to go discuss another possible merger, and Chad better not mess this one up,” he continues. I bid him a quick goodbye before hanging up the phone.

      For such a small business, Mark seems particularly interested in merging his with other companies. Personally, I’d have waited until I had a bit more leverage before starting my takeovers, but I can’t expect everyone to follow the same path.

      For now, I need to focus on this beautiful woman who sits perfectly poised in front of me. Her legs are crossed at the ankles, and she’s wearing a simple white T-shirt and jeans. A daring move, considering most would have dressed in business attire for the interview. However, I’m also well aware that she had received the call rather abruptly, and Tiffany had been insistent that she come for the interview as soon as she was available.

      “Yes, hello. You are Charlotte Law, yes?” I greet her, sitting opposite her and folding my hands on the table between us.

      She regards me carefully, and there’s something in her eyes that I can’t quite pinpoint. A bit of disdain, perhaps, or maybe she’s still mesmerized by me. It’s hard to discern at the moment.

      “Indeed. I was told to come in as soon as possible for an interview. I was expecting to speak to a human resources officer, or perhaps the woman who phoned me…” She trails off, fidgeting nervously.

      I smile, attempting to keep my expression as warm as possible. She watches me carefully, seeming to forcefully school her expression into a smile.

      “But it’s…” She pauses, seeming strained. “It is an honor to meet you,” she manages, though it’s obvious the words couldn’t be further from the truth.

      Wondering what this woman may have against me, I find myself growing annoyed. Truthfully, her application was the first we’d received, and thusly the first I’d looked at. She seemed to fit the job well enough, but it’s obvious that her attitude could use some improvement.

      Perhaps the swift callback has given her a big ego. If that’s the case, I have no problem knocking her down a few pegs. While I like to make my permanent employees feel valued, she’s just a simple maid. That is, she will be a simple maid, if she plays her cards right.

      “Ah, yes. It’s nice to meet you as well, Miss Law. Yours was the first application I received, so I thought it appropriate to give you a timely interview. Your experience seemed to check out, but I haven’t gone through the verification process yet. I suppose I’ve invited you to my place of business to get a feel if you’ll be a good fit,” I explain, rising to my feet and slowly circling around the table.

      She looks uncomfortable, the faintest dusting of a blush reddening her cheeks.

      “I assure you, Mr. Bradshaw, that this job would mean the world to me,” she says, seeming earnest for the first time, though her flushed cheeks and aversion to meeting my gaze make me wonder if she may want more than just a job from me. It’s something to consider at a later date, possibly. I cross my arms over my chest as I consider her for a moment.

      “It would be rather pointless to sort through a dozen other applications when it seems you’d be a fine fit for the job. I can’t fault you on your punctuality. Your response was swift, as well as your arrival to my office. Can I expect the same when you are to report to your job?” I inquire, keeping my voice firm yet quiet. I want her to have to strain just slightly to hear me; I want to be certain she is fixed on my every word.

      She leans in, her hands clasped in her lap.

      “I am nothing if not punctual, Mr. Bradshaw. Truth be told, I’ve been between jobs for a while now, so it would be a relief to have a steady workplace, at least for some period of time. Since I was—” she pauses, seeming to rethink her words. “Since I resigned from my full-time job two years ago, I’ve been struggling to find the right fit. I hope that I can find that here, with you,” she admits.

      At the very least, she seems sincere. It’s a bit hard to judge with this woman. Her brilliant green eyes shine brightly, but reveal nothing regarding her deeper thoughts.

      “For every door that closes, a window of opportunity opens, Miss Law. I’d like to offer you a trial period, and once you’ve been working for me for some time, we’ll discuss longer-term options. My employees are all compensated at competitive rates for the industry, and you’ll find that the work won’t be too difficult. After all, I tend to keep things rather tidy around here.”

      She averts her gaze, and I swear I see her roll her eyes. What is this woman’s deal? It’s unusual for me not to be able to immediately figure someone out.

      “That’s good to know. I have faith that you do right by your employees, Mr. Bradshaw. After all, you’re one of the most notorious finance moguls in the world,” she says with a sly smile.

      I hesitate, considering my words. I’m not sure if she’s trying to flatter me, but if she is, I’m ashamed to say that it’s working. There’s simply one more matter to resolve, and this will test just how much this beautiful woman wants the job.

      “Please, Mr. Bradshaw was my father. Call me Dillon,” I say warmly, and she nods. “There is just one more thing that we need to discuss. If you want it, I want to be clear that the job is yours. The rest is just a few minor technicalities.”

      She rolls her eyes again, as if she thinks I can’t see. Then, she turns to face me head-on, fixing me with an intense stare.

      “Mr. Bradshaw—” She pauses at my critical look before correcting herself. “Dillon, I’m quite sure there is nothing that could make me turn down this job at this point. If it’s a matter of cleaning toilets or other work you may find me unsuitable for, I assure you it won’t be an issue,” she asserts.

      I find myself rather liking her tenacious attitude, in spite of the disdain she seems to hold towards me.

      “Very well. For the sake of disclosure, however…” I trail off, watching her expression with a quirk of my lips. I have a feeling she won’t particularly like the caveat I’m about to present, but I’m also confident that she won’t show any signs of weakness, at the rate we’ve been going. I drag the moment on for as long as possible, watching for any signs of anxiety. She simply narrows her eyes, crossing her arms.

      “Dillon, please. Just spit it out,” she huffs.

      I can’t help but chuckle, leaning forward to close the distance between us. For a brief moment, I’m caught in the intense glimmer of her emerald green eyes. I almost forget what I’m about to divulge, and potentially ruin this new working relationship by grabbing her and kissing her then and there.

      Almost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      I can’t help but wonder what Dillon is holding back from telling me, though I suspect he’s merely prone to dramatics. I watch him with pursed lips, trying to convince myself that the long-term of this potential job will pay off. As much as I’d like to tell him to go screw himself, I can only hope there will be more opportunities to properly embarrass him once I have access to his place of work.

      It’s obvious that he’s holding something back, though I’m not quite sure what. I can only wonder what big reveal he expects to knock my socks off with, but I don’t expect it to be particularly surprising.

      The man seems rather absorbed in considering my expression, which I keep closed and blank for both my benefit and his. He rests a hand on the arm of my chair, curling his lips into an all-knowing, catlike smile. While I think he’s less impressive than he likes to give himself credit for, I can’t help but get caught up in that intense gaze he fixes upon me.

      His ocean blue eyes seem as deep as the Pacific Ocean, holding a depth that man alone could never hope to fathom. It’s obvious that he intends to capture me in the deep and consuming grasp of his gaze, but I’m not so easily snared.

      “Well, there’s a small matter that we need to discuss before you agree to take this job,” he murmurs, and I fight not to roll my eyes a third time.

      While I realize I’ve seemed rather unimpressed by his prior assertions, I also know that it would do my cause little good to dismiss him entirely. All the same, I can’t help but exhale a soft and derisive snort. As far as I’ve come, he can’t expect that I would drop this job so easily—no matter what he outlines as the job requirements.

      “I’ve already agreed to take the job. Small matter or not, you’ll find that I’ll not be easily swayed, Mr. Bradshaw,” I say bluntly.

      His lips quirk in a smile that seems almost mischievous, and he draws away to fully consider me. I feel inclined to draw away from his stare, but I remain calmly poised. I meet his gaze, raising a brow daringly.

      “It’s simply regarding your expectations for this particular line of employment.” He pauses as I move to interrupt him, holding up a hand to halt me. “I imagine, upon receiving information regarding this job, you expected to be cleaning the SharkTEC Financial offices. Am I particularly off base with this assumption?”

      Uncertainty creeps up within me, and I can’t help but scrutinize him.

      “If I’m to be working as a maid under your employment, it would only make sense that I’ll be cleaning your place of work,” I say coolly, resisting the desire to snap at him.

      As foolish as this line of thinking seems to be, I can’t imagine that he would be leading me in this direction for no reason. There’s obviously something deeper to this job he’s managed to capture me within, and in spite of myself, I can’t deny my eagerness to see in what direction our conversation will turn. He considers me with a wry smile as I try to discern what topsy-turvy direction he could be leading me in.

      “That would make sense, I suppose, but wouldn’t that qualify as a more janitorial position? To work as a maid implies that you would be cleaning a home, would it not?” he counters.

      I narrow my eyes at him, unable to deny the shivers that the implication sends shooting up my spine. He can’t mean…there’s no way he would hire me to clean his actual home. As far as I’m aware, Dillon Bradshaw allows only a select few into his house. It seems unfathomable that he would hire me to clean his home with so little information regarding my past.

      “I’m afraid I don’t follow, Mr. Bradshaw,” I tell him, arms crossed defensively.

      He seems all the more delighted by my obliviousness, and it’s all I can do to keep from bolting from the room as he draws nearer to me. He rests a hand on the back of my chair, just above my left shoulder, and I watch him with an unamused expression.

      “Then let me spell it out for you, Miss Law, seeing as you seem so intent upon playing dumb. I don’t need any further aid in cleaning my offices. You’ll find that I’m rather well staffed in the janitorial division. You will play a much more important role; I need a personal maid, for my home. I know that’s not what you may have expected when applying, but you seem to be rather flexible regarding what’s required of you,” he explains.

      In spite of myself, trepidation wells up within me. I’m not particularly enthralled by the idea of entering his home for any reason, let alone to clean up his dirty laundry.

      I struggle to come up with a reason to decline the position, but I can’t deny that the pros seem to far outweigh the cons. It’s a simple enough job, assuming he’s akin to the usual wealthy homeowners that I usually work for. He likely owns some ridiculously priced penthouse apartment.

      “You could have been upfront to begin with, Mr. Bradshaw. Your hesitation leads me to believe there’s a reason you didn’t outright tell me that I would be cleaning your home. Are you expecting to have a specific sort of care, the likes of which you couldn’t reasonably list on a normal job posting?” I ask, meeting his gaze with a bored look. It wouldn’t be the first time some rich bastard hired me under the premise of an innocent job, only to expect me to suck his cock at any given command.

      Dillon’s eyes widen in shock at the insinuation, and I struggle to smother a laugh as he sputters incoherently. He shakes his head fervently, circling back towards his original position, the table providing a stable barrier between us. He laces his fingers on the tabletop, watching me with an expression that’s torn between indignity and surprise.

      “Miss Law, I assure you that my intentions are nothing if not pure. I’ve skirted the subject, as it’s likely unfamiliar for you to be offered such a prestigious job in the actual home of an employer. While I have no doubt that you’ve worked in the cleaning industry before…” He pauses, looking somewhat haughty, “I’m also certain you’ve never been offered such a privileged position. I wouldn’t ask just anyone to clean my home. There is a certain measure of confidentiality in this position, and I expect you to maintain an air of professionalism while under my employment,” he states firmly.

      I can’t help but smile, as it’s quite obvious I’ve hit a nerve.

      “Oh, Mr. Bradshaw, I assure you that I plan to keep this discreet. You wouldn’t be the first man of wealth that I’ve worked for; I understand that you have things you may want to keep private, and I certainly respect that. Now, if that’s all that stands to be discussed, I do believe we can carry on with the arrangements,” I say blithely, standing and offering my hand with a confident smile.

      He hesitates for the briefest of moments before gripping my hand in his own, giving it a firm shake. His grip lingers on my hand for a moment, and he meets my gaze with a rather curious look.

      As his ocean blue eyes lock upon my own, I can only wonder what he seeks to find in my stare. I’m certain he has no clue about my intent to ruin him, but there’s obviously something giving him pause as our eyes meet.

      He draws his hand away slowly, the pads of his fingertips brushing against my skin as he pulls away. He tilts his head curiously, keeping his gaze fixed firmly upon my own.

      After a moment, his lips curl in a smile. While I have no idea what seems to have set alight such delight in him, he seems entirely too pleased by the conversation that has transpired. I narrow my eyes, intent upon asking what has him so ecstatic. Before I can voice the question, he speaks.

      “You have beautiful eyes, Miss Law, quite unlike any I’ve ever seen before. They’re rather unique in the radiant shade of green that glimmers within,” he muses.

      I feel my cheeks color in response to the observation, trying to calm the increase in my pulse. He’s just trying to get on my good side; that much is obvious. I’m not prepared to let him win me over that easily. As much as I’m tempted to return the compliment, finding his deep blue orbs rather enchanting as well, I manage to swallow the comment.

      “That is very kind of you, Mr. Bradshaw. As it were, I would think it more appropriate to discuss the terms of my employment. Am I to begin my service today?” I inquire, keeping my voice calm in an attempt to keep control of the situation.

      He tilts his head curiously, his eyes glinting with something akin to delight.

      “Of course. Please see my secretary who will take you through a few documents. Once those are signed, she’ll give you the key to my penthouse apartment. From there, I’ll leave you to your own devices,” he explains with a faint smile.

      He walks out of the room without addressing me further, drawing his cellphone out of his pocket. Presumably, he’s dialing the associate he had been conversing with before breaking away to discuss our terms of engagement, as it were.

      I watch him go, unable to keep a snide look from crossing my face. In spite of how polite he’s been to me today, I can’t forget that he’s the reason I lost my permanent position at Stratton and Company. It’s likely that he’s slipping away to discuss absorbing another small business, from which he will tell any number of employees that their services are no longer needed.

      Although I should be grateful that he didn’t recognize me, I can’t help the bitterness that rises up within me. He had been the one to tell me, to my very face, that I was no longer needed. He may have commented on the beauty of my eyes, but I can only dismiss that as simple platitudes.

      He seems to think he can win over any woman that he cares to give a second glance to. If he expects me to win me over, he has another thing coming.

      Shaking off the thoughts of my ill intent, I saunter out of the room to meet with Dillon’s secretary. She greets me with a kind smile, rummaging through a pile of papers. She reaches into a drawer in her desk, withdrawing a key and pressing it into my hand. Giving me the address to Mr. Bradshaw’s apartment complex, she explains that his penthouse is the only one on the top level.

      Though I might have suspected as much, I pretend not to have known that tidbit. I manage to force a relatively surprised expression, pretending to be enthralled by the idea of tending to such an impressive location. The secretary simply smiles, reading off some instructions on a stack of papers that I assume she received from Dillon. I listen attentively, accepting the papers as she offers them to me.

      “Good luck, Miss Law. I’m sure you will find working for Mr. Bradshaw is an utter delight,” she says, drumming her fingers atop her desk.

      I nod vigorously, ignoring the part of me that wants to respond sarcastically. Though the secretary doesn’t know it, it’s likely only a matter of time before she’s dismissed in much the same matter as I was, two years ago.

      Skimming over the papers, I stalk towards the elevator with purpose. I press the button that will take me to the ground floor, stepping inside with a group of people in suits. I pretend to pay little mind to the conversation taking place around me, but I hang on every word regarding the CEO of SharkTEC Financial. Dillon’s employees seem all too thrilled by their jobs, unaware that their livelihoods could be ripped out from under them at any moment.

      Swallowing my desire to warn them, I stride confidently out of the SharkTEC building, considering the map that has been printed out for me. It seems that Dillon’s penthouse apartment is only around the corner.

      I’m not quite sure how much time I’ll have to explore before he’ll arrive, but I plan to make the most of every moment. There has to be something in his home, something that will ruin his life as completely as he ruined mine. It’s only a matter of time before Mr. Bradshaw finds himself knocked from the pedestal he is so firmly rooted upon.

      As the towering apartment complex comes into view, I force myself to swallow a villainous laugh. Though Dillon doesn’t yet know it, his downfall lies just around the corner. I simply have to find a way to ensure it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      In spite of the feeling that I’ve met Miss Law sometime prior to our discussion, I can’t help but get caught up in her sharp attitude. While most women are immediately enamored by my presence, Charlotte seems less easily wooed by a smile and a flick of the wrist.

      I can’t say I find any fault in that, and truth be told, it’s refreshing to find someone who doesn’t immediately swoon over me. The discussion we have regarding her job seems to put us on rather unsteady terrain, but when the conversation is over, she seems eager to start her new job.

      As a matter of fact, she seems beyond eager—as if she’s been waiting for such an opportunity for a lifetime.

      When I dismiss her, I try to banish thoughts of the gorgeous woman to the back of my mind. I don’t expect to see her until I’m done with the day’s work, and I have much to discuss regarding another merger that’s in the works.

      While I don’t intend to say as much, I have no plans to give up any of my powers as the CEO of SharkTEC Financial. The other company will likely be dissolved and assimilated into my workforce, with the CEO of said company being lucky to keep any position at all. Just another case where I must take care of number one.

      Despite my best attempts to think of anything except those intense green eyes, I find myself stumbling in the discussion of the merger. It’s a mistake that’s unforgivable in my world, though I’m quick to remedy any missteps when it comes to the long-term discussion.

      When I almost accidentally reveal my intent to fire my potential ‘business partner’ as soon as our companies merge, I quickly change the subject towards more favorable conditions. Specifically, I outline the potential profit to be made.

      Greed is something that even the best of men find themselves gripped by. I’m not as presumptuous as to imply that I myself go without the stingy tendencies of those in the business world. Profit is what makes the world go round, and I’m not free of its gnarled talons by any means. I simply manage to bide my time when necessary, waiting for the opportune moment while another man may leap at any given moment.

      I make quick work of outlining the path I will be taking alongside my temporary business partner, skimming over the details where he will no longer be needed. The work is tedious, and tiring. I wouldn’t have it any other way. I intend to make the most of the workday, and then make my way home to perhaps indulge in another moment with my newest employee.

      It won’t do to become too enamored by her presence, but I can’t deny that I have indulged the thought of using her services beyond what is expected of a typical maid. The thought has clearly crossed her mind as well, though I don’t plan to reveal just how much I’ve been thinking about that.

      The remainder of the workday is agonizingly long, and I can only hope my beautiful new servant will still be at my place when I finally find the time to slip away for the evening. Where there are a dozen mergers, there are a dozen additional business partners seeking to expand their businesses with my aid.

      I’m in the midst of speaking to one of these business partners when the clock strikes six, marking the end of my work day. I make quick work of ending the conversation, promising to continue the discussion the following day. The older gentleman on the other line is reluctant to let me go, but it’s obvious that he realizes how little power he holds.

      It must seem a lonely life that I’m living, and I can’t deny that companionship is something I lack. For the time being, however, I plan to make my way home and enjoy the rest of my evening.

      Perhaps a nice glass of red wine, takeout from my favorite sushi place. I could afford a personal chef, of course, and while it’s an occasional indulgence, I can’t justify keeping one on hand at all times. The only company I expect when I make my way home is the tantalizing presence of my newly hired maid.

      While I can’t outright display my desire for her, it would be foolish not to enjoy her company while I’m able.

      Yes, this Charlotte Law seems the perfect company to round off a busy day with.

      The trip home is a short one, as always. While I’ve yet to identify Charlotte’s car, I have a feeling that she’ll still be in my apartment when I arrive. After all, I’ve turned in earlier than usual. Not early enough to send my staff into a tizzy, but early enough that I should be able to catch the woman in the midst of her work. It’s only been a few hours since I sent her to my penthouse, after all. Even the most efficient of workers couldn’t have the entire place cleaned in such a short amount of time.

      Struggling to shake off my eagerness to see her, I step into the elevator and press the button for the top floor. The elevator music starts up, and I find myself feeling somewhat more cheerful than usual. I lean against the back wall of the elevator, closing my eyes as I rise through the floors of the building.

      Moments later, the elevator dings to indicate that I’ve arrived at my floor. The doors open, and I step out, fumbling in my pockets for a moment to find my keys. With baited breath, I approach the door to my apartment, pausing outside for the briefest of moments.

      I listen quietly, attempting to discern whether my present fascination still lingers inside. Unable to hear any distinguishing sounds, I unlock the door and step inside. While I don’t immediately see her, I can smell the faintest hint of her perfume as I walk further into my apartment.

      I find her in my bedroom, and it seems that I startle her with my presence. She jolts upright, turning to face me with an awkward smile.

      “I didn’t expect you home so early,” she murmurs, and I can’t help but smile back at her. If she weren’t here, I would have likely burned the midnight oil in my office.

      “I managed to wrap things up at the office more quickly than usual, so I sent everyone home a bit early,” I say dismissively, unwilling to let her know how eager I’ve been to see her.

      She bites her lip, subtly nudging a drawer shut with her hip.

      “That’s wonderful. I’m almost finished, I think. I have a few final touches to tidy and sort out, and then I’d like to be sure everything is completed to your satisfaction,” she says softly.

      It’s obvious that she’s struggling to keep her eyes off of me, and I can’t help but wonder if she’s entertaining the same thoughts that I am. Of course, I doubt she’s considering the pros and cons of wearing a French maid’s outfit to work.

      “Perfect. I’ll be in my office. Just finish tidying up, and I’m sure everything will be perfect,” I tell her with a broad smile.

      She returns it hesitantly, and I can’t deny my delight at seeing her again. As I unlock my home office, I can feel her eyes upon me. I pretend not to notice her attention, slipping into the previously locked room. I exhale a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, trying to soothe the pounding of my heart.

      Never in my life have I been faced with such a vision of beauty. There’s something about the slight contempt that she regards me with that only serves to make me want her more. Miss Law is hiding something beneath the surface, and I will make it my mission to find out what that is.

      I know it’s hardly professional, and I would be better served spending my time focused on work, but there’s something intoxicating about the green-eyed woman. It’s as if I’m drugged by her disdainful stare, captured by her casual disregard.

      Dragged from my thoughts by the vibrations of my ringing phone, I slip my hand into my pocket and pull it free. The familiar number of one of my business associates flashes across the screen, and I swipe it to swiftly answer. Though I’m not particularly thrilled by the idea of discussing work for the time being, I know it would be foolish to ignore my duties for the sake of a brief infatuation.

      “This is Dillon Bradshaw,” I answer, keeping my tone measured.

      “I fired Chad,” Mark announces, though he sounds none-too-pleased by the situation.

      I inhale a weary breath, slinking towards my office chair and sinking into the plush upholstery. I allow my head to sag against the headrest, humming my acknowledgement of the man on the other line.

      “I just couldn’t stand it, you know? He seemed to think he had a better idea of what’s good for the company than me,” he continues.

      I nod before realizing he can’t see me. Truth be told, Chad likely has more business knowledge than Mark, but I’m not about to tell him as much. He’s made his decision, and I would be foolish to scorn him for it.

      “Are you calling me for a vote of confidence?” I inquire, leaning back in my chair.

      Mark hems and haws for a moment before muttering in response.

      “I’d just like to know I haven’t screwed everything up,” he admits, and I chuckle under my breath.

      “What happens regarding your business is your decision, Mark. I have my opinions on the matter, certainly, but you need to be confident in your own choices. If you’ve made a mistake, you’ll have to learn to live with the consequences,” I drawl, listening to the sound of shuffling outside my door.

      I realize that Miss Law must be cleaning the nearby area, and it’s all I can do not to hang up on Mark and dart out the door. Call me a fool, but I’m addicted to her presence.

      “I guess you’re right. You don’t think I’ve screwed up too bad though, right?” Mark implores.

      I rise to my feet, the sound of shuffling outside my door growing louder. Humming noncommittally in response to the other man’s question, I try to come up with a reason to hang up. Deciding that it’s not worth one of my better excuses, I decide to come out with the truth of the matter.

      “Chad was an invaluable asset to your company. I can’t lead you in the right direction, in this instance. It’s something you’ll have to figure out on your own. We can discuss this further tomorrow, Mark. I need to go,” I tell him blandly.

      He sputters and whimpers for a moment, but I press the button to end the call before he can get another word out. I creep closer to the door, pressing my ear to the wood in an attempt to hear what Charlotte is doing. Hearing her muttering under her breath, I realize that the doorknob is jiggling slightly.

      Smirking, I push the door open. My newly hired maid is obviously startled, nearly knocked off her feet by the door as I step out. I quickly step forward, gathering her in my arms before she can hit the floor. She jolts out of my grip, managing a nervous smile.

      “Sorry, Mr. Bradshaw. I was cleaning the door handle, and didn’t expect you to come out so suddenly,” she breathes, sounding faintly short of breath.

      I take no small pleasure in the pink tinge of her cheeks, relishing how she had felt in my arms. Realizing I’m getting too caught up in my fantasy, I cast a glance over the immediate area. The apartment seems immaculate, cleaned down to the tiniest detail. My lips curl in a smile, and my green-eyed beauty’s cheeks only redden further.

      “Please, just call me Dillon. You’ve done a wonderful job here today, Charlotte. I knew I was making the right choice in hiring you,” I say warmly. She looks somewhat embarrassed, but pleased with herself. “The place looks wonderful. I think we can both agree you’re finished for the night,” I say reluctantly, since I would like nothing more than for her to stay.

      “Oh. I’m glad you’re pleased with the work, Mr.—” She pauses for a moment. “Dillon,” she corrects herself, seeming a bit put off by how familiar we’re being with each other.

      Unable to help a soft chuckle, I reach out to grip her shoulder, giving it a slight squeeze. She flinches beneath my grasp, but doesn’t tear her eyes away from my own.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow evening, Charlotte,” I say warmly, allowing my hand to slip down her arm before drawing away.

      She considers me critically for a moment before nodding her head slowly.

      “Tomorrow it is, then. Good night, Dillon,” she murmurs, turning her back on me and slipping towards the door.

      I watch her go, focused on the slight sway of her hips as she walks. If she realizes I’m watching her, she gives no indication. She doesn’t even linger at the door, stepping out quickly and slamming it shut behind her. She seems intent on playing hard to get, and that’s something I’m not particularly familiar with.

      For some reason, however, it’s not unwelcome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      I’ve been watching him. I realize how creepy that sounds, but there is a method to the madness. Most days, he’s at work. I’ve made it a habit to arrive before he leaves his apartment for the day, and though he seems quite happy that I’m doing so, I assure you that it’s certainly not for his benefit.

      Truthfully, it had been on something of a whim when I first arrived early to my new job. Now, I find that I’ve had some benefit from the early arrival. Keeping track of Dillon’s schedule was not something I anticipated, but, it seems to be finally paying off.

      Watching him as he leaves for work every morning has made two things abundantly clear. One: Dillon carries a special set of keys with him to work every day. Two: he keeps these keys in a jacket that I’ve never seen him leave home without.

      That is, until today. Trying to keep my excitement on the down low is a more difficult task than I might have anticipated, and I struggle to swallow a whoop of victory as I see said jacket hanging on the hook near the door. It’s most likely that he’ll realize it’s missing in about five minutes and come back for it.

      Sneaking to the window, I glance outside towards the parking lot. I’ve also memorized which car he drives and where he prefers to park it. It’s bordering on obsessive, but I hate to think I’ve taken on this job for no reason. I don’t plan to just dilly dally around and waste the entire day cleaning. Sure, it’s what I’m being paid for, but it’s not why I’m here.

      A red sports car that I identify as Dillon’s pulls out of the parking garage, making a turn out onto the street. I allow myself a little victory dance, now that I’m truly alone in Dillon Bradshaw’s apartment, even though I know I’m getting ahead of myself.

      The keys are usually kept in the jacket pocket, granted, but it seems unlikely that he’d forget something as obvious as the keys to his private home office. It also seems far too good to be true. Still, I can’t deny the lingering feeling of hope that rises inside of me as I creep back into the living room and carefully remove the jacket from its hook.

      Gathering my wits about me, I slip my hand into the jacket pocket and fumble around inside for a moment. My fingers brush something metallic, and I slip my index finger through what is unmistakably a key ring.

      I can’t swallow the wicked laugh that burbles past my lips as I withdraw the keys. It’s the perfect crime. Dillon is more foolish than I’d given him credit for. If he holds anything incriminating in his home, his private office would be the most obvious place to find it. Then again, he has no reason to suspect his sweet, innocent housekeeper.

      As far as he’s aware, anyway.

      I begin to creep back towards the office, but then I realize the sneaking around is entirely unnecessary. I’m alone in this penthouse, and the only other person with a key will be at work for the next ten hours. I have all the time in the world, but moreover, all the privacy in the world.

      The true test of my abilities will be when I’m actually in the office. To locate the incriminating evidence, whatever it may be, I’ll have to do a fair bit of rummaging. However, I’ll also have to be sure that everything is returned to its proper place.

      Sounds a bit difficult, but I’m known to have a delicate touch. Not one dust bunny will go disturbed as I explore the new venue that has been opened for me. I dare not even breathe too deeply, for fear that the shift in air will be too obvious.

      It’s like I was made for this role, as if I’m the perfect spy. It occurs to me that the perfect spy likely wouldn’t be wearing flowery perfume which is entirely out of place. Well, I’ll just leave the door open to air out until he’s around thirty minutes away.

      Truly, Dillon will have no means of knowing I’ve even disturbed the keys in his pocket. By the time he comes home, the jacket will be in the exact place he left it, looking altogether undisturbed. The keys will be in his pocket, and any evidence that I can use against him will be firmly tucked into my supply bag. It’s just a matter of finding it.

      If I plan to do that, I have to swallow my hesitation and at the very least peek into the office. An initial glance, just to scope out the layout of the room. Bracing myself, I stand in front of the door before fumbling with the keyring for a moment. If I’m remembering correctly, the key to this door is the smallest on the ring, a pale shade of gold in color. If that seems overly specific, forgive me. I’ve been waiting for this very opportunity for what feels like an eternity now, and preparations get a bit boring.

      Slipping the key into the lock, I gently turn it, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding as the lock clicks. Gripping the knob lightly, I muse that I should have put on a pair of latex gloves beforehand; while it’s unlikely that he checks his door knobs for fingerprints on a regular basis, I’d nevertheless feel more confident with a protective barrier between myself and the private items I’m going to be rummaging through.

      I can’t help rolling my eyes at how paranoid I’m being, turning the knob and pushing into the room. The door swings open, making a slight bang against the wall from the force with which I’d opened it.

      Thoughts of being discreet going out the window, I quickly shuffle into the room and make sure that the door hadn’t knocked anything out of place. Everything seems to be in order, but then again, I hadn’t exactly had the chance to look before I came barging in.

      If I’m going to be caught, I’ll be caught either way.

      All the same, I carefully navigate through the room just to make sure everything at least looks to be in order. Everything in the private office is immaculately placed, and Dillon’s eye for detail is quite obvious. However, no one has the eagle eyes that I consider myself blessed with. A clock on the wall seems to be just a degree off-kilter, and I step towards it with baited breath. I slowly move to edge it back into place. Stepping back and considering it, I breathe a sigh of satisfaction.

      Turning my back to the clock, a shock goes through my body as I hear something crash to the floor. I whip around to see that the clock I’d meticulously adjusted is now face down on the hardwood floor. Biting my lip, I approach it once more. It has to be broken. There’s no way the stupid thing survived a fall like that. Maybe if I can stage it to appear that it just fell from the wall…naturally…

      Stupid. It wasn’t like I could lie and say an earthquake swept through. He’s literally just down the street. I continue berating myself mentally as I grab the clock, turning it over to study the glass face. Remarkably, there seems to be very little damage. There are no cracks, no chips—hell, there’s barely even a scratch.

      Praising whatever higher force that seems to be looking out for me, I place the clock back on the wall. I draw my hands away carefully, noting that it seems to fall into the off-kilter position naturally. Great, it appears that I risked the entire operation for no reason.

      Just as well, now I can say that everything seems to be in place. Now, it’s just a matter of displacing everything—at least in his desk—and then placing it back in the right position. I can only hope I’ll be as lucky as I was with the wall clock.

      Shuffling over to the well-built piece of furniture, I take a moment to regard even the desk with disdain. The stupid thing probably cost several months’ worth of rent for my sad little apartment. It’s intricately carved, and inlaid with what looks to be actual marble accents in places. God, this guy really has his head in the clouds.

      Swallowing my bitterness, I move the chair out from under the desk so I can get a good look at the surface. There seems to be nothing obvious out in the open, aside from a small pocket calendar. I grab it up, flipping through the pages to see if there are any nefarious plans outlined within. Of course, there aren’t, because the thought is ridiculous. It’s not like he would schedule his wrong-doings in a simple little booklet.

      Humming softly under my breath, I try to get an idea of where to check next. There are several drawers, which are likely unlocked considering the slight chance there is for anyone to get into this room without Dillon’s consent. I like to consider myself the exception to my fair share of rules, and apparently this seems to be one of many.

      Granted, my boss doesn’t know about it, and if I have my way, he never will. Once I’ve found what I’m looking for, I’ll be out of the room and carrying on with my job as usual.

      In all likelihood, I’ll give it a week or so before I turn in my resignation. Just so as not to make things appear suspicious. Then, another week or two later, I’ll turn what I find in to the local news station and revel in my victory. Maybe I’ll even find something so bad that I will put the bastard out of business altogether, though that would have to be something extreme.

      Breathing a sigh, I lean down to sift through the first desk drawer. I pull it open to find it empty, save for a package of paper clips. Rolling my eyes, I move to the next drawer that seems to be filled with various documents. I take a moment to skim through the first few folders, taking some that look particularly interesting out and setting them aside on the desk. I’m hoping to find something a bit more obvious than the occasional falsified tax write-off, not that I’ve found even one of those yet.

      There has to be something that this pretty boy is hiding!

      Moving on to the final drawer, I realize it’s locked. A grin crosses my face as I realize that whatever is housed in this bottom drawer has to be particularly juicy. I check the keyring, finding a tiny little key that I haven’t noticed before. Taking the key, I shove it in the lock and open the drawer. As I pull it open, my eyes widen in shock.

      Not at what lies inside, however—even if it is a shiny pair of handcuffs.

      No, what stops me in my tracks is the fact that someone has just cleared their throat behind me. I whip around, my mouth falling open in sheer panic. Dillon stands in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest as he considers me with a quirked brow.

      That’s it. I’m officially screwed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      While I expected any number of reactions from my pretty maid upon hearing my presence, the contemptuous look she fixes me with was not one of them. She manages to school her expression into something more casual, gently closing the desk drawer which holds one of my most private items.

      It’s not something I want her to see—at least, not in these conditions. I had hoped that I would be able to show her the handcuffs in the proper setting, but that aspiration seems to be drifting out the window. I keep my expression carefully molded into a calm and collected one, though fear races through my veins.

      I know I should be angry that she invaded my private space, but truthfully, I have little to hide. I can’t let this go without any consideration to my privacy, however. As my housekeeper, she should well know what rooms are off-limits.

      “Mind explaining what you’re doing in my private office, Miss Law?” I inquire, trying to keep amusement from slipping into my voice as she shuffles nervously from foot to foot.

      Truth be told, I have no idea what she thinks she may find in my office, but I can only hope she was attempting to learn more about me as a person. I would be oblivious not to notice the disdain she regards me with, though it’s also clear that she thinks she’s hiding it well enough. Any other employer of my caliber wouldn’t allow such insolence. I know I shouldn’t either, but I’ve been letting my less-than-professional admiration cloud my mind.

      Is the pay I’ve been giving her not sufficient? Is she struggling, even now, to make ends meet? I’d not considered that perhaps she needed more than I was providing. The idea of her wanting to steal from me is a startling one, but one I can possibly look past. I wish she’d just come to me.

      Deciding to let her plead her case, I let my previous question hang in the air. Hopefully she’ll come clean, and we can resolve this issue. If she deflects, I’m afraid that’s something I can’t allow. If she’s having personal issues, either with me or at home, I’d like to be privy to that information. Call me a softie if you’d like, but any man would find himself enraptured with those eyes of hers.

      “I was…I just thought I’d clean in here,” she says innocently, though it’s obvious she’s not being truthful.

      I tilt my head, moving my lips into what I can only hope is a soothing smile.

      “If I’d wanted you to clean up office, I’d have let you in before I left for work. What’s the real reason behind all this?” I ask gently.

      Her eyes dart from side to side, and it’s obvious she’s trying to formulate another lie of sorts. I can’t allow her to waste any more time with such nonsense.

      “You’re an awful liar, Charlotte, so just come out with it. Whatever it is—” I begin, only to be cut short by a bark of laughter.

      “You want to know the truth, Dillon? Dillon Bradshaw, who has it all, and cares jack shit about who gets in the way, wants to know what I’m sneaking around for? Why do you even care to ask? Why not just ruin me again, like you did the first time?” she snaps, and I watch her with wide eyes as she grips her hair in obvious frustration.

      As I watch her, a brief flicker of a memory comes to the forefront of my mind.

      It should have come to me already, but in this business, you meet so many new people on a daily basis that remembering faces and names gets a bit unclear. There had been something familiar about Charlotte Law from the beginning, but I’m only just able to place it as I see those intense eyes clouded with rage. I’ve been fixed with that stare before.

      “Charlotte—what on earth…” I blurt, stepping towards her and reaching out with a hand.

      She flinches away from me, hatred shining in her gaze as she circles around me towards the door. It seems she’s unwilling to find herself trapped in the room with me. I can only wonder what she thinks I might do to her. I had fired her, years ago, but certainly she could realize that I was not a wild animal.

      “You caught me, so I might as well come out with it! You were either too foolish to realize who you were hiring, or maybe you thought you could win me over somehow. Either way, I have nothing to lose at this point. You fired me two years ago, though it seems that you can’t remember telling me to my face that I was no longer needed,” she shouts angrily, gesturing wildly as she speaks.

      Regret creeps up my spine, but not for the reasons one might think. I hold no regrets as far as hiring her, I simply wish things had not gone so bad without my realization. The theory that she needs money seems all the more apparent, and I hold my hands out in a placating gesture. I can nearly see the steam coming out of her ears, but I’m sure I can still fix this situation.

      “Listen, Charlotte. I’m sorry that you found the conditions of your termination…unfavorable, but if it’s money you need…” I begin, only for her to narrow her eyes scornfully. As I part my lips to speak again, she holds a hand up to silence me.

      “Listen very closely, Bradshaw. I’m not here for your money. The pay was just dandy, but you want to know the truth of the matter?” she hisses, her voice cold.

      I hesitate, her intent to cause me as much harm possible growing all the more evident. Steeling myself, I nod my head and smile bitterly.

      “It seems you’re rather intent upon coming out with the truth, anyway. So, let’s indulge each other. Why did you take the job?” I ask, feeling entirely out of sorts. It feels as if I’m watching myself from a thousand miles away, my voice sounding as faint to my ears as the whisper of an evening breeze.

      “I wanted to ruin you as thoroughly as you ruined me. After you fired me, I lost my apartment. I had to move to a smaller place on the wrong side of town. I can barely sleep at night. My life has been hell since you came into it, and…” She trails off, her hands shaking.

      I still feel miles away, but her every movement captures my vision just so. Her anger is sweeping over me in waves.

      “I can fix this, Charlotte,” I offer, but she seems not to hear me. She appears to be as far away as I feel, lost in the expanse of her pain-filled psyche.

      “I wanted you to know what it’s like, to feel like life isn’t worth living. This penthouse apartment, your multi-billion dollar company, your comfortable life—I wanted you to lose all of it. I wanted you to hurt as deeply as I’ve hurt because of you,” she murmurs. Her eyes mine for a moment, and my heart lurches in my chest. “I was trying to find something incriminating. Something that would actually harm you. There’s nothing, is there? There was never anything hidden in this office?” she continues, her voice cracking.

      Shaking my head, I’m forced to avert my gaze. Her anguish is beginning to feel too much like my own, and I can’t bear the raw emotion of it all. I’m not meant to feel this deeply. Ever since she stepped into my life for the second time, feelings I can never consider or give voice to wash over me too often.

      “You have to realize, Charlotte…it was nothing personal. It was just business. When you run a company like mine…” I trail off, the words sounding meaningless.

      While I hadn’t intended to hurt her with my actions, intent means very little here and now. She’s opened herself up to me, the raw and festering wound she’s been nursing since she lost her job. I would give anything to soothe the damage I’ve caused, but there’s no fixing this. At least…not in this moment.

      “In case it wasn’t already obvious, I quit. I never want to see your face again; I never want to hear your damn name. I realize now that life isn’t fair. It has never been fair, and to think it would change just because you stormed so boldly into my life again was silly,” she announces.

      She shakes her head, storming out the door. It occurs to me to stop her. I could have her arrested for conspiracy to commit a crime. I’ve done enough to her, however. I’ve ruined enough lives. All I can do is watch as walks out of my penthouse, and likely out of my life forever.

      For once, my life feels less than perfect. In this moment, I feel worthless. In a way, she has gotten her wish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      The clacking keys of my keyboard are the soundtrack by which I now live my life. The sound, which had been soothing what seems such a short time ago, is now agonizing. I can’t deny some feeling of loss, though I realize it’s strange to be so sullen about a potential plan ruined—especially considering that the plan was doomed to fail from the start.

      I should feel some sort of pleasure from the crushed look Dillon gave me as I left his apartment without a second glance, straight out of his life, for good. Instead, I feel a strange sort of remorse. I don’t miss him, per se…I just miss the job.

      Granted, now that I look back, there was something endearing about his enchantment with me. I know I’m not as good of an actress as I’d like to fancy myself, and my feeling of hatred for him had been so intense, it was nearly impossible to obscure. I use the past tense when I refer to my hatred for the man, realizing now that I’ve potentially damaged him.

      While the thought would have brought me some measure of delight in the past, I find myself feeling…bad.

      Dillon’s ignorance regarding the effect he has on people’s lives had gone on far too long, and that’s not necessarily something I regret bringing up to him so harshly. I just can’t help feeling as if I had been on the verge of insanity to want him to suffer so badly. It had been strictly business from his perspective, until things began to get personal just recently.

      The image of his stricken expression haunts me, but I know the chance of fixing this whole terrible situation has been flushed neatly down the drain.

      A smile works its way onto my face as I stare off into the vacant space in front of me. For a billionaire playboy, he’s certainly a rather clueless one. I suppose he thought I was simply playing hard to get. In a way, I suppose I was, though that hadn’t been my intent. I won’t lie and say I’d consider dating him just because I feel bad about how things ended, but…in another lifetime, we might have worked together. Is that silly?

      Of course, a man like Dillon Bradshaw would never know I exist, had the catalyst of my downward spiral not been enacted. It seems a wonder even now—what did he see in his snarky housekeeper?

      I’ve always had a rather dry sense of humor, defaulting to sarcasm and snide remarks to obscure my insecurities. Never before have I been looked at in the way Dillon looked at me. While I realize his feelings can’t have been much more than a skin-deep infatuation, the thought of his boyish smile upon seeing me every morning sends pangs through my heart.

      I’m still angry. I think I’ll always hold some anger towards the situation. Now that I’ve had time to think, however, I can come to terms with the fact that it was just business.

      That’s how it needs to remain, from this point on. I can’t afford to entertain silly thoughts about some cold and calculating businessman, who is likely considering how to have me arrested at this very moment. The problem with that thought is the fact that I know better. Dillon has likely never been the cold and heartless business mogul that I’d seen the day I was fired. The man that I hated, the man I thought that he was, never existed.

      In his place, would I have done the same thing?

      It does little good to think too deeply about it now. I have enough money to pay my rent for this month, but I have to go back to scouring the job boards. Resentment bubbles up in me, although it is directed towards myself this time. If I’d simply done the job required of me, I would have it pretty easy. The pay I received for the maid job is much more than I’ve ever been offered for another job. Considering how neat the man keeps his home, it was relatively easy work, as well.

      Breathing a weary sigh, I turn my attention back to the computer screen. I’ve submitted my resume to several temp agencies, and I can only hope that it’s very clear that I’m willing to take literally any job they throw at me. I need a way to get by, and a temp job may have a chance to lead to a permanent position.

      It’s unlikely I’ll ever find another job in the finance world, since I double-crossed the most well-known businessman in the field. Hell, Dillon may very well be the best known businessman in the country.

      My computer dings, indicating that I’ve received a new email. I glance towards my inbox, curling my toes in anticipation. The pop-up box declares that it’s a message from one of the agencies I applied to, offering me a job with a need for urgent placement. Giddiness creeps up in me, and for a moment, the billionaire is forgotten. I open my inbox, clicking on the email and scanning the attached document for information.

      Slowly but surely, the happiness begins to drain away.

      When I say I’ll take any crappy job, I don’t mean a job literally cleaning crap. Apparently, the city needs someone to clean the public restrooms in the city park. The pay is as deep in the toilet as the job itself, but I’m not really at a place where I can afford to turn down any job offers. I swallow my pride, typing a response to the agency.

      Leaning back in my chair, I press the send button before glancing towards my window. The view is mostly of the side of a concrete building, but a sliver of sunlight peeks out from around the building during a few hours in the mornings. Some may say there is some symbolism in that glimmer of light, a tiny bit of hope for the future, but I’ve long since given up on things getting better.

      I close my eyes, my mind drifting to the view from Dillon’s penthouse. From his window, you can gaze out across the entire city. You can even see the slightly wooded area on the outskirts of town—at least, until the trees are plowed down to make room for additional apartment complexes. Still, in spite of how industrialized it is, the view is rather enchanting at dusk. Near nightfall, the city is alight with towers that reach towards the sky, the entirety of said buildings covered in windows where the lights never seem to be dimmed.

      This city never sleeps. Sometimes, I wonder how I manage to sleep at night with all the hustle and bustle. I’ve always craved action, though I prefer said action to be presented in the form of a particularly hard case at the office. I remember working long nights at Stratton and Company, the delight that rushes through my body when I’ve finished a job well done.

      Once again, I think of Dillon and the cushy job I had working as his maid. I can’t help but wonder if he’s thinking of me, too. Doubtful. The billionaire has probably already forgotten my name. I can picture him, flirting with a new maid who doesn’t give him snide looks or try to sabotage his life.

      I don’t know why that thought seems to carry so much weight, placing a burden straight on my chest. Even less obvious are my reasons for thinking about him so much. I try to shake off thoughts of him, freeing my mind as much as I’m able.

      My computer dings again, and as hopeful as I am that it’s another temp agency, I’m once again disappointed to see the terms of my poo profession outlined for me. Sighing, I note where I’m intended to meet for the interview. It’s some distance away, and for a moment, I forget that I couldn’t even get my car to start the last time I tried. The thought strikes me suddenly as I begin making my way downstairs, however.

      Groaning in irritation, I order a cab through the app on my phone. I’m told that I’ll be picked up in around ten minutes, and realizing I have very little to do but wait, I continue to make my way downstairs. Perhaps I’ll feel better once I’m out in the sunlight. I have my doubts, but I can at least pretend to have an ounce of positivity left within me.

      Stepping into the sunny day, I shield my eyes from the sun as I lean against the exterior of my apartment building. As my back touches the concrete, I’m vaguely aware of a slight squishing sensation on the back of my shirt. I jolt upright, lurching away from the building only to see a half-chewed wad of gum stretched between myself and the surface of the building. I struggle to swallow a scream, reaching around to my back with the intent of ridding myself of my sticky passenger.

      “Yuck,” I mutter, feeling vaguely nauseous as the gum squishes between my fingers. Another miserable moan spills from my lips, and I make an attempt to wipe the sticky saliva and gum mixture off my fingers.

      “Miss Law?” a voice inquires abruptly, and I glance towards the street, expecting to see the taxi I’d called for.

      Instead, there is a well-dressed man standing beside a limousine. The windows are blacked out, and while I have a sneaking suspicion of who might be inside the extravagant vehicle, I have no way of truly knowing. Gritting my teeth in irritation, I walk purposefully towards the man, who I can only presume is the limo driver.

      “That’s me,” I answer brusquely, glancing towards the car.

      A familiar guilt begins to boil in my gut, and the nausea I’ve been feeling washes over me even more intensely. I must be getting somewhat pale, as the limo driver reaches out with a gloved hand and removes the gum from my shirt. I manage to mutter my thanks, rummaging in my purse for some hand sanitizer.

      “I can provide you with a napkin as soon as you get in the car. Your former boss would like to speak to you, and I’m under the impression that it’s a rather urgent matter,” he explains.

      I try to ignore the sudden lurch of my heart, torn between irritation and delight at the thought of seeing the man I had attempted to ruin. The fact that he is probably here to rub my nose in my misstep seems almost secondary.

      Admittedly, the measure of pride I still hold is miniscule. In all likelihood, it has been ripped away just as quickly as the wad of gum has been ripped off of my shirt. I draw my lip between my teeth, looking up as a taxi pulls up in front of my apartment. I feel bad for a moment, knowing that the area isn’t on the normal cab route, and for good reason.

      Living in this particular apartment complex isn’t exactly something I should be proud of. There’s a shooting or a stabbing nearly every other week, with the occasional drug bust spattered here and there on weekends. To say I keep my door locked tight would be an understatement. It’s all I can afford, though, and it’s better than sleeping on a park bench.

      In any case, it’s unusual to call a cab here, as most drivers usually give the area a wide berth. It’s not like I can just tell the guy to leave without compensating him for wasting his time. Granted, I haven’t gotten in the taxi yet or greeted the driver…

      Ultimately, it’s a matter of whether I truly want to get in this limousine with Dillon. It could go either very badly, or, it could go great. While I’m erring on the side of this being an awful decision, I can’t bear to leave things on these terms. Swallowing my pride, I glance towards the limousine driver. I manage a half-hearted smile, reaching up to touch my hair.

      “Do I look all right?” I inquire softly, and he hesitates for a moment.

      “You would look much prettier if you were to smile, Miss Law,” he finally says, offering me a smile.

      I narrow my eyes, weighing the option of telling him to shove it. Sure, he has a reason to smile—he works for the richest man in the state. I mean, just because I ruined that chance for myself, doesn’t mean he should go flaunting his happiness around!

      “I’ll take that into consideration,” I mumble, managing a half-smile as the driver opens the door.

      Steeling myself, I duck down so that I can slide inside. While I’m not surprised to see who my company will be, there’s something about his presence that sends mixed feelings through my body. Dillon turns to me with a soft smile, and I feel my heart bang frantically against my ribs.

      Well, it couldn’t get much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      With those intense, verdant eyes fixed upon me, it’s all I can do to manage a smile. Milo, the driver, closes the door behind her. Charlotte manages to shift into a seated position, though she looks terribly uncomfortable. I resist the desire to reach out to her, telling myself that I have to keep some measure of control of the situation.

      “Dillon, it’s…” She pauses, considering her words. “I’m assuming you’re here for some sort of retribution? Maybe you could tie a concrete block around my ankle, throw me off a bridge, and do us both a favor,” she mutters, sounding as if she’s only half-kidding.

      I laugh, though the sound is an admittedly hollow one.

      “I didn’t come to argue. I was just hoping you could join me for a drive while we discuss things,” I explain, tapping my fingers nervously against the leather upholstery of my seat.

      She considers me critically, and I’m somewhat surprised by the lack of scorn in her stare. I can only reason that she’s taking comfort in the effect her words have on me.

      “I actually came to apologize,” I continue, meeting her gaze and holding it.

      Determination sweeps over me, and more than anything, I want to show her how deeply sorry I am. More than anything, I long to take her into my arms. I know that idea is too far gone to ever consider again, but…a man can dream, can’t he?

      She seems troubled by the intensity of my stare, glancing away and picking at her cuticles. Briefly, she makes a disgusted face before knocking on the window between the driver’s seat and the interior of the limo. Milo rolls it down, glancing towards her with a sheepish smile.

      “You said you’d give me a napkin,” she says, and I can’t help but stare with vague amusement.

      I glance towards Milo, trying to get a read on the situation. He says nothing, reaching into the glovebox and tossing a pack of said napkins towards Charlotte. She catches them with a faint smile, ripping the pack open. Milo keeps the window down for a moment longer, looking between the two of us.

      “I would advise wiping off the back of your shirt as well,” he says quietly.

      I raise a brow, but Charlotte simply grumbles, struggling to reach behind herself with one of the napkins. I roll up the window, restoring our privacy before taking one of the wipes into my hand.

      “Turn around. You’re not going to be able to get it,” I insist, giving her shoulder a slight nudge. She groans pathetically, and it’s enough to bring a smile to my face. “Come on. Don’t be so dramatic; let me see,” I assert once more, chuckling as she levels a glare upon me.

      “If you laugh, I’m getting out,” she says very seriously.

      I hold my hands up defensively, offering her a gentle smile. She watches me for a moment before breathing a sigh and turning her back towards me. She continues to wipe her fingers, and I can’t help but make a face at the vaguely pink-tinted stain on the back of her shirt. I swallow my chuckles, reaching out to dab at the mark.

      “What is this mess?” I ask softly, and she sighs as she finishes scrubbing her hands.

      “I got gum on my shirt,” she replies blandly.

      “I thought you fancied yourself more of a gumshoe,” I retort unthinkingly, nearly flinching as soon as the words pass my lips.

      Her shoulders go stiff, and I’m almost certain she’s about to go off on me. However, she begins to snicker softly, and disbelief washes over me. Her snickers soon evolve into laughter, and I find myself chuckling as well. I continue to dab the stain on her shirt, and she turns to face me with a faint smile.

      “I didn’t play a very good detective,” she admits.

      I shrug my shoulders, folding the napkin up and putting it in the cup holder.

      “You’re not the one who needs to apologize, you know,” she says after a thoughtful moment, and I can’t help but laugh, trying to disguise it with a cough.

      “That’s certainly not how you felt at my apartment,” I hedge.

      This time, she shrugs and considers me earnestly.

      “I’ve had time to think. While I still hold that your actions ruined my life, as well as many others, I realize you’re right. It was never personal until I decided to take it a step further, and I suppose that was rather unfair of me,” she mumbles.

      I find my lips curling in a smile as I lean back in the seat and cross my arms over my chest.

      “Well, I should have looked into your past a bit deeper before agreeing to hire you for the maid position. That was a mistake on my part. Also…as much as I shouldn’t say this, I do regret the negative impact my business choice had on your life. I can’t say I haven’t considered the consequences of my actions; I’ve just never been faced with them so directly,” I reply gently.

      She hums softly in acknowledgement, and we fall into a comfortable silence for a bit. She seems lost in thought, and I’m content to piece together my own thoughts before we reach our destination.

      Soon enough, the limo pulls to a stop. Charlotte glances towards the window, somewhat surprised to see a picturesque picnic area laid out before us. There’s a few wooden tables lined up, as well as a swing set near the shallows of the lake I’ve brought her to.

      She looks to me with curiosity in her gaze, a perfectly shaped brow curled inquisitively. I simply smile, remaining silent as Milo opens the door for us. Charlotte carefully shuffles out, and as soon as I step out, I can feel the pleasantly cool breeze wash over me.

      “This place is beautiful,” Charlotte says decisively, sprinting in the direction of the swings.

      Though I’d expected her to choose one of the simple wooden benches, I find myself chasing after her and plopping down in the second swing. She glances towards me with a faint smile, a lock of her hair obscuring her eyes. I reach out to brush it away, meeting her gaze again. Something in the air seems to shift, and she averts her eyes towards the water.

      “I can’t say I understand why you brought me here, but…it’s nice,” she tells me with a smile.

      “My parents brought me here when I was young. Though I have to attribute much of my wealth to them, I don’t have many happy memories of my parents. My father was a rather strict man, and my mother was prone to turning him against me in the worst of situations. This is…they brought me here from time to time, when things were good,” I explain.

      “I suppose even the rich want for something,” she muses quietly, staring out towards the water.

      My heart lurches in my chest, and for a moment, I reconsider my reasons for bringing her here. As much as I wanted to see her and apologize, I do have an ulterior motive. I know it could potentially break this tenuous kindness we’re showing each other, but, I can’t find it in me to let it go. All the same, I take a moment to stare out towards the water as I formulate my thoughts.

      “Have you ever wanted children, Charlotte?” I ask, idly fidgeting with the chains on my swing.

      If she notices my unease, she gives no indication. She simply laughs awkwardly, shrugging her shoulders. I consider pressing her, but before I can make a decision, she answers me.

      “I’ve never really thought about it. I always thought I would be too busy with work, having a career that I could be proud of. Truthfully, I couldn’t imagine bringing a child into my life, as it is. In the future…maybe, though I guess the right man would have to come along. It’s just too much for me to take on, as it stands.” She pauses thoughtfully, turning to face me and tilting her head slightly. “What about you? Have you ever thought about settling down?”

      I give pause for a moment, and though I’ve agonized over and rehearsed this conversation what seems a thousand times, I know it’s going to be awkward to explain. It’s too sudden, it’s too far, and too fast. However, I know what I want, and I’m not willing to let the opportunity slip away. I just have to plead my case properly. I meet the intense stare of those brilliant green eyes, a thrill shooting through my body.

      “More than anything, I’ve always wanted an heir to leave my fortunes to. Someone to share this life with, a child to treat like royalty,” I begin, and she seems amused by the response.

      I hesitate, carefully considering my phrasing and tone before continuing. This request must be asked with perfect delivery.

      “I’m not looking for a relationship, however. Every woman I’ve been with has been limited to a purely physical affair. I want the reward, without all of the baggage,” I tell her.

      Her expression shifts to one of confusion, but she still seems receptive to what I’m saying. At the very least, she seems curious.

      “You’ve really never cared that deeply about someone? Enough to be with them?” Charlotte asks, and though my heart gives a painful throb in response to the question, I shake my head. She shrugs her shoulders, beginning to swing back and forth. “To each his own,” she says quietly.

      Realizing I’m not making myself as obvious as I’d intended, I try again.

      “I would be willing to offer the right woman a very sizable check, in exchange for providing me with an heir. I just never thought I might meet the right woman. Funny, right?” I prompt, glancing towards her with a nervous half-smile.

      Her brow furrows, and about halfway through swinging in the air, she yelps and leaps out of her seat. She hits the ground awkwardly, her legs going askew before she hits the dirt.

      I jump out of my own seat, racing towards her. “Are you okay?” I cry out.

      Slowly rolling over, Charlotte groans and cradles her scraped knee. She seems too caught up in the pain to notice me, or perhaps she’s not heard me. I repeat myself, and she turns towards me with wild eyes. She struggles to lurch to her feet, pointing a finger at my chest almost accusingly.

      Dread creeps up on me as I realize she’s finally understood the extent of my proposition. At least, it seems she’s finally concluded that I’m making a proposition.

      “You’re asking me to give you a child?” she yells, confirming my suspicions.

      I hesitate for a moment, briefly wondering if it’s too late to take it all back. I could play it off as a joke and she may believe me. I’m not quite willing to do that, however—not after coming this far.

      “One child for one million dollars. I would take care of all of the medical expenses, any fertility treatments, and I would see that you received impeccable care,” I offer, laying all my cards out on the table.

      Charlotte continues to stare at me with those eyes I so adore, her pouty lips hanging slightly open.

      “Why me? Why, after all the crap we’ve been through, would you choose me?”

      As much as I’d like to confess my desire to keep a piece of her with me, however small, I realize that it’s not the most conventional or sane answer.

      “Your eyes. I love your eyes,” I answer abruptly, as soon as the answer pops into my mind.

      The eyes in question bulge in disbelief, and she looks as if she may shout at me again. However, after a moment, her shoulders simply sag in a rather defeated sort of way. She turns away from me, taking long strides towards the limousine.

      “Charlotte, wait,” I call out, moving to follow her.

      “You know, I thought you really meant it. I thought you were sincerely sorry for what you’ve done to me, what you’ve done to hundreds of people. I thought you might even want to be friends, or something equally ridiculous,” she blurts out, throwing her hands up in exasperation. “Then you pop this strange idea of yours on me, and I guess it’s clear now! You only want people in your life if they can serve a purpose for you. Having a friend isn’t enough. You want me to have your baby because you like my eyes?!” she shouts incredulously.

      As ridiculous as I realize my offer seems, I can’t deny that I had hoped she would accept with little fuss. The fact that she was even considering being my friend doesn’t occur to me until she’s already at my limo. I rush to catch up with her, huffing and sputtering.

      “Charlotte, please,” I implore.

      She stares daggers at me, sitting in the back of the limo and closing the door before I can get in as well. Milo glances towards me in confusion, but realizing how thoroughly I’ve screwed up, I decide to give in to what she obviously wants.

      “Take her home. Come back for me later,” I say, keeping my voice calm and level.

      “Mr. Bradshaw—” Milo begins to argue, but Charlotte thumps her fist against the window.

      “You heard him!” she snaps.

      Milo frowns, but nods shallowly and starts the ignition. I step away from the car, watching as it pulls out of the parking lot. Knowing it will be some time before Milo returns, I make my way back to the swings and sit in the one I’d previously claimed.

      It’s not the same without someone at my side…a friend. I would have been as lucky to have her as a friend. At least then, she would be in my life.

      I don’t know how to let her go, but it seems I have little choice, now.

      Way to go, Dillon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      Of all the dirty, rotten things! Even as I make my way back upstairs to my apartment, I can’t get over this all-encompassing anger. I can’t believe I fell for that bastard billionaire’s trap! I can’t believe I even entertained the idea of forgiving him.

      It’s clear that he cares nothing about me, that he only wants me for my body. He doesn’t even want me to satisfy his sexual desires—he essentially wants to use me as a damn vessel! What he’s suggesting is outright sick, and, saying that…not all that different from any other surrogate situation.

      While I can acknowledge his reasoning for wanting a surrogate mother, I simply can’t begin to fathom why he would choose me. In spite of his assertion that he likes my eyes, it’s not as if I’m some fashion model. He could probably pay off a famous actress if he wanted—seems he’d get his money’s worth much easier in that case.

      Granted, I don’t even know why it matters if his child is attractive. Why else would he choose me based on my eyes, though? I can’t think of any reason he would choose me.

      Panic grips me as I consider that perhaps it’s a farce, that maybe he’s hoping he’ll be able to screw around with me and then…then, I’d die in childbirth! Smacking my fist into my open palm, I lurch towards my computer and bring up a search engine.

      I search all sorts of phrases that would make anyone else think I’m a serial killer, along the lines of ‘intentional death at childbirth’. None of the searches return anything particularly helpful, and I sag in my chair as the adrenaline begins to fade.

      Okay, so maybe the murder idea was a bit of a stretch. It would make more sense that he was being upfront with me. Maybe he just likes my eyes, not to mention my vivacious personality and profoundly witty mind. It would make sense—if he were trying to gain an heir to his empire—for that child to be career-driven and nothing short of brilliant. While Dillon had his share of smarts, most of his riches came from dumb luck. Without his parents…

      Wait.

      Had the story about his parents been part of luring me in? It seems like a strange story to make up, and altogether unnecessary considering his end goal. Why would he open up to me about something so personal? He claimed to not want baggage, yet he seems to be trying to draw me deeper into his snare.

      How I became caught in his web to begin with is a mystery to me. It isn’t as if I have some fixation on rich boys—all the guys I’ve dated in the past were just broke college students. Granted, my last serious relationship was years ago.

      Why am I even overthinking this? I made it plainly obvious that I want no part of his little body renting notion, or covert murder scheme, or…sincere request. I grit my teeth, bringing my search engine back up. It provides me with a few suggestions based on what I’ve previously searched for, and I feel utterly ridiculous faced with my strange theories.

      Resting my fingers on the keyboard for a moment, I consider how to phrase my question.

      “What is the typical pay for a surrogate mother,” I muse aloud, typing the text in before I can talk myself out of it.

      I press the enter key, and what seems an endless amount of results is returned. I click the first link, muttering under my breath. It seems the average is a little over forty thousand dollars, which is a little surprising considering the offer I’ve received. I guess Dillon thinks he will have any pick of women for a cool million, or maybe thinks that I’d be unable to turn him down.

      It’s not as if I’d ever consider being a surrogate mother. Especially not for Dillon Bradshaw. I can’t even begin to fathom bringing a child into this world, a child that I would never get to know or grow close to. A child that would never know its mother. A child who…would have an absolutely doting father who could provide them with the world. A child who would be given an empire, and the life of luxury as well as the love of a parent.

      Unbidden, an image of what our child might look like springs to my mind. My heart aches at the thought.

      Glancing towards my phone, I tell myself that I’m not going to call Dillon. Under no circumstances am I going to call him and let him plead his case. Even if he would arguably be the best father for a child, and he has every right to want an heir of his own blood. The million-dollar paycheck is on the back of my mind.

      It’s not as if I’ll sell my body for even a million bucks. The thought of bringing happiness to not one life, but two, while receiving a heaping chunk of cash isn’t…that appealing. It’s not appealing at all! I’m not considering it! Except…I very much am, now that I think about it.

      Grabbing my cellphone, I make quick work of calling Dillon’s number, which I should have deleted weeks ago. The line rings for a moment, and I’m sure he won’t pick up. At least I tried. Nothing more I can do if he won’t even answer my calls—

      “Hello? Charlotte?” he answers, sounding out of breath.

      My mind wanders to what might have him so breathless, but I quickly dispel those thoughts.

      “Hi, Dillon,” I manage weakly, curling a lock of hair around my finger.

      For a time that seems to stretch on forever, we’re both silent. He clears his throat, clearly waiting for me to speak.

      “So, a million dollars?” I inquire softly.

      He is quiet for a moment longer, though it sounds as if his breath catches.

      “You’re actually considering it?” he asks, and I find myself growing flustered at the situation.

      Even he is surprised that I called him back; if that’s not indicative of this being a bad idea, I don’t know what is.

      “Oh, Charlotte, thank you. Yes, yes. Not to pressure you, but all the terms I outlined at the park are still, uh…on the table,” he says nervously.

      I find my palms growing rather uncomfortably sweaty, my phone nearly slipping out of my hand.

      “I still can’t understand why you would choose me,” I breathe, and he chuckles softly in response.

      “You’ve already proven yourself a bad liar. It’s not like you would sign the deal and then…ditch me, you know? I feel like I can trust you, in spite of all we’ve been through. Maybe even because of it—I don’t know…” he trails off, and I find myself laughing softly as well.

      “You’re right, there. Listen, I’m not giving you a definite answer. I’m telling you that I’ll think about it. If you happen to find someone else—” I begin, only to be cut short.

      “There’s no one else,” he interrupts, with a surprising amount of passion in his voice.

      I feel myself blushing, though I can’t exactly explain why. This whole weird situation has me feeling all sorts of fuzzy and unclear.

      “All right. Get some sleep, Dillon. I’ll let you know when I make a decision,” I murmur with a tenderness that shocks even me.

      He breathes a sigh, and it feels like there’s more he wants to say. However, he seems to decide against it.

      “Good night, Charlotte. Thank you,” he says with obvious sincerity.

      Quickly, I swipe my phone to end the call, tossing my it on my desk and walking towards my bed. My thoughts remain with the man I’ve been speaking to, and I find myself gripped by a sudden and intrusive thought about…potential conception.

      Unwelcome yet pleasantly warm tingles shoot through my body at the thought of sharing a bed with the man. I quickly banish the thought. It’s not as if we’re going to be in a relationship, even if I agree to his terms; he’s made that much very clear. I don’t know why I feel vaguely disappointed at that thought, but if I’m a million dollars richer, everything will fall into place.

      Deciding to take a quick shower before bed, I skirt around my bed and towards the adjoined bathroom. I want to visit Dillon at his office early tomorrow, and if I shower now, I can sleep in a bit. The water in this apartment complex takes an agonizingly long time to get hot, but I suppose it’s worth the wait.

      As I strip and step beneath the warm stream of water, I debate spending a few quiet moments alone with the shower head. But as my hand begins to creep south, I find that I can’t stop thinking about Dillon. As a matter of fact, my thoughts of him only grow more intense. I grit my teeth against the sensation of warmth between my thighs as I quickly wash my hair and rinse off.

      I don’t bother to get dressed before slipping between my sheets. I’ll regret going to sleep with damp hair in the morning, but for the time being, I couldn’t care less. I force my eyes closed, trying to banish thoughts of the gorgeous billionaire from my mind. This is just a potential professional venture.

      It won’t do to entertain these complicated…feelings, considering the nature of our relationship. Granted, our relationship seems to be permanently stamped as ‘complicated’.

      As I drift off, my final thought is of what it might be like to fall asleep in Dillon’s arms.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I wake up the next morning, everything seems a bit less disastrous than it did the night before, and I’m able to approach the situation with a more objective point of view. While my feelings for Dillon are anything but straightforward, I know I need to keep things as uncomplicated as humanly possible.

      I tell myself this as I get dressed, though there’s nothing awfully complicated about a pretty green sundress that brings out the shade of my eyes just so. I apply the slightest bit of makeup, certainly nothing extravagant or unusual. The up-do I choose for my hair is just a bit of an experiment, just for fun. I’ve been meaning to try it, after all. I look nice, but in a simple sort of way. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.

      The trip to the office seems to drag on, but I think that’s due in part to the anticipation racing through my veins. I ride the elevator to the top floor, approaching Dillon’s secretary and debating how to breach the subject.

      “I need to speak with Dillon,” I hedge.

      She glances up from her laptop, her eyes shining with delight upon seeing me.

      “Oh, darling, he’s going to love you,” she gushes, gesturing for me to take a seat. I try to obscure the blush on my cheeks, but with my hair styled up, it’s not as easy as usual. “He’s in a meeting, but I can fetch him,” she announces, slipping away before I can protest.

      I’m shocked to see him nearly barreling down the hallway just a few moments later. Coming to an abrupt stop in front of me, he considers me with bright and hopeful eyes. I take him by the elbow, jerking my head in the direction of his office. He nods excitedly, leading me to the door.

      “Don’t let anyone disturb us, Tiffany,” he orders.

      She salutes, offering me a sly smile. I want to sputter that it’s nothing like what she’s thinking, but I can’t exactly blame her for her assumption.

      Stepping into Dillon’s office behind him, he turns to face me with wide and excited eyes.

      “Have you made your decision?” he asks, not beating around the bush.

      I smile coyly, turning on my heel and tapping my finger on my chin.

      “I have,” I reply, pausing for dramatic effect.

      His eyes are fixed upon my own, and a now-familiar thrill shoots through me.

      “Well?” he asks, nearly shaking with anticipation.

      “I’ll do it. I’ll have your child.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      It’s all I can do to keep from kissing her, right then and there. Delight radiates through my entire being, and I struggle to keep my grin looking pleased, not idiotically gleeful. I can’t begin to explain how much this means to me.

      In less than a year, if all goes to plan, I’ll have an heir to leave my empire to. Moreover, Charlotte is agreeing to be the child’s mother. My infatuation with her may be clouding my judgement somewhat, but I know better than to push her too hard. I draw her into my arms, feeling her stiffen for the briefest moment before relaxing into my grip.

      “You can’t begin to know…” I begin, trailing off as I feel myself getting choked-up.

      She wraps her arms around me, resting her cheek against the broad expanse of my chest. After a moment, she draws away from me and meets my gaze with a warm smile.

      “It’s strange that we’ve come this far, isn’t it? From being bitter enemies, to me being a surrogate for your heir,” she muses, and I manage a chuckle.

      I reach out to caress her cheek, realizing a moment too late what I’ve done. Expecting her to jolt away, I’m surprised when she leans into my touch. Her cheeks are faintly tinged with pink, and a surge of desire shoots through me. I want her more than anything in the world, but I know she would never be happy with a man like me.

      She’s made it clear that she will always hold some lingering resentment towards me. My heart aches at the thought.

      “You were never any enemy of mine, Charlotte. Even when you were planning to ruin my career, my life, I thought nothing but the world of you. Imagine how I feel now, with what you’re doing for me,” I murmur.

      She smiles somewhat timidly, and I allow her to draw away from my touch. I glance towards the clock, noting that I’ve still got a very long day ahead of me. As much as I’d like to celebrate this revelation, it will have to wait until tonight.

      Feeling somewhat daring, I offer her a confident, cheeky smile.

      “Join me at my apartment this evening. We’ll discuss the terms a bit more, regarding the IVF, or what have you,” I suggest, allowing the implication to hang at the end.

      Charlotte smiles innocently, though there is something strange in her eyes—a glimmer I can’t quite place. She nods her head obligingly, reaching out to rest a hand on my arm. She tilts her head, meeting my eyes with a mischievous expression.

      “Or what have you…” she repeats, looking all too entertained when I find myself reddening as well. “Of course I’ll join you this evening. There is a lot to go over,” she says, stroking her hand down the length of my sleeved arm.

      She brushes her fingertips over the back of my knuckles, and a shiver shoots through my body. I can’t tell if she’s playing some sort of game, but whatever she is doing, it’s thrilling like nothing else I’ve experienced before.

      “I’m afraid I have to get back to work,” I sigh, though I would like nothing more than to carry on with what we’re presently doing.

      She pouts a bit, but agreeably shifts towards the door.

      “I’ll see you tonight, then,” I say, holding her gaze for a moment before breaking away to give her lips an appraising glance.

      She flicks her tongue out to moisten them before drawing the lower of the two between her teeth.

      “Indeed you will, Mr. Bradshaw,” she affirms, a knowing expression on her face as she slips out the door.

      As soon as she’s gone, I find myself nearly shaking with the intensity of my restrained desire. I rush to my desk so I can sit down for a moment. Gritting my teeth, I wait for the waves of arousal to ebb. God, this woman is going to be the end of me. I wouldn’t have it any other way, though.

      What hours remain in my work day seem to pass at a snail’s pace. I occasionally find my thoughts drifting to Charlotte, and it’s difficult to keep my racing mind under wraps.

      When the clock strikes six, it’s all I can do not to upturn my desk and run straight out of the office. For what it’s worth, I may as well just have clocked out early; I got nearly nothing done today besides drawing myself agonizingly close to actions I dare not enact in my workplace. I bid Tiffany a swift farewell as I make my way to the elevator, and I can feel her eyes watching me almost knowingly as I move. No matter, let her think what she wants.

      Driving home is a task that I approach with all the carelessness of a juvenile delinquent. I must go at least twenty over the speed limit, the idea of getting a ticket pushed into the deepest corner of my mind. What’s a few hundred dollars among billions? I don’t like to think of myself as a careless individual in most cases, but I can’t deny that I’m not in my right mind, even as I pull into the parking garage at my apartment complex.

      Lurching out of the car, I take a moment to try to catch my breath. I’m not out of shape by any means, but being on edge all day has worked me up a bit more than I’d like to admit. I manage to slow my breathing, inhaling and exhaling at a steady pace until it feels less like my heart will leap from my chest. I have to prepare the apartment before Charlotte arrives, and dear God, do I have to get a grip on myself.

      While I think her behavior in my office was obviously flirtatious, I may be reading into it too deeply. Perhaps she simply wanted to have a bit of fun at my expense. I’ve made it agonizingly clear that I adore her, and it seems within her character to poke the bear a bit.

      Granted, I feel less like a bear and more like a…rabbit? Just as well, even if she is attracted to me, it’s not particularly in either of our best interests for me to jump her the moment she steps inside.

      I make my way to the top floor of the complex, and as I step into my penthouse, I vaguely realize that something is amiss. I’m not sure what, exactly, and my first thought is that of an intruder. However, when a familiar hint of perfume wafts under my nose, I’m struck with the realization that Charlotte is already here. The little minx must have kept my apartment key, all this time.

      “Welcome home, Dillon,” she calls from my bedroom door, resting her hip against the wooden frame.

      She’s clad in one of my robes, and what appears to be very little else. I shake my head quickly, trying to remain at least moderately coherent.

      “What are you…ah…” I trail off as she draws closer, allowing the robe to drop off of her slender frame.

      As I’d guessed, she’s wearing next to nothing underneath, save a lacy black thong with a white ribbon on the front. Her breasts are on display, and if the hardness of her nipples is any indication, she’s as aroused as I am. She’s more beautiful than I could have ever imagined.

      “Oh, you know,” she begins, keeping her voice casual even as she presses her hand against my chest. She curls her fingers in the fabric of my shirt, pulling me back with her. “I just thought I’d offer you a few…options. IVF is awfully expensive, and there’s something so…impersonal about it,” she says slyly.

      Now that there is no mistaking her intent, something inside of me snaps.

      I lurch forward, whatever else she intended to say lost as I press our lips together in a searing kiss. She wraps her arms around my neck, softly moaning her approval as I reach around to grab the swell of her ass in my hands. I pull her close to me, the now-straining fabric of my slacks pressing against the white ribbon that sits so prettily in the center of her thong.

      “Do you know how long I’ve wanted this?” I murmur huskily, lifting her up by her rear and groaning under my breath as she wraps her legs around me.

      She’s pressed firmly against my clothed manhood, and it’s all I can do not to dry hump her in the middle of my living room. I do have a bit more dignity than that, however, so I carry her the remaining distance into my bedroom. Her perfume smells stronger in here, as well as another scent that makes my cock twitch with desire.

      “I could hardly wait for you to get home,” she purrs, her womanly scent hanging heavily in the air.

      I can make out the spot where she’d been lying on my bed. Quirking my lips into a sly grin, I push her onto the edge of the bed. As much as I’d like to indulge in some foreplay, something tells me that she’s as eager to get to the main event as I am. She scoots back obligingly as I shuffle on top of the sheets, fiddling with the button on my pants.

      “Allow me,” she breathes, reaching out to undo it with ease.

      An almost feral possessive feeling washes over me, and as she frees my manhood, I force her onto her back before she can properly get a good look. She gasps softly, and I fix her with a gaze that I can only hope reads as intensely as I feel. She stares back at me with parted lips, taking my large hand in her own and guiding it between her thighs. As I press my fingertips to her panties, I can feel her wetness already soaking through.

      “I really shouldn’t reward you for having fun without me. Are you sure you can handle a second round?” I ask, sliding my fingertips along the indentation of her slit.

      She shivers, looking faintly taken aback.

      “Of c-course, Dillon,” she gasps.

      “You are to call me Master in here. It’s only befitting of my naughty little maid,” I correct her, and she shudders beneath me with what I can only hope is a desire as strong as mine.

      She bites her lip, nodding her consent. Without another word, I curl my fingers around the waistband of her underwear. Sliding them down her legs, I’m awash with her heavenly aroma. I ball the panties in my hand, bringing them to my nose to deeply inhale her scent.

      Another gasp, accompanied by a soft moan, spills past her lips.

      “Master, please,” she begs, bucking her hips towards me.

      I want to taste her; I want to bask in the vision of her laid before me in such a beautiful state. However, I simply shed the rest of my clothes and shift closer to her, settling comfortably between her thighs. She braces herself, seeming gripped with anticipation. I smirk, positioning myself at her entrance. She’s soaked to the core, and when I press into her, there’s just the perfect amount of give.

      “God,” I mutter, and she breathily repeats the sentiment.

      I begin to slowly move inside her, trying to keep a slow and steady pace to start. To my surprise, she’s quickly being drawn to a place of near hysteria, raking her nails across the sheets and moaning beautifully for me.

      No longer holding anything back, I angle myself just so and begin to pound into her with all the force of my intense lust. She bounces slightly with each thrust, a tiny squeak erupting from her lips each time I hilt my cock inside of her. She begins to clench around me, and I can tell she’s close.

      I lean in, ghosting my lips to her ear. I move faster, losing myself in the passion of the moment.

      “You’re mine, little maid,” I hiss, bottoming out inside of her a final time.

      “God, yes,” she screams, toes curling as she begins to tightly squeeze me with her inner walls.

      I spill my load deep inside her, a sense of satisfaction washing over me as she writhes beneath me.

      It’s some time before she’s able to gather herself enough to make her way out of my apartment, saying she’d rather sleep in her own bed. I can tell she’s afraid of growing too close to me. All the same, when I ask her to return the next morning, she offers me a coy smile.

      Little does she know that she’s going to see what I use those handcuffs for, next time. Not to mention the maid outfit I ordered…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      When I agreed to be Dillon’s surrogate, I’ll admit that I didn’t really know what I was signing up for. The first night was wonderful, and the week following finds me spending almost every moment in his arms. He takes the week off of work, explaining that he’ll be away on business for the majority of the next few months.

      He wants to spend as much time as possible inside of me, filling me to the brim. I know how desperately he wants me to conceive, and truthfully, I can’t deny how much I enjoy feeling him nestled deep within me. I’ve had my share of sex, but nothing like this.

      While he’s been nothing but kind and warm, I can’t ignore the knowledge that this isn’t a relationship. As much as it may feel like it, and as much as it seems like we’re going through the motions, I’m just the oven for his prized little bun. It’s a feeling that’s difficult to shake at times, but while I’m in his arms, I can at least pretend that there’s something more between us.

      It’s strange how deeply he seemed to desire me when I was ice cold, but now that I’m receptive to him, his feelings have dampened. When we’re not screwing, he seems miles away. There’s a distant look in his eyes, something almost haunted.

      I know he’s going to China for a business trip, but every time I try to get more information about it, he clams up. I can only suspect it’s another ruthless takeover, and he simply doesn’t feel comfortable admitting it. I can’t say I blame him, there. I still hold some resentment regarding his treatment of people throughout his business career.

      All the same, when it comes time for him to go, I’m reluctant to set him free from my arms. He seems even more reluctant to leave. I brush a hand through his dark hair, rubbing the pads of my fingertips against the skin of his scalp. His eyes are closed, and it’s the most peaceful I’ve seen him look.

      However, his breathing shudders from time to time, and I can only wonder just what has him so bothered. With his personal jet making the preparations to leave at any moment, it’s now or never. I have to find out what’s troubling him so deeply. I want him to know he can confide in me, even if we aren’t really a couple.

      “Dillon,” I murmur, and he peeks a single eye open. I offer him a faint smile, which he returns after a bit of hesitation. Biting the bullet, I plunge ahead. “Something is bothering you. I can tell. What does this trip involve that has you so shaken?”

      He stiffens, and I can tell his immediate reaction is to draw away. I hold tight to him, however, continuing the soothing motion of my fingers through his hair.

      “Please, Dillon. You know you can tell me anything,” I murmur.

      His expression turns briefly bitter, but he seems to settle into my grip.

      “It’s not the trip itself that is the problem,” he begins, picking at a loose thread on the robe I’m wearing.

      I hum quietly to let him know I’m listening, enjoying the few moments we have left together before he has to leave for a few months.

      “It’s…we’ve been trying really hard to conceive, haven’t we? I can’t bear to think I’m leaving you behind to pursue the very sort of venture that made you hate me,” he mutters, his jaw clenching against the tears that I know threaten to fall. As assertive and calculating as Dillon is, he’s a true softie at heart.

      Taking a moment to consider his words, I wonder just how much I mean to him. Is he only concerned that I’ll turn my back on him and take off with his child if the mood strikes me? I can’t help but think there’s more to his feelings than that, but maybe I’m just projecting. I have come to care quite deeply for him, after all.

      Deciding to set his mind at ease, I lean down and press my lips against his. He seems somewhat surprised by the sudden show of affection, and I try to pretend I’m not as flustered as I truly am. For all the sex we’ve been having, I’ve not really been affectionate aside from the truly intimate moments.

      “You’re worrying yourself over nothing. You’ll go on your trip, and maybe…maybe I’ll have some news for you before long. If you think I’m going to turn tail after all we’ve been through, you’re going to have to try much harder to get rid of me. I’m having this baby for you, and I hope we can remain friends after. I won’t deny I’ve not quite moved on from the past, but I’m trying. You should, too,” I say carefully.

      He remains silent, as if he’s not heard me. For a moment, I wonder if he’s fallen asleep.

      “I’ll miss you, Charlotte,” he whispers.

      I find myself tearing up at the thought of him leaving, laughter spilling past my lips at just how dramatic we’re being. He turns to face me, considering my expression for a moment before moving to close the distance between our lips. I brace myself, my breath catching in my throat. If I can just pretend for a moment longer…

      A sudden vibrating sound jolts him away from me, and the spell is broken. He curses under his breath, reaching into his pocket to retrieve his phone. He swipes the screen, staring at it with a faint air of melancholy.

      “I have to go,” he mutters.

      I exhale the breath I’d been holding, forcing a cheerful smile. He glances towards me, and before I can speak, he kisses me tenderly one last time.

      “Take care of yourself, all right? If you receive any news, call me immediately,” he says awkwardly as he pulls away, obviously flustered.

      I can’t swallow my chuckle, reaching out to caress his cheek.

      “I’ll miss you too, you know,” I confess.

      His lips curl into a delighted smile, but another vibration from his phone draws him away from me. My lips part, and I speak without thinking.

      “I lo—” I begin, cutting myself off in the middle of my sentence. He seems not to have heard me, glancing towards me with an adorable tilt of his head.

      “What’s that?” he asks quickly, watching me for half a second before shuffling around to gather the last few items he’ll need for his travels.

      I feel my cheeks grow aflame with an intensity that could rival the sun, and I avert my eyes from him. I can’t believe I’d nearly slipped up like that. I can’t believe that I would say such a thing to him. Most of all, I can’t believe that it’s true.

      “I’ll, uh… I’ll call you with any news, of course. Be safe,” I stutter, rising from his bed.

      He’s letting me keep his extra key, insisting that I can stay in his apartment if I begin to feel that my current home is too unsafe. Though I can’t tell him as much, I plan to remain for at least a little while after he’s gone. I want to breathe him in for as long as possible, to surround myself with the essence of Dillon Bradshaw.

      Oblivious to my thoughts, he offers me a final smile before walking out the door. I hear him call out a quick goodbye, and as I hear him slip out of the apartment, I feel tears well up in my eyes. How have I managed to get myself into such a mess? What was I thinking, agreeing to this strange situation? Who will I turn to when Dillon’s had his fun?

      Shaking off the treacherous path my mind is taking, I allow myself to recline in his bed for a moment. A short nap, and then I’ll go home. I don’t plan to spend his entire absence surrounded by reminders of the man. That would be crazy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      A month later finds me in his master bathroom, staring wide-eyed at the pregnancy test in my hand. I’ve been unable to banish Dillon from my thoughts, and it seems that for the next eight months or so, I’ll always have a piece of him with me. Uncertainty grips me for a long moment, and I’m not quite sure what to do with the positive test in my hands.

      I withdraw my phone from my pocket and take a picture of the stick. It’s not the same as getting to see it in person, but I hope that Dillon appreciates the sentiment. I send the photo to him, meandering through the penthouse as I settle in for the long haul. He has a personal doctor that he wants me to see, so I suppose I’ll just wait for some sort of direction once he receives the message.

      I’m not left waiting long, as moments later my phone begins to buzz, dozens of times in rapid succession.

      I open the text menu to see Dillon having something of a fit via messages. The first few messages ask if I’m serious, then, as if the three-second pause had been too long, he sends a half-dozen more messages asking if I’m all right. As I move to answer the texts, my phone begins to play the distinct tone I’ve set for the billionaire businessman. Bracing myself, I swipe the phone and hold it to my ear.

      “I’m on my way,” he says immediately, and I chuckle in disbelief.

      “You can’t just blow off your business trip, can you?” I ask, and he huffs rather melodramatically. I listen to him as he seems to rummage through some paperwork, speaking in a Chinese dialect to someone.

      “I told them I’ll be back. It’s only a fourteen-hour flight,” he says dismissively, though I’m almost certain I can hear angry shouting in the background.

      I part my lips to argue, but he’s speaking in a rush before I get the chance.

      “I’ll be there around ten tomorrow morning. I’ll call my doctor and have him schedule us. See you soon,” he says quickly, hanging up the phone.

      I sputter incoherently for a moment before realizing he hung up. The reception was so poor, I could barely even hear him.

      I draw my cellphone away from my ear, glancing towards the clock. Well, seeing as Dillon would probably stroke out over the idea of me venturing into the big bad world today, I decide to watch a few soap operas on his enormous flat-screen TV. There’s something a bit strange about seeing every blemish in extreme high definition, but there’s not much else I feel like doing. It’s been a long day of throwing up into the toilet and finally working up the courage to do the test.

      I drift off in the middle of my favorite show, lost to the world until the front door bursts open late the next morning. I jolt upright, panicking for a moment. I feel strong arms wrap around me, yanking me off my feet and holding me close.

      “I’m going to be a dad!” the intruder booms, and I relax into his arms upon realizing that it’s anything but a crazed murderer.

      Dillon shakes with barely-repressed emotion, and I move to shift out of his grip. He only tightens his hold on me, adjusting me so he’s carrying me in the bridal position.

      He sweeps me away to his bedroom, where he gently kisses along the column of my neck. Startled yet thrilled, I open my robe to allow him access to my breasts. Instead, he simply settles his cheek against the still-flat plane of my stomach.

      I don’t want to ruin the moment, so I remain silent as he simply revels in thoughts of the future. He’s going to be a father, and though it will be unlikely that I’ll get the chance to know my child, I’ll be a mother, nonetheless.

      “Kiss me, Dillon,” I request softly, reddening as he tilts his head to look up at me.

      Smiling, he presses a kiss just above my navel. Pouting, I give him a slight shove. Undeterred by my irritation, he draws close to me and presses a sweet kiss to my lips.

      “I don’t know where I would be without you,” he murmurs.

      I smile weakly, brushing a hand through his hair. As much as he means to me, and as kind as he’s being, I know he doesn’t love me. I guide his head back to my stomach, soothing us both by gently scratching the back of his neck. He groans gratefully, getting comfortable against me.

      Apparently exhausted from the trip, he drifts off into a peaceful slumber. Well, we’ve got a busy few months ahead of us.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The first doctor’s appointment goes swimmingly, though we learn very little. Claiming to know a more advanced facility, Dillon schedules me for routine appointments at the new practice as well as a 12-week ultrasound with a separate clinic. I give it very little thought, but he is thrilled. As much as I expect the time to pass agonizingly, the ultrasound appointment comes around remarkably quickly.

      I’m in bed enjoying a short snooze. Dillon has gone to pick up some snacks, tending to the cravings I’ve been having. He’s already a good father, and I can’t deny that I’ve considered the fact that he would be a good husband. I try to ignore those thoughts, however. I find myself exhausted since finding out I’m pregnant, though I suppose it’s mostly psychological. I simply can’t get enough sleep.

      I hear Dillon step through the front door and I roll onto my side with a soft groan. I squeeze my eyes closed, holding a pillow over my head.

      “Come on, to the doctor’s office we go,” he announces grandly, scooping me up and marching towards the door.

      “Wait, Dillon! I need to get dressed, brush my hair and—” I cut myself off with a squeak as he carries me out of the apartment.

      I toss the pillow through the door before he can close it, groaning dramatically as he steps into the elevator, which stops at each lower-down floor to pick up more people. I can’t deny the awkwardness of the situation, but I suppose his excitement is really sweet—and somewhat infectious as well.

      “I guess this makes it official. You’re going to be a daddy,” I whisper.

      He bounces on his heels, looking as if he can barely keep himself from announcing it to the whole elevator.

      Once we’re on the ground floor, Dillon continues to carry me as if I’m incapable of walking on my own. I might be offended in any other case, but I find myself rather touched by the doting attention. Unsurprisingly, Milo waits outside with the limousine, opening the backseat door to allow us to settle inside.

      Dillon keeps me tightly in his grasp, and I can’t help but take advantage of the situation. I settle close against him, inhaling the scent I’ve come to adore so much. I caress his jaw, enjoying the slight bit of stubble I feel.

      “You should grow a beard,” I suggest idly, and he laughs in response.

      “Would that add to my sexy dad appeal?” he asks in faux seriousness.

      I roll my eyes, not answering as I allow my eyes to flutter closed. I don’t know how I survived without him for the month he was absent. I can’t stand the thought of knowing he’ll have to go back for the rest of his business trip, once things have settled somewhat.

      “C’mon now. The doctor is eager to see us,” he murmurs gently.

      I blink my eyes open, the sun nearly blinding in my drowsy state as we get out of the limo and walk into the clinic.

      “Why couldn’t we see the same doctor?” I inquire idly.

      The interior of the doctor’s office is much easier on the eyes, but there’s something about Dillon’s comforting presence that makes me want to close my eyes and drift away. I’m only half-listening to him as he explains, naming off some unspeakably large amount of money he shelled out for a ‘better suited’ doctor.

      I jolt upright in alarm as he places me on a rather cold cot. I whine softly, looking imploringly at him. His cheeks flush, and he gestures to another man standing in the room.

      “Miss Law, you must be the surrogate. You two are awfully cozy, aren’t you?” he says with a warm smile, stepping towards me. He mentions the ultrasound that he’ll have a nurse perform to check the health of the baby. I simply smile and nod.

      A short time later, the nurse steps in and preps me for the ultrasound.

      “Oh, my,” she says softly, glancing towards me and Dillon.

      Dillon’s eyes widen in alarm, and he lurches towards the machine even though he has no means of reading the output. All I can make out are some vague shapes on the screen.

      “Is the baby okay?” he inquires nervously.

      The nurse laughs, waving him off.

      “Yes, Mr. Bradshaw. All three of them are in perfect health, from what I’m able to tell,” she placates, adjusting the ultrasound probe. “Here we are,” she announces, gesturing towards the screen.

      She moves the probe, but I can still only make out indistinct shapes. Dillon’s eyes are bulging nearly from his skull, and for a moment I can only wonder what’s wrong. Then, the nurse’s words finally register.

      Three?!

      The ultrasound continues, the nurse pointing out each baby’s tiny beating heart on the ultrasound screen. My breath catches in my throat, and as she offers me a towel to wipe down with, it’s all I can do to keep from fainting. Dillon doesn’t seem to be in much better shape, looking at me with bewilderment in his gaze.

      How on earth did this happen?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      For a moment, I’m certain that I’ve misheard her. It simply can’t be. Three children? I didn’t sign up for three children! I only wanted one heir.

      This complicates things dramatically, not to mention potentially endangering Charlotte’s health. I don’t know how this happened; short of fertility supplements, I can’t imagine triplets are particularly common.

      Charlotte looks as surprised as I am. However, some moments later, she has an expression of realization and resignation.

      “Three. Three children. How…” I manage, shifting over to the bed where Charlotte’s trying to wipe the ultrasound gel off.

      Seeming to sense the rising tension in the room, the nurse excuses herself politely. For her part, Charlotte shrugs rather noncommittally and I can’t help feeling as if she knows something I don’t. I reach out to touch her shoulder, and she looks at me from the corner of her eye.

      “How can you be so calm? This isn’t what we agreed on,” I demand, sounding somewhat more accusing than I’d intended.

      Her eyes narrow dangerously, and she slaps my hand away.

      “Don’t raise your voice at me,” she snaps, and before I can apologize, she’s speaking again. “Multiple births run in my family. I have a twin sister, and my grandma has a twin as well. While triplets certainly aren’t as common…” She trails off, looking stressed.

      I brace myself against the examination table, staring at the now-blank ultrasound screen. What I’ve seen is unmistakable—three tiny and distinct hearts steadily beating along.

      “I only wanted one heir,” I begin, trying not to sound as uncertain as I feel.

      Anger darkens her eyes, with tears simultaneously pricking the corners. I’m not sure if she’s going to cry or lash out at me, and I hesitantly take a step back. I have no idea how to process the news, and her immediate angry reaction is only serving to upset me in turn.

      “You should have told me about this family…quirk of yours. I wanted one child. Not three,” I continue.

      “Well, you wanted one heir for one million dollars. Now, you get three for three million,” she says icily.

      Fury surges up within me, and I cross my arms over my chest, leveling her with a glare.

      “You know that’s not how this works, Charlotte. You’re being ridiculous,” I hiss, trying to keep the bite out of my tone.

      I’m not particularly successful, judging by the wounded expression on her face. She rests her hand on her stomach, its noticeably larger-than-average swelling finally making sense. Drawing her lip between her teeth, for a brief moment, it appears she may apologize. A single tear trickles down her cheek, and I part my lips to try to calm the situation.

      “The contract was for one million dollars per child. It’s only fair that you pay the three million. You’re not the one ruining your body in the process. You’re not the one—” she begins, but I’m quick to interrupt.

      “You’re not the one raising them, Charlotte! As far as the contract, it was clearly written for one million dollars upon the provision of a single heir. The way I see it, the contract is null and void,” I shout, anger lancing through my being.

      She looks shocked by my outburst, and truthfully, I can’t say I’m proud of myself. We’re too far gone for apologies at this point, however. If she insists on making this about money, I fully intend to enforce her contractual obligations.

      “I actually thought you cared about me,” she whispers, quickly pulling her clothes back on.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes, fumbling in my pocket for my phone as it begins to vibrate.

      “You’ve made it abundantly clear how you feel about me, Charlotte. We didn’t enter this contract under the pretense of having feelings for each other. I made it very clear that I have no desire for any sort of baggage. I wouldn’t go developing feelings for a woman who has gone out of her way to try and ruin me,” I say coldly, my heart breaking a bit at my own words.

      While it’s the furthest thing from the truth, if she wants to wound me emotionally, I’m prepared to defend myself.

      My phone continues to vibrate in my hand, and for the moment, she remains silent. I answer the call before it’s able to go to my voicemail. It’s one of my business associates in China, explaining that there’s some sort of emergency halting the deal in its tracks. I swear under my breath before swapping to the other language, explaining that I’ll return within 24 hours. The man on the line sounds pleased, and I quickly hang up before turning to consider Charlotte for a moment longer.

      Tears stream down her cheeks, and her shoulders shake from the force of her sobs. She refuses to look at me, and it strikes me just how callous my words have been. I approach the bed nervously, reaching out to touch her shoulder.

      “Don’t touch me,” she snaps weakly.

      I draw away, wringing my hands nervously.

      “You know what? You’re right. I suppose you’re smarter than I gave you credit for. You’ve finally come to terms with the fact that I’ll never feel anything for you but hate,” she hisses, shoving me away from the bed.

      I stumble back, eyes widening in shock at her words. I want to believe she’s as hurt as I am, but her lips are twisted into a cruel smile.

      “You think these tears are for you? I’m simply mourning the loss of my million dollars,” she continues, rubbing her eyes.

      “You don’t…” I trail off, letting the statement die on my lips.

      Of course she means it. All she’s ever wanted is to ruin me. I’m being foolish, believing that there was ever anything more to our relationship. While it occurs to me that I was the one to start this confrontation, I’m confident that a good person couldn’t be as cold as to say what Charlotte is directing towards me. I never should have believed there was something more behind those angry green eyes.

      “I’m leaving,” I say abruptly, and she looks at me with wide eyes.

      “What?” she demands, moving to swing her legs off of the cot.

      “I’m needed in China—clearly much more than I’m needed here. I know when to cut my losses, and you’ll find that the contract was ironclad in its terminology. If you expect to get a dime out of me, you’re more of a fool than I’ve been,” I explain calmly, though my insides feel as if they’re about to implode.

      She looks surprised as I turn to the door, as if she doesn’t expect me to actually leave.

      “You can’t be serious. You can’t do this to me, Dillon. You—” her voice catches, and she begins to weep again.

      As much as I want to turn and console her, insist that I’ll be there no matter what, I won’t allow myself to be captured in her grasp again. I hear her call out for me as I step through the door, pushing it closed behind me. The nurses in the hall look away as if they’ve not been listening to every word exchanged in the room.

      The walk towards the exit is something of a walk of shame, and I find myself faced with the doctor before I’m actually able to leave. He looks torn, glancing from me to the door I realize he’d been listening as well. I cross my arms over my chest, almost daring him to speak ill towards me.

      “You know, it’s obvious how you feel about each other,” he offers. I inhale a shuddering breath, pushing past the man. “She loves you, Mr. Bradshaw. I’m no love doctor, but I’m sure of it,” he calls after me.

      I push down the large part of me that wants nothing more than to believe him. Even if she had cared about me, even loved me, I’m sure that’s not the case anymore.

      Returning to China will give me some time to clear my head, and truly consider what I want to do in regards to this relationship. Granted, it can’t exactly be called a relationship. As I step out the door, I feel a dampness on my cheeks. I glance upwards at the sunny blue sky above. There’s not a cloud in sight.

      Unfortunately, there will be no obscuring my tears. I can’t lie, even to myself. I reach to wipe them away before ducking into the limousine where Milo waits. If he’s curious as to where Charlotte may be, he doesn’t show it. I simply direct him to take me to my personal jet, and as always, he obliges.

      While some help and happiness can be purchased, it seems the most important things in life have no real price tag. It’s too bad I’ve already screwed everything up by trying to tack one onto the only woman I’ve ever loved.

      Charlotte can never be bought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      Have you ever felt as if your heart simply stopped beating? For a second, just half a breath, your heart simply stops. I’m certain that’s what I’m feeling now that Dillon is gone. It’s as if every reason I’ve found for living has been ripped out from under me.

      The tears continue to fall for some time, even as the nurse steps in to check on me. I know she would like nothing more than for me to leave, but what she doesn’t know is that my future lays in shattered pieces before me. Judging by the sympathy in her eyes, however, maybe she knows more than she lets on.

      Allowing her to help me off the examination table, I wrap Dillon’s robe more tightly around myself. His scent clings to every fiber in the cursed thing, and I want nothing more than to throw it in the nearest dumpster. No, that’s not true. I can think of several things I want more than to be rid of my final reminder of the man I love…

      Shuddering, I make my way out of the doctor’s office, though I have no idea where to go from here. The obvious answer is my apartment, the rent for which Dillon has paid for the past few months. In case I need an escape of some sort, apparently.

      How did we fall from such heights to this pit of despair? Had he meant what he’d said? Does he not feel anything for me? I find that I can’t cease the tears that spill down my cheeks, even as I walk down the sidewalk in the direction of my apartment.

      Dillon has left me with no money, without a damn thing, except for the robe I’m wearing. I know I must look like a crazy woman walking down the city sidewalks in a silk robe and pajamas. Hell, I’ve not even had the opportunity to change out of the bedroom shoes I’m wearing.

      There’s no denying that he has made his feelings more clear than ever. If the venom we spewed at each other hasn’t made things clear enough, the fact that he’s abandoned me certainly does. At the very least, he could have seen me home. When I lashed out at him, I never expected it to be our final conversation.

      I should have been kinder. I should call him…

      No, no I shouldn’t. I’m not the sort of woman who depends on others. I was foolish to think I could trust Dillon Bradshaw, especially after his first instance of entirely ruining my life. I wish I could just free my mind of those gorgeous eyes of his, the perfect angle of his jaw, the way he feels inside of me.

      God, please just let me forget.

      As much as I want it all to end, I know that I have a reason to go on. Three reasons, specifically. While they may serve as a painful reminder of what I’ve lost, I can’t shake the feeling that I’m grateful to still carry some piece of him with me.

      I’ll have a part of Dillon Bradshaw with me for the rest of my life, it seems. He’s made it very clear that he wants no part of the triplets’ lives. They’ll never know their father. They can never know what a fool their mother is.

      Hiccuping, I’m grateful to realize I’ve already made it home. While it feels like I’m something of a cosmic joke at this rate, at the very least, I still have an apartment to return to. Walking up the stairs to my floor is exhausting with all the extra weight I’m carrying, but it’s not as if I can simply give up and collapse on the staircase.

      Sweat mingles with my tears as I stumble over the final step onto my floor.

      Approaching my front door, I realize with a start that I don’t even have a key on me. Bursting into a mix of hysterical laughter and tears, I sag against the wall. Things can’t get any worse, and it doesn’t seem as if things will be improving any time soon.

      The sound of a door opening jolts me to attention, and I’m startled to realize it’s my own door.

      “Charlotte?” a familiar voice asks, sounding almost fearful. “Are you okay?” the voice continues, and I gasp as a familiar face peers around my door.

      My sister, my darling sister, Jenny, steps out of my apartment and approaches me warily. I suddenly remember she’s been due to come visit me from Australia, where she and my parents live, but I didn’t realize the date had come so soon—time seems to have slipped away while I’ve been with Dillon.

      Seeming to finally notice the poor shape I’m in, Jenny lurches towards me, gathering me in her arms. Her eyes bulge as she notices the baby bump, and I bury my face in my twin’s shoulder as I try to think of how to explain myself.

      “Can we go inside? It’s a long story,” I murmur, smiling weakly as my sister helps me inside my apartment.

      It looks as if it’s been meticulously cleaned, which is pretty normal for Jenny’s visits. She hadn’t even realized the apartment wasn’t lived in. For the work I do cleaning other people’s homes, it’s laughable how messy I allow my own to become.

      I begin to giggle under my breath, collapsing onto my half-broken couch. Jenny stares at me with a raised brow, sitting beside me.

      “You seem to have been through a lot,” she says simply.

      The humor drains from me almost immediately, and I’m suddenly crying again. Damn these pregnancy hormones. In spite of the embarrassment, I manage to detail the situation to my sister. How I’d met Dillon, how I’d planned to ruin him upon our second meeting, to where I became a surrogate for his children. I leave out the part where I’m still head over heels in love with him, seeing as it’s rather obvious.

      Jenny strokes a hand soothingly through my hair, and I lean against her side. The tears continue to spill, but it’s a relief to have a familiar face nearby.

      “I don’t know what to do. I can’t even afford to take care of myself. How in the world am I going to take care of triplets?” I cry, looking to her through tearful eyes.

      She considers me thoughtfully, rising to her feet and heading towards my bedroom.

      “I’m grabbing you some clothes to change into. I have an idea I want to run by you, but you need to pull yourself together a bit,” she calls out, no-nonsense as ever, returning moments later with a T-shirt and jeans.

      I stare blankly at the clothes, glancing to my sister and gesturing to my stomach.

      “Ugh. I hate to ask, but do you have one of his shirts here, somewhere?” she asks.

      Hesitating for a moment, I nod and shuffle to grab one I’d worn home after one of my early sexual experiences with the billionaire.

      “Seems I can’t escape him…” I mumble as I get dressed.

      My sister hums absently to acknowledge me, and I glance over to see her swiping her thumb across a cellphone screen. My cellphone screen! I lurch towards her, but by the vaguely amused expression on her face, I can tell the damage has been done.

      “Certainly not. Why didn’t you have this with you?” Jenny asks, tossing the phone towards me.

      A rather lewd picture of Dillon and me is displayed, and I shoot my sister a dirty look before tucking my phone into my pocket.

      “I left it here a few nights ago, and never came back for it. Dillon’s the only one who has been messaging or calling me, anyway,” I say snidely, allowing the implication to hang in the air.

      Jenny looks vaguely offended, but it quickly fades to a more abashed look.

      “Well…I’m here now, aren’t I?” she huffs.

      Unable to stop myself from smiling, I step towards her and pull her into my arms.

      “You are, and you have no idea how much I appreciate it. Your twin senses must have gone off,” I tease. “So, what’s this big idea you have? Selling myself to fetish nudie magazines?” I continue, nudging her with an elbow.

      Jenny barks out a laugh, shaking her head slowly.

      “Not quite. I have a reporter friend who would be rather interested in your story, not to mention those photos…” she begins. I begin to sputter indignantly, but she cuts me off. “Before you say no, actually think about it! You’d get a big payout, and you’d finally get back at that bastard billionaire for all he’s done to you,” she explains, resting a hand on my shoulder.

      I hesitate, considering whether I really want to sell my story. It would be nice to get back at the man who broke my heart but…do I really want to hurt him so deeply?

      Admittedly, I need some means of making a paycheck. The payout for my story won’t last forever, but it will help me get by until I get another job. Nodding slowly, I allow my sister to lead me to my computer. She boots it up, logging into her own email account and typing out a message to a name I immediately recognize.

      “Yasmin? Yasmin Bates? She works for the most popular gossip mag in the city,” I blurt.

      Jenny smiles knowingly, clicking on her inbox as she receives a reply almost immediately.

      “Yes, and she stands to make a good chunk of change from your story. She’s already replied, letting me know she’s interested. What should I tell her?” she asks.

      I grab my phone, adding Yasmin’s email address to my contacts and forwarding the photos to her. My sister gasps before bursting into almost hysterical laughter. The computer dings, and my sister clicks the message she has received.

      “What does she think?” I ask with a sly curl of my lips.

      “She says she’ll do the job of blacking out your face, but next time you might want to do that ahead of time. Message her the details, and she’ll start working on your story. She also wants to know where you would like the money transferred,” she paraphrases.

      I give slight pause, glancing at the message to see how much money I stand to make. My mouth falls open in shock. While it’s no million dollars, it’ll do the job just fine.

      “Tell her I’ll come pick up the check whenever it’s convenient for her,” I say urgently.

      “Oh, dear sister. You’re looking at a cash payout, here.” Jenny grins.

      She types out the message, pressing send before stepping away from the computer.

      “Come on. I’ll take you out for lunch, and we can go to the mall to grab a few maternity outfits. As funny as it is to see your jeans hanging under your stomach, I can’t stand to see that scumbag’s shirt on you,” Jenny says.

      Nodding obligingly, I follow her out to her car.

      Lunch is a quick and simple affair, and we only spend around an hour at the maternity boutique. It will be a few days before my payout is ready, but Jenny is kind enough to buy me a few things to get started. She talks the cashier into letting me wear my new clothes out, and as we step out of the building, I hesitate as she gestures towards a large trash can.

      “Throw the shirt away. I don’t think we can burn it in city limits, so I guess it’s the next best thing,” she instructs me with a cheeky grin.

      The thought of throwing away Dillon’s shirt sends an unwelcome pang through my heart, but I can’t allow my feelings for him to drag on any more. I don’t plan to let the billionaire haunt my thoughts forever. Approaching the bin, I open the lid before tossing the shirt inside. Jenny cheers, but I feel strangely empty.

      “I think I’m ready to go back to my apartment. I’m pretty tired out,” I say quietly, and if she senses the sudden change in my mood, she doesn’t make a big deal of it.

      My twin simply takes me by the arm, guiding me to her car. She’s kind enough to help me up the stairs, pressing a kiss to my cheek as we stand just outside my apartment.

      “I’ll be back soon, okay? I’ll take you to pick up your check, too. Looks like your car is pretty much a lemon, now.” She smiles, brushing a hand through my hair.

      I try not to appear as emotional as I feel, though it is something of a struggle. My sister lingers a moment longer before slipping away. As soon as I’m in my apartment, I fumble to grab my phone out of my pocket. I bring up Yasmin’s email address, sending her a frantic, desperate message.

      Exploiting the story is bad enough, but I feel even worse releasing Dillon’s nude pictures to the public. Call me soft, but I don’t want to see him ruined entirely. I’m also not too thrilled about the nation’s women seeing his well-sculpted body that I still long to stake claim on.

      Yasmin’s response is swift, but distressing. Apparently, the photos have already been submitted to her superior, or something. Though I have a feeling she could stop them from being printed, I realize she’s not willing to lose the big bucks she stands to make.

      Well, ultimately, it serves Dillon right, after what he’s put me through.

      Right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      Getting Charlotte out of my mind is easier said than done. Even with the China deal falling to pieces in front of me, all I can think of is what a scumbag I am for leaving her alone. Moreover, I feel like I should have revealed my feelings to her. Now, I’ll likely never have the chance, as I don’t expect she’ll ever speak to me again.

      My heart feels as if it’s been shattered into a million pieces. When it comes time to sign the contract that will see the majority of my new business partner’s employees laid off, I hesitate for a brief moment. The pen shakes in my grip, and I can’t force myself to sign the document.

      “I have to go,” I say hurriedly, and the other suits stare at me with disbelief in their eyes. Demands to sign the contract assault me in what sounds like a half-dozen languages, but I simply push away from the desk and quickly shuffle out of the room. I grab my phone from my pocket, immediately dialing Charlotte’s number. I realize there’s only a miniscule percent of a chance that she’ll even speak to me, but I have to hear her voice.

      I’m only answered by her voicemail. I should give up, but I’m not one to give up on my desires so easily.

      I should have made it clear from the start, how much I love her. I shouldn’t have allowed selfishness, cowardice, and malice to come between us. I dial her number again, simply to hear her voice. It’s almost as if she’s with me, her eyes narrowed in irritation. I can imagine her lips pursed in the cutest of pouts, and God, what I would give for her to turn that glare upon me one more time.

      Walking the seemingly endless path to the airport where my jet is stationed, I quickly wave down my personal pilots. We aren’t due to leave for another week, at least, but I know the men make routine trips to the airport to check on the jet. They don’t really trust anyone else to take care of it. They seem surprised by my presence, and I’m fortunate to have caught them at such an opportune time.

      “Hey, boss,” the shorter of the two, Gavin, calls out, and I rush to meet my pilots before they can step away from the plane.

      “Are we in shape to depart now?” I demand, realizing there’s very little time for small talk. The two exchange a glance, but the taller pilot, Kenny, nods hesitantly.

      “Don’t you have another week here, Mr. Bradshaw?” he asks slowly, but I ignore the question, shoving past them both and climbing up into the jet.

      Gavin and Kenny trail obligingly behind me, and I gesture towards the cockpit.

      “I have an emergency back home,” I explain brusquely, though the pilots look as if they’ll continue to ask questions. “We need to leave, now!”

      Startled, they nod their agreement before scrambling to the cockpit. I sit in my usual seat, fastening my seatbelt as they prepare for takeoff. We have fourteen hours before we’re back in the United States, but I plan to use every moment to prepare myself for what I’ll say to Charlotte. I have to win her back. Somehow, I must.

      Despite my best efforts, I find myself drifting off around halfway through the flight. There’s very little I can do until I’m able to get in touch with Charlotte. If all else fails, I’ll surprise her at her apartment. Even if she doesn’t forgive me, she’s due an apology. The thoughts of what I’ve said to her haunt me during my dozing hours, causing a rather restless sleep.

      Jolting awake, I realize we’re only around an hour out from landing. Standing and stretching, I make my way to the cockpit, listening to the pilots as they chat amongst themselves.

      “He seems pretty stuck on that broad back home, doesn’t he? You’d think he would’ve picked up a hooker or two while we were overseas to get his mind off her. I have a taste for foreign entertainment myself,” Kenny says crudely, and the two of them share a laugh.

      “Aw, man. I think it’s kinda sweet. He doesn’t seem the type to fall in love…or lust, or whatever the hell it is,” Gavin muses, and I roll my eyes before clearing my throat to announce my presence.

      I swear the jet gives a noticeable lurch as they notice me, and I’m nearly knocked off my feet.

      “Shit! Sorry,” Kenny sputters, getting us back on track relatively quickly.

      “What are you doing up? We’re still about an hour out, boss,” Gavin asks smoothly, as if I’ve not just interrupted their discussion of my private life.

      “I just came to check in. I’m sorry to have taken you away from your exotic tastes, as it were. If possible, I’m sure I can find a replacement for you…” I trail off, letting the threat hang in the air. “Find a way to get me home in thirty minutes, and I’ll consider letting this little indiscretion slide,” I say coldly.

      The men nod, awkwardly silent as I walk back through the cabin. The speed we’re moving at increases, and I glance at my watch with a small smile.

      Around forty minutes later, I’m stepping out of the jet and onto the tarmac. My sports car sits waiting for me in the airport parking lot, and I smile to myself as I open the door and slide inside. I try one final time to call Charlotte, but the call goes to voicemail once again.

      No matter. I’ve made up my mind. Shifting into gear, I speed down the freeway towards Charlotte’s apartment complex. I’m all in, at this point. I’ll either win her back, or die trying.

      A few minutes later, after parking my car and ascending the stairs, I find myself pausing at Charlotte’s door. I have my suspicions that I’m not going to be greeted with anything but rage, but I decide that’s a risk I’m willing to take. I knock on the door, hands fidgeting nervously at my side as I wait for an answer.

      “Who is it?” she asks brusquely, peeking out the door.

      I smile warmly, and her eyes widen in obvious alarm. She moves to slam the door shut, but I manage to wedge my foot in between the opening before she can close it entirely.

      “What are you doing here, Dillon?” she demands, her voice sounding strangely emotional.

      “I need to talk to you. I need to see you, Charlotte. Please, just let me inside for a moment,” I implore, resting my palm against the wood surface of her door.

      After a moment, she pulls it open and gestures for me to step inside. She’s dressed in an adorable pair of pajamas, and what looks like one of my robes. She fidgets uncomfortably as she waits for me to speak, refusing to meet my gaze.

      “I’m listening,” she says quietly.

      All the words I’d planned to say evaporate in that moment, and it’s all I can do to keep from lurching towards her and taking her into my arms. Ah, to hell with it.

      I reach out to pull her towards me, and she struggles against me for only half a second before pressing her face against my chest. Her shoulders shake, and it’s obvious that she’s struggling to contain her sobs.

      “I’m so sorry, Charlotte. For everything I said, the cruel things. I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment I hired you,” I murmur, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.

      She stiffens in my arms, and I’m certain I’ve said the wrong thing. She draws away just slightly, looking up at me with tears glimmering in her eyes.

      “You…you love me?” she asks, in obvious disbelief.

      I nod, brushing the tears away from her eyes. Her mouth falls agape, and overcome with desire, I can’t stop myself from pressing our lips together. She’s still for what seems an eternity, but then she begins to move her lips against my own, desperately clutching my shoulders.

      She draws away, gasping for breath. Her skin is flushed, and I can only wonder if she’s missed me as much as I’ve missed her.

      “I love you, too. God, Dillon, I love you. I’m sorry about the things I said, and the things I didn’t explain, and—” she begins, but I press a finger to her lips to gently shush her.

      “The deal is still on, if you find it agreeable. I made you an offer, and I plan to hold true to it.” I smile, brushing her hair away from her stunning eyes.

      She meets my gaze, looking like there’s so much she wants to say. Instead, she nods before capturing my lips once more. She pulls me towards her couch, which seems like it has seen better days, and I’m somewhat curious as to her intent.

      “Dillon…can you do something for me?” she asks shyly, pushing the robe off her shoulders slowly.

      “Of course, Charlotte. I’ll do anything,” I reply, pulling her into my arms again. I can’t bear to be even an inch apart from her, not after what we’ve gone through. I never want to let her go again.

      She shifts to get comfortable in my grip, pulling me down to the couch on top of her. It’s far from the most comfortable surface in the world, but as she wraps her legs around my waist, I realize there’s nowhere I’d rather be.

      “Make love to me,” she whispers.

      I’m helpless to do anything but oblige. The intense, lustful sex we’ve always had seems miles away—this time, I want to show her how much I cherish her.

      As she lifts her shirt over her head, her adorably round stomach is on perfect display. I ghost my palm over the flesh of her baby bump, and she shivers slightly. There is a vulnerability in her gaze that she’s never shown me before.

      I reach out to caress one of her swollen breasts in my palm, and she gasps out my name. Lowering my head to her other breast, I take the nipple between my lips and gently flick my tongue against the erect peak.

      She throws her head back, and all I can feel is the sheer love I have for her. Arousal even seems secondary to the intensity of my heart’s ache for her.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I murmur against her skin, kissing my way down her torso.

      She giggles as I flick my tongue against her navel before curling my fingers in the waistband of her pajama pants. She wiggles in anticipation, lifting her hips as I pull the garment down her legs. Surprisingly, she wears nothing underneath. Almost as if she’d been expecting me.

      She urges me onward with a desperate look, and I trace my fingertips along her inner thigh. There’s a damp heat radiating from her, and unable to resist, I lower my head to taste her. Her breath hitches, and I’m certain I’ve never tasted something so divine in all my years of living. I continue to move my tongue against her slit, eager for more. Her body quakes under my touch, and it’s obvious she’s already growing close.

      “Wait!” she cries out, grabbing me by the collar of my shirt.

      Wasting no time, she rips the shirt open, buttons flying across the room. My chuckles turn into breathy groans as she kisses my chest, pushing me back. This time, I’m on my back, and she smiles eagerly, pushing my slacks down on my hips until she can free my manhood from my briefs. Before I can speak, she’s hovering above me in the most tantalizing manner possible.

      “Charlotte,” I gasp as she lowers herself onto me, her warmth clinging tightly to my girth.

      I rest my hands on her round belly, crying out softly each time our hips meet.

      “I love you,” she whispers, bouncing at a pace that can be described as nothing but frantic.

      Adoration surges through me, as well as another sudden bolt of arousal. I guide her hips as she grows a bit lost in her pleasure, but it’s not long before I’m throwing my head back in pure ecstasy as well.

      “I love you too… So damn much,” I breathe, bottoming out inside of her and filling her to the brim.

      Her squeal of pleasure is loud and high-pitched, a sound I’ve missed more than I realized. Before I know it, she’s all but collapsed on top of me. Her lips find mine, and I tangle a hand in her hair as we bask in the afterglow.

      Distantly, I hear a news story playing on her TV. She seems to hear it as well, going stiff. I’d not even noticed that the TV was on, but as I glance towards it, something seems off.

      “Dillon, please,” she says urgently, trying to force my eyes away from the image on the screen.

      It’s an image I would recognize anywhere, seeing as it’s a picture of me… well, us. I stare critically at the television, listening closely as the sordid details of our affair are played on national television. I turn to look at her, hurt and disbelief quickly replacing the happiness I’d felt mere moments ago.

      “Oh, so you love me?” I ask gruffly, sitting upright and pushing her off of me. She tries to cling to me, but I won’t have it. I slide out from under her, my mind blank as I adjust my pants to cover myself.

      “Of course, I was just— You have to understand,” she tries to explain, but I’m already walking towards the door.

      “I can’t believe what a fool I’ve been. All along, you’ve wanted to hurt me. You’ve wanted to ruin me. Well, you win, Charlotte. You’ve destroyed me,” I say, just loudly enough for her to hear.

      She pleads for me to stay, but I storm out the door, not caring who sees my half-naked form. After all, everyone has already seen much more on TV.

      Not only has my deal in China gone by the wayside, but God only knows how many deals I’ll lose over this.

      Over one damn woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      “I screwed up, Jenny,” I admit morosely, watching the entertainment story on TV. It’s been on repeat for the past several days, and I can only wonder how long it will be before the news stations decide it’s played out. Not that I can blame them for broadcasting such a sordid tale. A sigh spills past my lips, and I’ve almost forgotten I’m on the phone with my twin until she sighs as well.

      “The guy had it coming,” she says defensively, and I’m unable to swallow the bitter laugh that erupts from my lungs. “Come on, Charlotte. You had no way of knowing he’d decide to apologize, and…you two don’t really seem to be that healthy for each other,” she continues.

      A tear rolls down my cheek, though it’s like tracking drops of water in a category-five hurricane at this point. Sniffling, I take a moment to pull the phone away. I don’t want her to hear how upset I am, though it’s past obvious at this point.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I manage, closing my eyes and allowing my head to sag against the back of the sofa.

      My sister hums thoughtfully for a moment, though I’m sure there’s no clean solution to my problem at this point.

      “Come to Australia,” Jenny suggests abruptly, and I nearly drop the phone in shock.

      I sputter incoherently for a moment, unable to reason out how she came to that idea.

      “Come on, think about it. If the billionaire isn’t going to help you from here on out, it would be helpful to be with family. We can take care of you, Charlie,” she says, sounding somewhat more sentimental than I’ve come to expect from her.

      Glancing at the television, I note that there’s a live broadcast from SharkTEC towers. It appears that they’re trying to get the dirty details from Dillon himself, and I realize all too late that I’ve given him even more power to ruin me. If he chooses to turn the story around on me, I’ll be the laughing stock of the country.

      Leaving won’t bring Dillon any closer to me. It won’t do anything to convince him of how sorry I am. It won’t prove how much I love him. However, it could do to help me dismiss my feelings for the man. It’s not as if anything I do will win him over at this point. If I remain in this terrible apartment, I’ll only be left to deal with my broken heart alone. But there’s also always a chance that I’ll only miss him even more, thousands of miles away…

      I simply have to accept that it’s not meant to be.

      “I’ll come,” I say, smiling a bit as Jenny cheers.

      “Great, I’ll buy your plane ticket. You can stay with me for a while, until you get on your feet. It’ll be just like when we were kids,” she says happily.

      I can sense her excited grin through the phone, and in spite of myself, I can’t help but get a little excited at the prospect of exploring lands unknown.

      “What should I bring?” I ask, glancing around my tiny, run-down apartment. The only thing of value, really, is my laptop.

      “Your computer, and some clothes. I can’t afford to buy you another entirely new wardrobe,” she teases.

      Nodding along though she can’t see me, I’m becoming more certain that this is the right course of action. Though I know I’ll miss Dillon, and as badly as I want him to take me back, there’s no way to backtrack through this mess of a situation. This is for the best.

      At least, I hope so.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In my final days in my crummy apartment, I spend most of my time packing. There’s little else to do, as I’ve already had the cable turned off, and paid my final bills. When the day comes to leave, I linger on my sofa for a long moment.

      Glancing at the spot where Dillon and I had made love, I can’t deny that my mind turns to him again. Though I know he won’t care, I take a moment to jot down a note and stick it in the mail to be sent to his penthouse.

      All he needs to know is that I’m going far away, and that he doesn’t have to worry about me or the deal anymore. He doesn’t have to waste any more of his life on someone like me, and he can find a new woman to provide his prized heir.

      I just wish things were different.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      The next few months pass in a blur, with the move to Australia and settling in at my sister’s home in Brisbane. I grow rounder and rounder, and all the more drained with every day that passes.

      Before I realize how much time has passed, I’m nearing the dreaded eight-month mark. In normal pregnancies, nine months is when a mother really begins to worry. For triplets, it’s another story entirely. I could have them any day, at this rate.

      Truthfully, I have a lot to show for my time in Australia. I managed to score in a lottery—which I hadn’t even realized I’d entered—receiving a lucky hundred-thousand dollars. My sister had been as bewildered as me, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      Searching for a job hasn’t been easy, but with the cash payout from the lottery, I’ve been able to get by well enough. I still spend most of my days searching for a way to support my children in the long-term.

      My thoughts still turn to Dillon more often than not, but I suppose that’s to be expected while carrying his children. I hope, at the very least, that they look more like me. I know the chance of three little Charlotte clones is unlikely, but a girl can dream. Having three babies as a constant reminder of him will be hard enough without seeing his beautiful blue eyes and face reflected back at me every day.

      Deciding to try my luck finding a part-time job at the local mall, I jot down a note for Jenny explaining where I’ll be. I grab the keys to my new car, striding out of the house. It’s not a brand-new car; I couldn’t excuse spending such a large chunk of my lottery winnings on one thing. All the same, it gets me through town well enough.

      Sliding into the driver’s seat with difficulty, I turn the ignition and turn the air conditioner on, full blast. I still haven’t entirely adjusted to the Brisbane heat, but it’s a work in progress. I know before long, I’ll spend less time cooped up in the house—especially if I manage to land a job.

      When the mall comes into view, I breathe a weary sigh upon seeing the distance from the nearest parking place and the entrance. No expectant mother parking to be found here, unfortunately.

      I wiggle out of the car, trekking towards the entrance of the mall. The sun beats down on my back, and sweat rolls down my neck. Before I can make it to the comfortable air conditioning, a dizzy spell washes over me. Stumbling to the side, I just manage to brace myself against a man who rushes to my side. I move to thank him, blinking slowly as I take in his features.

      He looks strangely familiar, vaguely reminiscent of the doctor I’d seen for my ultrasound. He has an entirely different hairstyle, though. It wasn’t as if the doctor could sprout a full head of hair and decide to move all the way to Australia. The very thought of it is ridiculous. It must be the heat getting to me.

      Regardless, seeing this deceptively familiar face makes me think of the life I’ve left behind. My crappy apartment wasn’t any big loss, but Dillon continues to haunt my every thought—be it waking or dreamful.

      The news stories have finally died down, and the only news I see of the business mogul is his success in additional corporate takeovers. Well, that and the gossip magazine that mentioned his new mansion. People are speculating that he’s seeing someone, but I know that can’t be true. I hope so, anyway.

      “Ma’am, are you all right? Can you hear me?” the man inquires gently. I blink blearily, taking the bottle of water he offers me. “You seem to be a bit dehydrated. It can’t be good for the babies,” he says.

      I frown, taking another gulp of water.

      “Thanks for the input, but…” I trail off, considering him strangely. “How do you know I’m having multiples?”

      He looks panicked for the briefest of moments before constructing his expression into a calm and collected one.

      “Just a lucky guess—looks like a bigger bump than usual.” He laughs awkwardly. “Do you need help getting home?” he asks gingerly, and my mind turns to the place that I consider my true home.

      While I know he means the place I’m staying in presently, Australia will never feel like home for me. The only time I’ve ever felt at home was in Dillon’s arms.

      Struck by the intensity of the sudden thought, I brush the man off and turn back to my car. A thousand thoughts are racing through my head, but the one that sticks out the most is the idea that I simply have to talk to Jenny. She’s managed to keep a level head throughout this; perhaps she can convince me of how ridiculous I’m being.

      Getting back into the car, I turn on the air conditioner again and drive in the direction of our currently shared house.

      Jenny is sitting in a lawn chair in the front yard, sipping a glass of water and flipping through the gossip magazine I’d brought home yesterday. When I get out of the car, she glances at me with an expression of concern.

      “Charlie, are you all right? You look a bit red in the face,” she calls out, jumping to her feet and rushing towards me.

      Giving her a guilty look, I reach out to take the magazine still gripped in her hand.

      “I want to go back,” I admit softly.

      She looks at me with an expression of confusion for a moment, but then realization seems to strike her. She looks briefly troubled, reaching out to take me by the hand.

      “You’ve never been truly happy here, have you?” Jenny asks sadly.

      Tears well up in my eyes as I try to think of an explanation that makes sense.

      “I’m happy being with my family, but…this isn’t home, Jenny,” I say firmly.

      She pauses to take a breath, gripping my hand and seeming to size me up for a long moment.

      “Get out of here, kid. You’ve got a billionaire to win back,” she teases.

      She pushes me back towards the car and I barely resist.

      “I’ll ship your things over as soon as you have a place I can send them to. If you hurry, you’ll probably catch tonight’s red-eye,” she insists.

      Surprised by how confident she seems, I glance over my shoulder at her.

      “You’ve been expecting this,” I realize out loud.

      Jenny sighs, shrugging her shoulders.

      “I know you too well. Now, go on. Call me when you’re safe in Chicago,” she orders.

      She doesn’t have to tell me twice.

      Luck seems to be on my side for the time being, and I arrive just in time to score a ticket for a one-way flight to the United States. The flight attendant considers me rather strangely as I try to stuff myself into a seat—which is quite the task, considering just how obviously pregnant I am. She looks like she wants to ask whether or not I should be flying, but she appears to let it slide after a moment of thought.

      As the cabin lights dim and I begin to drift off, my thoughts lie with the man who has stolen my heart. I can only hope he’ll be happy to see me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      I’m jolted awake by the pilot announcing that we’re preparing to land. As soon as we touch the ground and are permitted to get out of our seats, I pop the safety belt off and race towards the exit of the plane. There are an abundance of cabs outside the airport, and I can’t help feeling as if luck is still on my side.

      Flagging down a taxi, I collapse into the backseat and direct the driver to SharkTEC towers. He considers me curiously for a moment, but obliges my request. The ride is short, and I tell him to wait for me and keep the meter running for ten minutes—just in case.

      As soon as I step inside the building, I feel as if all eyes are on me. I spot Tiffany almost immediately, and rush towards her. She considers me with a somewhat scornful expression, stirring her coffee before addressing me.

      “What are you doing here, Miss Law?” she asks bluntly. Her obvious loathing for me is like a baseball bat to the knees, but I manage to remain standing.

      “I’m here to see Dillon,” I offer weakly.

      Tiffany raises a brow, continuing to simply stare at me. I’m almost sure she’s going to send me away, and as it turns out, I’m right.

      “Mr. Bradshaw isn’t here. I’m not quite at liberty to divulge where he is, even if I were to know,” she says dismissively.

      She glances towards my stomach, where my hand cradles my baby bump. Her expression turns briefly sympathetic, and she gives pause before speaking again.

      “He still frequents the penthouse, though his mansion has been completed. You might find him there,” she offers softly.

      Thankfulness jolts through me like electricity, and I reach out to pull her into my arms. She stiffens awkwardly.

      “Thank you,” I breathe, before turning my back on her and rushing out of the building.

      The taxi driver is waiting just like I asked, and I quickly direct him in the direction of Dillon’s apartment complex. That strange look returns, and this time, he apparently can’t find it in him to keep quiet.

      “Miss, do you know Mr. Bradshaw personally?” he asks curiously.

      I stiffen, smiling politely but refusing to answer. Taking my silence as an obvious affirmation, he chuckles under his breath but continues to drive.

      “I see a big tip in my future,” he sings under his breath.

      I roll my eyes, nearly on the edge of my seat as we arrive at the complex.

      “Want me to wait?” he guesses with a faint smile.

      “No, no. That will be all,” I mutter, giving him his cash before stepping out.

      I manage to sneak past the doorman, who is in the middle of conversation with a woman who looks as if she could be a lingerie model. I can’t help wondering if she’s here for Dillon as well.

      Shaking off the thought, I race towards the elevator and press the button for the top floor. I’m blessedly alone in the elevator, and as the numbers rise, so does my heart rate.

      This could be the worst mistake of my life. If he doesn’t want to see me, there’s no telling how he’ll react.

      Stepping out of the elevator, I use the key I’ve been holding on to for nearly a year now to open the door to Dillon’s penthouse. Walking inside, I’m disappointed to see that the place seems relatively unlived-in. While some of his possessions still remain in the apartment, the air inside is stale and cold. It’s obvious he hasn’t been here for some time.

      All the same, I can’t find it within me to give up so easily. Continuing to search through the penthouse, I curse as my stomach collides with a priceless-looking vase that I remember from my last time being here.

      It crashes to the ground, and I’m not as fortunate as I had been that first day in his office, when I’d nearly destroyed his clock. Though the clock had seemed untouched, the vase shatters into what seems like a million pieces. In a blind panic, I hunch over to try to clean up the mess I’ve made. It’s a bit too late for that, but you can’t blame a girl for trying.

      I’m pulled out of my reverie as someone clears their throat behind me. The situation seems all too familiar, and I’m filled with hope as I turn around.

      There he is.

      Dillon Bradshaw. Love of my life, father of my children, and the man with the power to ruin my life, if he wants to.

      Oh, boy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        Dillon

      

    
    
      I can only watch with faint amusement as Charlotte goes from frightened, to excited, to frightened again, all in one split second. I haven’t been in the penthouse for some time, but I happened to hear from my secretary that there would be a surprise waiting here for me.

      I had hoped it would be the woman I so adore, but I certainly hadn’t expected as much. Tiffany had simply told me that I should check in, and my secretary has never let me down.

      “Charlotte,” I say warmly, and she raises her hand as if she wants to reach out and touch me.

      She refrains, however, drawing her hand back towards herself and pressing it to her own cheek. Tears begin to pool in her eyes, and as much as I want to tell her not to get emotional, I have a hard time following my own advice. It’s been so long. It’s been so goddamn long!

      I step towards her, and her breath hitches as she watches my every move.

      “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” I joke awkwardly, managing a smile.

      I can feel the tears beginning to roll down my cheeks as well. Damn my adoration for this woman.

      “Dillon,” she breathes, the name sounding so sweet on her lips.

      It’s all I can do to keep from pushing forward and capturing those lips with my own, but God knows how she’ll react. She seems to almost expect me to start shouting at her, and while I wish she thought better of me, I have to consider the conditions under which she departed the States. I can’t blame her for expecting me to be angry.

      Truthfully, however, I’m the happiest I’ve been in months.

      The media backlash from the story of our deal getting out was hard to deal with, and my public relations team is still struggling to tie up the loose ends. They still continue to encourage me to strike Charlotte from my mind and forget she exists.

      I refused to do so then, and as she stands before me now, I find that there is no way I could have easily banished her from my thoughts. In the time she’s been gone, I’ve had plenty of time to come to terms with my feelings. All the anger, the sense of betrayal, was nearly immediately wiped away when I received news that she had left the country.

      There was a sense of certainty that I would never see her again. The sea of turmoil we seemed to toss each other back and forth across made me think that perhaps I was better off without her. Moreover, that she was better off without me. Seeing her now, however, quaking with barely restrained sobs barely a foot away from me, I know I can’t survive another day without her.

      I rush forward, drawing her into my arms. She immediately buries her face in my shoulder, her tears soaking my shirt.

      “I’m so sorry. I never meant…” She pauses, taking a deep breath. “I wanted to hurt you. After all we’d been through, and you leaving me at the doctor’s office, I wanted to hurt you as badly as I’d been hurt. The pain was thousands of times worse than that I felt losing my job. I lost the man I love. I can’t say I never meant to hurt you, because I did,” she chokes out, tears continuing to spill freely from the intense green eyes I’ve missed so much.

      Though I know the confession must be hurting her, I’m grateful that we’re finally being open with each other.

      “I understand. For a time, I wanted to see you hurt as well. After you released our story to the media, I lost dozens of potential deals. Hell, I probably lost hundreds.” I chuckle, and she clings tighter to me. “We’ve treated each other rather badly, haven’t we? For two people who claim to love each other.”

      She draws away, looking me square in the eye.

      “I do love you, Dillon. I never stopped,” she breathes.

      Unable to contain myself any longer, I press our lips together in a passionate, loving kiss. She presses against me, tangling her hands in my hair as our embrace intensifies. I draw away to catch my breath, and she stares at me so tenderly that my heart could break.

      “I never stopped, either. That’s why I’ve been tracking you since my team managed to locate you in Australia,” I admit. Her eyes widen in surprise, and she reaches up to cup my chin. “The lottery was my doing, as was the doctor that I insisted keep an eye on you at any given time you were in public. Our doctor, the best in the business. I even paid for his hair implants,” I laugh.

      “Oh my God. I can’t believe you. You really do care,” she says, pressing our lips together once more.

      It’s all I can do to keep from ripping her clothes off, but I don’t know how comfortable Charlotte will be with that until after the babies come. The babies!

      I jerk away, looking down at her stomach. I gently press my palm against the swollen bump. She shouldn’t have flown while she’s so close to her due date, but I can’t find it in me to be angry at her. She wanted to see me as badly as I wanted to see her, it seems.

      However, as I’m considering her stomach, something strange occurs. There’s a large and rapidly growing wet spot on the crotch of her maternity pants. My eyes widen, and she meets my gaze with wide eyes of her own.

      “Oh my God. I think my water just broke,” she gasps, bracing against me as to keep from collapsing.

      I draw her into my arms, carrying her bridal style as I had when we first learned about the triplets.

      “I knew it could happen at eight months, b-but it seems so early! The plane ride must have jostled them,” she cries out, tears streaming down her face.

      The thought has occurred to me as well, but I simply press my lips to her cheek and rush out of the penthouse. The elevator is blessedly waiting on our floor, and I lurch inside, holding her close to my chest. She’s babbling somewhat deliriously, and I can tell she’s furious at herself.

      “Charlotte, my love, calm down. They’re going to be fine. They’re going to be just perfect, like their mommy. We just need to get to the hospital, all right? Everything is fine,” I assure her.

      Milo is some miles away, taking the day off, so I sprint towards my sports car while I hold my beloved tenderly in my grasp. Unlocking the door, I gently buckle her in before running to the other side. Jumping into the car, I rev the engine and speed out of the parking lot.

      “I can’t…I can’t breathe,” she gasps, and I press the gas pedal down even harder. I reach over to grasp her hand, managing to keep us on the road as we make our way to the hospital. I could care less if a cop tries to stop us, all I care about is ensuring my family is okay. Fortunately, we zoom into the hospital parking lot without delay and I carry her the remaining distance.

      A nurse helps her into a wheelchair once we’re inside, and as much as I don’t want to let her go, I have to see her taken care of.

      “She’s having a hard time breathing,” I explain urgently, and the nurse looks at Charlotte intently. “She’s supposed to have a C-section; we were told at our last appointment together,” I continue frantically, racing after the nurse as she rushes down the halls.

      “Crash cart! Get a crash cart ready!” she yells, and I feel as if my heart drops into my stomach.

      I try my best to remain calm while Charlotte is in so much pain. My beautiful lover, my beautiful babies…please let me not lose them over my own stupidity. If I’d never pushed her away, she never would have left the country. If she hadn’t left the country, maybe this wouldn’t be happening.

      “Dillon, hold my hand,” Charlotte calls out softly, and I race to keep up as the nurse wheels us into the maternity ward.

      Another nurse wheels the crash cart beside the bed, and the two of them work quickly to get Charlotte settled in. Placing an oxygen mask on her, the first turns to look at me carefully.

      “Are you the father?” she asks bluntly, and I nod my head fervently.

      “Please, tell me she’s going to be okay,” I beg.

      Tears roll down Charlotte’s cheeks, but she manages to even out her breathing with the help of the oxygen mask.

      “The doctor will be here…well, here he is,” the nurse announces, gesturing to the familiar man.

      I turn tearful eyes upon him, and he gestures his hands in a calming motion. He steps forward to consider Charlotte, tutting under his breath.

      “When I you boarding the plane, I was worried, so I went ahead and tagged along. You have nothing to worry about; you’re simply going into labor a bit sooner than expected, so if you two could take a few breaths…” he says soothingly.

      Charlotte sighs in relief, and I narrow my eyes at the doctor.

      “You knew she could get hurt and you didn’t stop her?” I demand, but the doctor ignores me.

      “Dillon, please!” Charlotte cries out, and I look over to see the nurses changing her into a hospital gown with the opening in the front. I rush to her side, gripping her hand once more. “Don’t leave me, please don’t leave,” she whispers, gripping my hand as tightly as she is able.

      “Never. Never again,” I vow. The nurses begin to set up the room for the cesarean section, and I tighten my grip on Charlotte’s hand, leaning in to kiss her on the forehead.

      “All right. Let’s begin then, shall we?” the doctor announces, beginning the procedure.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Some fifteen minutes later, and our family has grown by three. The nurses ensure each of the babies is healthy before placing them on Charlotte’s chest. I can’t help but gape at the tiny little beings, so small and fragile. I reach out to brush my fingertips over one of the babies’ heads, tears gathering in my eyes.

      “You did it, my love. You did it,” I murmur softly, leaning in to kiss the woman I love.

      “We did it,” she corrects wearily.

      Once Charlotte’s been stitched up, the doctors and nurses step away to give us a bit of privacy. The triplets already seem to vary in personality, one crying, one cooing, and the other simply watching in bleary-eyed silence. Charlotte watches them through tired, happy eyes, leaning down to kiss each one of them.

      “So, about the new mansion…” she begins, looking at me with a certain mischievous gleam in her eye. I chuckle, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Three rooms for three boys, and a playroom on the ground floor. I…had hoped you would come back,” I admit.

      She hums thoughtfully for a moment, staring at our newborn triplets. Suddenly, her lips curl into a big smile and she begins to giggle softly. I tilt my head curiously, watching her with a smile of my own.

      “What’s so funny, Charlotte?” I ask with a chuckle.

      She wipes a tear from her eye, seeming to debate telling me. After a moment, however, she gives in.

      “Oh, I was just thinking…we’re going to need to hire a maid.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Charlotte

      

    
    
      “And you’re sure the jet’s ready to leave tomorrow?” I ask gently, bouncing one of the boys on my hip as the others bicker amongst themselves.

      Dillon nods, scooping the other two up and holding them a reasonable distance away from each other.

      “Of course, my love. I know how much this trip means to you,” he soothes.

      Since I’ve been living with Dillon and our children for just over two years, we’re more than overdue a visit to Australia to see my family. Jenny is warming up to the idea of having him as a billionaire brother-in-law, though with all the gifts Dillon has been sending her and my parents, who can blame her? As much as I’ve tried to tell him that he doesn’t have to buy my family’s approval, he’s simply too generous for his own good.

      “Do you think the boys will behave themselves on the plane?” I ask, and Dillon looks at me for a long moment before we both burst into laughter. “Oh, I know, I know. Of course not,” I correct myself, setting Bradley on the floor.

      He looks at me with those big, expressive eyes of his, and I’m beginning to wonder if Dillon was onto something when he mentioned loving my eyes. All three boys have shades of green as an eye color: Dillon Junior’s eyes are looking a bit more turquoise, Charles has eyes that look more forest green, and Bradley seems to have the exact emerald shade of my own.

      They’re growing to be handsome little boys, though they’re real troublemakers when they set their young minds to it. Dillon jokes that he can’t imagine where they got that trait. After two years of co-parenting, he and I are closer than ever, and I have no doubt in my mind that he’s the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.

      “Have you finished packing your bags yet?” Dillon inquires, and I snort at the silliness of his question.

      He tilts his head at me, placing Charles and Dillon Junior on the floor.

      “You’re not going to be able to play once we’re on the plane, so better get all the roughhousing out of your system,” he instructs them, and the two grin before starting to wrestle. Bradley smiles as he watches for a moment, before joining in on the fun.

      “Should we really be encouraging them?” I muse aloud, watching the three of them with a faint grin.

      Dillon waves me off, stepping towards me to draw me into his arms. He presses a kiss to my cheek, trailing down along the side of my neck.

      “Honey, not in front of the boys,” I murmur, blushing deeply.

      My handsome billionaire smirks, pulling me away towards the other room.

      “I need to talk to you about something,” he murmurs, lacing his fingers with mine as I glance anxiously towards the boys. “It’s important,” Dillon says, more urgently, giving my hand another tug.

      “Oh, fine,” I sigh, following him into the den.

      He shuts off the television which is blaring cartoons, gesturing for me to sit on the couch. I oblige him, more than vaguely curious as to what he has in mind. He sighs, beginning to pace back and forth in front of me. Something tells me that he’s troubled, though I have no idea by what.

      “Dillon, are you all right?” I inquire softly.

      He pauses, turning to face me with an intense expression.

      “I don’t think your family is going to approve,” he says, his voice calm in spite of his words and posture.

      His hands fidget at his sides, and I can tell that the situation is seriously bothering him.

      “Approve of…what? Our relationship? Oh come on, you know they love you. Everything that happened is in the past,” I murmur, rising to my feet in an attempt to comfort him.

      He holds a hand out to stop me, worrying his lip between his teeth.

      “It’s just that, most parents expect their kids to, you know, get married and then have kids,” he hedges.

      “My parents are well aware of where you and I stand. Nothing has changed in the two years we’ve been doing this together! We’re still co-parents even if we aren’t doing it the traditional way…” I trail off, averting my eyes.

      Dillon sighs, dropping down to a knee to get on my level. I refuse to meet his gaze, the conversation hitting a nerve a bit more than I would like to admit.

      “Listen, Charlotte,” he begins, and I glance towards him with the intent to tell him we don’t need to discuss this any further.

      However, what I see stops me in my tracks. Dillon remains on one knee, a jewelry box in his hand as he meets my gaze with a warm smile. Certain he’s joking, I roll my eyes.

      “What’s in there, a candy ring?”

      He grins wider, popping the lid on the jewelry box. I glance towards him again, feeling my heart stop in my chest as I lay eyes upon the ring settled inside the box.

      “I’m more partial to carats,” he says slyly. Then, his expression turns serious and he reaches out to caress my cheek.

      “Charlotte, I had so much planned that I wanted to say. Some big romantic spiel, but, you know…ah. To hell with it. Marry me,” he murmurs.

      My mouth falls open and it’s all I can do not to scream my answer. I hold out my hand, and he removes the ring from its box, holding it tantalizingly close to my finger.

      “What do you say?” he whispers.

      “Dillon…of course. Yes, yes, I’ll marry you!” I cry out, unable to stop the tears that prick at the corners of my eyes. I hear the sound of excited squealing from the living room, and the boys come tumbling in, each of them trying to get to Dillon and me first.

      Overcome with emotion, I glance towards Dillon and smile broadly as he slips the ring onto my finger. It fits perfectly. It’s also the biggest diamond I’ve ever seen in my life. I’m overcome with emotion, gathering the boys into my arms and planting a firm kiss on Dillon’s lips.

      “My sister is going to freak out when she sees this,” I breathe, holding the ring out and allowing it to glimmer in the light.

      “You’re telling me!” I hear a voice cry out.

      I glance over, surprised to see Dillon’s tablet propped up on the table. I hadn’t noticed, but my parents and Jenny are watching me from the small screen, apparently having been in a video call the whole time. Jenny gives me a thumbs up, winking at me. My mother is in tears, and my father is maintaining his composure with difficulty.

      Mom gets close to the table and makes a kissy face at us.

      “Congratulations, honey. I can’t wait to see your ring in person! You boys behave on the flight, all right? Grammy loves you. All of you! That means you too, Silly Dilly,” she coos before the screen goes black.

      The boys having lost interest, the three of them totter out of the room, and Dillon seizes the opportunity to pull me to him again. I grin deviously as I reach out to poke his cheek.

      “Silly Dilly?” I tease, and he grows indignantly flushed. “More like Big Willy Dilly,” I grin, leaning in to press our lips together.

      Suddenly, there’s a rustling sound from the tablet.

      “Shit, how do I turn this thing off? Guys…Mom and Dad can hear you making out, and Dad doesn’t look happy. Abort mission,” Jenny shouts, and Dillon jolts away from me.

      I can hear my father repeating the words “Big Willy Dilly” in disbelief, and I can’t help but cackle as I reach towards the tablet to turn it off.

      “Your father is going to kill me,” Dillon mutters ruefully.

      I grin, moving to shift into his lap. He considers me with a raised brow, and I lean in to whisper into his ear.

      “Well, if he’s going to kill you, shouldn’t we give him a good reason?” I murmur as I begin to unbutton his shirt.

      He grins, capturing my lips and tangling a hand in my hair. The other slips under my shirt, where I’ve managed to reclaim my flat stomach. I’m a few stretch marks richer, but I’ve never felt more beautiful in my life.

      Here in my billionaire fiancé’s arms, I’m certain that there could be nothing better than the life we have. The here and now. This very moment.

      “Momma, I gotta go potty!” Bradley calls from the living room, and I draw away from Dillon with a wry smile.

      “Raincheck, baby?” I ask, rising to my feet and walking into the living room.

      Dillon trails after me, and while he looks exasperated, I know he wouldn’t trade moments like this for anything in the world.

      And I’m glad, because little does he know that in just under eight months’ time, we’re going to be welcoming yet another little angel to our family.

      

      
        The End
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          Chapter 1

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      It was a miserable day all around, if I was being honest. I was tucked away in my office on the top floor of GlobaPharm Headquarters, busying myself with the day-to-day tasks that took up the majority of my time. Work wasn’t particularly bothersome, just the opposite in fact. My boss, the only other resident of the top floor, was a handsome man with a winning personality and a charming smile. He treated me well, more like a friend than anything, though I never used that as an excuse to flake out on my work.

      To say we both had the blues that day would be an understatement, though I’ll admit my reasons for feeling so down were less serious than those of Jensen Elliott. With my thirtieth birthday looming in four months’ time, a dream of mine felt as if it were drifting further out of reach as the days went by. I wanted to have a child before I hit thirty. I just couldn’t find the ideal man to do it with.

      Seeking the perfect man to father my child was as difficult a task as one might guess. I had very specific desires for my sperm donor. Tall, blond hair, blue eyes, dagger-sharp wit. A good personality tacked on to all of that meant my perfect man was pretty much nonexistent, save one particular man who was decidedly off-limits. As much as I had ruminated over the possibility of settling, I couldn’t deny that I was repeatedly struck by a single thought: my boss would be the perfect father.

      To make matters worse, my infatuation with Jensen made it difficult for me to simply ignore his moping around. He was always so cheerful, but that was the one day a year that he was especially cold and aloof. Very few of his employees knew the reason for his shift in attitude, though he chose to spend most of his day locked away in his office. The poor guy didn’t even feel as if he could face me the year I started working here. That was three years ago, and I could even admit to myself that I would have found his behavior rather…odd.

      Over the following years, however, Jensen chose to let me in. It only made sense, I suppose; I was his personal secretary, and the man, for all his charm, wit and good looks, had trouble making friends outside of the office. He was so work-oriented that he could scarcely focus on anything else, even after everyone had clocked out. That was perhaps a troubling fact about him: he never mentally clocked out. I could respect his passion for his work, but a small part of me wished he would notice other things that were right under his nose.

      For example, my painfully obvious crush on him. I knew a man like him could never see anything in his secretary, but I still held onto the hope that he would fall totally and irrevocably in love with me. Jensen was tall, with gorgeous blond locks and ocean-blue eyes that women went wild for. Truthfully, it was a wonder he wasn’t married to some lingerie model or something equally suitable for a billionaire.

      A part of me felt guilty for thinking about how hot my billionaire boss was, especially obsessing over the idea while he was deep in mourning. That day marked the anniversary of his father’s death, and God help me, I should not have memorized the exact amount of time that had passed. It had been five years since the elder Elliott had died, and it clearly hadn’t been enough time to mend Jensen’s wounds. I suppose one doesn’t get over losing a father easily, though I would have been the one exception to the rule. My father ditched my mother and me before I was even old enough to walk. I couldn’t even remember his face.

      By contrast, Jensen and Papa Elliott had been closer than most father-son duos. In the few times I had talked to Jensen about his father, he had described him as a wonderful man. I had no reason to doubt him, though I’ll admit it struck me as somewhat odd that the world seemed to weigh so heavily on Jensen’s shoulders. The weight only seemed to grow with every passing moment, and it all came to a head on days like this. To know Jensen was to know the happy-go-lucky person he was. It wasn’t an act; most days he was genuinely happy. To know the entirety of him, however, was to know the burden he carried.

      There was also the matter of Jensen’s younger brother. Their family had anticipated that Jeffrey Elliott would be the one to carry on the family name. In other words, they expected him to live a long life with a large family. Things rarely went as planned, however.

      Six months prior—also to the day, in a bizarre and terrible stroke of luck—Jensen’s younger brother had passed away at the age of twenty-seven. It had been a long time coming, and he’d suffered greatly in the last few years of his life—an agonizing battle with cancer that he ultimately lost. Jensen had confided in me that he had not been present for his brother’s death, and it was the one thing he would never forgive himself for.

      As much as I tried to assure Jensen that he had done his best, that his family knew how much he loved them, he never felt as if he were enough. When Jeffrey died, so did the thoughts of carrying on the Elliott name. “It wouldn’t be the same”, he often told me. I couldn’t blame him for enjoying the single life, but a small, selfish part of me wished that things were different. It’s not like I wanted him to carry the burden of continuing the family name, but if he already had the intentions…

      Shaking my head, I internally berated myself for being so self-absorbed. In spite of my adoration for the man, the throb between my thighs that became apparent every time I was fixed under his stare, I was Jensen’s friend first and foremost. Even the job came second, if I were being honest. That wasn’t to say my job wasn’t valuable, especially considering the fact that I would likely end up a single mother if I ever found a suitable sperm donor. As a matter of fact, Jensen had just given me enough of a raise to encourage my pursuit of other options besides a conventional family.

      While a part of me still ached for a man to hold me in his strong arms at night, I was running out of time. Some stubborn, instinctual part of my mind insisted that I get pregnant by the time I turned thirty, and my ovaries were working in overdrive, sending sharp pains through my chest every time I saw the smiling face of an infant or toddler. At one point, I thought I was dying, but no. I was struck with baby fever through and through.

      Hysterical is a word I would use to describe the place I was in. Not ha-ha hysterical, but driven so mad by the thought of spending my life childless that I was torn between laughing and sobbing at any given moment.

      I took a calming breath, trying to focus my attention on the work that I was, as mentioned, receiving ample pay for. I wasn’t getting a paycheck for having a nervous breakdown on the clock, so I resolved to let the misery out as soon as I arrived at my apartment. My empty, lonely apartment.

      Slamming my hands on my desk, I pushed away from it and rose from my plush office chair. I walked toward the window, staring out at the San Diego skyline. GlobaPharm Headquarters was by far the tallest building in the city, and looking down, I could barely make out the people on the streets below. I wish it had put things in perspective, but it only served to heighten the ache in my heart. I felt so alone, up in this towering building.

      One thing kept me steady in that grim moment of not knowing where my future would lead. It was a simple thing, likely laughable for anyone else I may have divulged it to: the fact that Jensen was just in the next room was all it took to bring me down from a ten to a two on the anxiety scale; well, maybe not a two…more like a low six. It was better than being on the verge of sobbing, anyway.

      I inhaled another calming breath, closing my eyes and focusing on the moment. Once I was calm enough to open them, I walked back toward my desk. Sinking into my chair, I let out a frustrated sigh.

      It was bad enough to be lovesick. It was even worse when accompanied with that strong dose of baby fever. I took a long sip from my water bottle, focusing my attention back on my computer monitor. It was nearly lunch, which gave me an idea that was paradoxically both horrible and fantastic: maybe seeing Jensen would cheer us both up a bit.
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        Ashley

      

    
    
      I didn’t expect Jensen to emerge from his office anytime soon, not even for lunch, if previous years were any indication. I pushed away from my desk once more, ticking off my mental checklist as I strode to the elevator. There was a small café on the corner, and they were well known for having the best pastries in town. I knew they were something of a weakness for my handsome boss, so what could be better than bringing him one of his favorite treats?

      Maybe he would even ask me to join him for the impromptu snack, though I could certainly think of things I’d rather be doing with him. For example, getting bent over his desk and thoroughly plowed. Call me crude, but a girl has to know what she wants, even if there was no chance in hell of me getting it.

      Trying to banish thoughts of what Jensen might look like under his suit from my head, I pressed the button to slide the elevator doors open. Waiting casually, I was grateful that I didn’t have to fight dozens of people for access on this floor. It was only Jensen and me at the top, so I suppose it could be viewed as lonely. I only hoped that he knew he could come to me at any time, regardless of how hot I was for him. I wondered if it was as obvious as it felt, if he were hyper-aware of my feelings for him and tried to play nice in an effort not to break my heart.

      The thought was a worrying one, but as the elevator dinged pleasantly, I focused on the task at hand and stepped inside. I should have tried to slip away before the lunch hour was in full swing, but there was nothing I could do about it at that point. I could only press myself against the back corner of the elevator while more and more people piled inside.

      “Ashley! How’s the boss doing today?” a coworker whose name I couldn’t place asked me. I did little more than smile and shrug my shoulders, not knowing what a more appropriate reaction would have been.

      The guy seemed to scrutinize me for a moment, but he was quickly pushed to the opposite side of the elevator as more people piled inside. I prayed under my breath that we would descend the last few floors without needing to stop.

      Fortunately, it seemed the gods were on my side that day. As soon as we hit the ground floor, everyone spilled out as quickly as possible.

      Taking a deep breath, I shook my head and tried to remain dignified as I stepped out as well. I glanced at the clock hanging above the reception desk, noting that I was making decent time at the very least. I walked quickly toward the exit of the building, smiling contentedly to myself as I stepped out onto the busy sidewalk. The hustle and bustle of city life was something I wouldn’t have traded for anything. It was probably strange, but I had a soft spot for the sound of traffic, people shouting to be heard over the ruckus, the towering buildings that reminded me just how small we all really were.

      The café was a short walk from the office, and I was glad to be outside. Nary a cloud was to be seen in the sky, the sun shining brightly upon the city sidewalks. I realized that I was romanticizing things again, and quickly darted in the direction of my destination. The line wasn’t too long, and I drew a few dollars from my wallet, stepping up to the counter to order a fruit-filled puff pastry, along with a cappuccino for Jensen and a caramel macchiato for myself.

      Passing the cash across the counter, I gathered my items and change before thanking the barista. My eyes found the clock once more and I drew in a sharp gasp as I realized how much time had passed. I rushed back in the direction of GlobaPharm headquarters, losing myself in the crowds. I managed to squeeze myself into the elevator just before the door could close.

      Upon reaching the top floor, I hurried toward Jensen’s office and rapped my knuckles on the door, waiting for a response. When one didn’t come, I tried the doorknob and was relieved to find it unlocked. I walked quietly inside, noticing that my gorgeous boss wasn’t currently brooding at his desk.

      I stepped toward his desk, somewhat surprised to see that his personal computer was unlocked, with all his search tabs on display. I knew it was an invasion of privacy, but a little peek wouldn’t hurt, right?

      Jensen was something of an enigma, a mystery I wanted to solve. Carefully placing the pastry and coffee on his desk, I circled around it to get a closer look. I kept an ear open for his inevitable approach, knowing better than to touch his mouse or to actually click through each tab on his browser. I just needed to get close enough to read the titles and maybe something would be revealed.

      The first few titles were innocuous, business-related, but as I continued to read through his tabs, I was startled to see something of a trend in his searches. My breath caught in my throat as I read each title, pinching myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

      What on earth was Jensen Elliott doing looking for surrogate mothers? It seemed a man like him would have no trouble finding someone to settle down with. More shocking was the fact that he was even considering children to begin with. It was something he hadn’t discussed with me, and as far as I was aware, I would be his only confidant regarding this issue.

      Was he doing this for the sake of his father? Did he truly desire a family of his own? He could have his pick of any woman in the world, and I was well aware that money wouldn’t be an issue for him.

      My heart ached at the thought of my charming, witty boss reduced to searching the internet for someone to carry his child. It ached even further when I realized that I would like nothing more than to be the surrogate he was searching for.

      Jensen clearly wasn’t looking for a relationship, however, and I knew I should banish the thought to the deepest recesses of my mind. But something seemed so wrong with the situation. I could have attributed it to the fact that I was snooping in business that very clearly was none of my own. Still, I tried to come up with any other reason he would be browsing these websites.

      Perhaps he was just curious. Maybe he was bored, and couldn’t think of anything better to do with his time, though that certainly didn’t seem like something Jensen would do. I couldn’t deny that my heart leapt at the idea that he could be going through the very same thing as me. It was almost impossible to consider, but maybe Jensen just couldn’t find the right partner either.

      Imagine my surprise at the thought of the man I’d had my eyes on for years being in the same boat of trying to start a family. However, I was struck all too suddenly by something that I should have realized much sooner. I was snooping in very private business, things that Jensen could well be incredibly sensitive about.

      Knowing I should feel guilty and actually feeling guilty were two distinctly different things. I had to admit that there was something oddly comforting about realizing that I wasn’t alone in my search. I only wished that Jensen felt he could come to me. Then again, I could imagine how helpless he felt.

      Already carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders must have made the idea of singularly raising a child seem impossible. I was beginning to learn that things weren’t always as impossible as they seemed. Perhaps I could help Jensen learn the same… Maybe we could help each other somehow. I had to think over the technicalities of the plan more deeply, but for the time being, I needed to get out of his office.

      From there, I wasn’t quite sure what I’d do.
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      Deciding that I’d invaded Jensen’s privacy enough, I stepped away from his desk and thanked my lucky stars that he had taken so long to return. I made an effort to look as innocent as possible as I emerged from his office but he was fortunately nowhere to be seen. Fighting the desire to slam my office door shut, I pushed it closed gently before turning away and pressing my back against it.

      Macchiato in hand, I allowed myself to sink to the ground. My head drooped as I took a moment to try and process my thoughts.

      First and most prevalent was the idea of having Jensen as the father of my child. I knew it was a distant fantasy, but I couldn’t stop myself from entertaining the idea. I would likely never have the nerve to confront him about what I’d seen on his computer, and even if I did, who was to say he wouldn’t simply fire me? Now that I was away from the passion of the moment, guilt was beginning to creep up my spine. It truly had been the ultimate invasion of privacy.

      Attempting to return to my desk seemed a lost cause in the moment, so I simply remained on the floor with my legs splayed out in front of me. Taking a sip from my coffee cup, I allowed my eyes to flutter shut for a moment.

      I was guilty of finding myself lost in thought more often than not, and that day was no exception. I tried to limit myself to thoughts of what my future might be like once I found a suitable sperm donor for my child, though my mind wandered more than I would’ve liked.

      Every time I pictured my future child, they didn’t have my voluptuous brown curls or hazel eyes. No, they had those piercing blue eyes and sandy blond hair that I was so infatuated with. In my mind’s eye, there was no doubt who would father my child and there were no questions of whether I’d have to be a single mother or not.

      I could see nothing but a future with Jensen at my side, falling deeply and passionately in love with me before making me his blushing bride. Our child would have his wits, my passion, his good looks and…every good part of the two of us, combined into one single being. A giggle bubbled past my lips as I continued to lose myself in my fantasy, already loving this hypothetical child. Never mind that they would likely never exist, never mind that I was only setting myself up for heartbreak.

      Full disclosure, this wasn’t the first time I’d entertained the idea of a future with Jensen. My heart ached for him, and the thought of a future without him nearly broke my heart in two, even as I knew I could never work up the nerve to tell him how I felt.

      It wasn’t as if he was going to barge into my office someday, speaking sweet soliloquies of his love for me. I liked to imagine that Jensen would be the passionate sort, carrying an adoration for his future bride like the obvious love he held for his family, not to mention his job.

      Of course, in that scenario, I was never the secretary, someone he probably thought of as a casual acquaintance. In my fantasy, I would be the woman who inflamed a passion within him like no other. The woman he longed to make love to every night, every morning, hell, even every afternoon.

      Long story short, I was obsessed. Who could really blame me? Jensen Elliott was, by all rights, the complete package. I was simply tormented enough to live in an existence where he could see me as nothing more than a friend. I couldn’t exactly push the issue, in any case. I needed my job, and I needed my friendship with the man even more. The thought of pushing him away over something as silly as a crush was unfathomable.

      I was drawn from my thoughts by a knock at my office door, and knowing it could be no one other than Jensen himself, I quickly scrambled to my feet and tried to make myself look presentable. I ran a hand through my hair, trying to revive the bounce to my curls that most men found so mesmerizing. Then, forcing a smile, I opened the door.

      “Jensen, it’s nice to see you out of your office today,” I said, cursing myself as soon as I spoke. How cruel to put him down for taking a day to grieve!

      Thankfully, he didn’t seem to notice my misstep, smiling gently at me. There was a deep sadness in those eyes, but there was something else, too. Something akin to fondness, though I dared not overthink it.

      “I just stepped out for a moment. It’s been a busy day. I wanted to thank you for bringing my lunch,” he replied, holding up his coffee cup.

      I chuckled, brushing my hair away from my eyes and trying not to appear guilty. There was no indication that he knew I’d been snooping, and Jensen tended to see the best in people, even when it was undeserved.

      “I was just checking in on you. I know I tend to be a bit standoffish when I’m…” he paused, seeming to consider his words, “having one of those days, I suppose,” he finished weakly.

      “Oh, Jensen, it’s perfectly fine. I just wanted to see that you didn’t miss lunch—you know how I worry,” I said, once again wishing I could take the words back. There was no way he could know how much I worried, how deeply I cared about him.

      I felt my cheeks redden at the half-confession, hoping he thought nothing of it. His expression only grew warmer, however, and he reached out to gently rest a hand on my shoulder.

      “It means a lot that I have a friend like you, Ashley. I don’t mean to make you worry, but I’m happy to know you care,” he said with a faint smile.

      I laughed awkwardly, all too aware of how warm his hand felt on my shoulder. Though there was a thin layer of fabric separating our skin, I could almost imagine what his smooth hands would feel like caressing my body.

      “If there’s any way I can make all of this up to you, don’t hesitate to let me know,” he added, his words as passionate as I could have only imagined prior. I didn’t realize how deeply he was touched by my friendship, but I felt my heart swelling at the thought.

      “I’ll be sure to keep that in mind, though you’ve been just as good a friend to me,” I said, a mix of dismissive and embarrassed. He chuckled, drawing his hand away from my shoulder and taking a step back. I immediately missed the contact, but I couldn’t exactly beg him into my office to touch and explore me more thoroughly.

      “On days like this, I feel like more of a sad sack than anything,” he admitted, though it seemed it was his turn to regret his words. Offering him a soft smile, I resisted the near overwhelming desire to reach out and touch his cheek, simply wringing my hands as I tried to think of some words of comfort to offer him.

      “You never have to worry about coming to me, Jensen. I hope you know that,” I said gently. “You can tell me anything, happy or sad. I’m here for all of it,” I continued to ramble, much to my humiliation. His hesitant expression immediately turned confident once more, and he offered me that charming smile.

      “Good to know. Well, I’d better get back to the grind. Running an empire is busy work, you know,” he teased, winking.

      Though I was happy to see him in a good mood again, I couldn’t help feeling flustered. I knew what he was really doing in his office and while it wasn’t anything particularly lewd or crude, it was still enthralling. He didn’t know I was privy to his secret, and I could only wonder what more lay behind that confident personality. I knew there was kindness, gentleness, but I never would have expected the man to have a paternal bone in his body.

      “I’d better get back to work as well,” I said shyly, and he grinned, patting me on the shoulder before turning and walking back toward his office. My eyes remained locked on his rear as he walked.

      Halfway back to his office, he paused and glanced over his shoulder at me.

      “Glad you’re enjoying the view,” he called teasingly, and it was all I could do not to melt into a puddle on the spot.
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      Left alone in my office once more, I took a moment to think over the situation. I opened my browser, clicking over to the sperm donor database I’d been frequenting for the past few months.

      People say beggars can’t be choosers, but when it came to my future child, I wanted to see it to it that he or she had the happiest, most successful life possible. I wasn’t just going to pick some random guy who had a PhD, or even someone who looked like a model—they had to have the perfect mix of all the right traits, and as days continued to pass, it was becoming evident that I wouldn’t find that in a database of random men.

      I thought I had been as proactive as I could possibly manage. I was certain I had explored every available avenue, but it was clear that I was still lacking for something. I tried to deny the direction my thoughts were headed in, made an effort to ignore the undeniable call of my heart. My deepest desires were unachievable, at least, that’s what I tried to tell my furiously pounding head. You’d be surprised how far a desperate woman will go to get what she wants. At the very least, I knew Jensen would be surprised.

      Working up the nerve to talk to him took more time than I cared to admit, and I spent an immeasurable amount of time pretending to carry out work assignments. Granted, I accomplished little more than reading the first three or so messages in my inbox, flagging them as important. At this rate, I’d likely mark everything in my inbox as important, but it wouldn’t exactly be a lie. Everything I received in this inbox was important. It was my job to determine just what, exactly, qualified as important enough to forward to Jensen.

      On my good days, I did what I could to filter out the things I could handle on my own. I was having a bit more trouble than usual that day, probably because checking my email was just a poor means of distracting myself from the task that actually occupied my thoughts. It would be unwise to approach my boss without a plan perfectly formulated, and I tried desperately to organize my thoughts.

      Belatedly, I realized it would probably be wise to clear my browsing data; it wouldn’t do for Jensen to see my idle searching for sperm donors on company time. Especially considering the fact that I wanted him to take the job, as it were. On the off chance he were to indulge me, I knew it was most likely that he would take the more clinical approach to providing the samples. As much as I liked to entertain the fact of actually sleeping with my boss, I also knew I would settle for anything he allowed me.

      Though I spent long nights fantasizing about him claiming me as his own, to bear his child would be the next best thing. I could only hope that since he was hoping to have children, he could understand my plight. I could only pray that he would see how easily we could solve each other’s problems. Beyond having a child of my own, I wanted nothing more than to make my boss and friend happy.

      The sex would be a nice addition, but I wasn’t at the point of allowing my hopes to soar that high.

      Shaking off the thoughts of what Jensen would look like without his clothes on, I pushed away from my desk as I realized it was nearing time to clock out. I was swiftly running out of time to enact my plan, so I shut off my computer before walking out the door. Jensen seemed to still be lingering in his office, though I knew he wouldn’t make a point of sticking around after the clock struck six.

      Approaching the door to his office, I rapped my knuckles against it and rocked back on my heels as I waited for him to call me inside. I wasn’t left waiting for long, though I was startled when he actually opened the door and considered me with an appraising look.

      “Is something wrong, Ashley?” he asked idly, leaning against the doorframe. I could tell he was still troubled by the significance of the day, and before I could back out, I quickly tried to make an excuse for us to spend more time together.

      “Oh! No, I’m fine. I was just worried about you. I know this has probably been a rough day, and I was going to ask, well, if you’d like to join me for dinner?” I rambled, finally coming out with it when it seemed I couldn’t prolong the conversation any longer.

      Jensen tilted his head adorably, looking somewhat confused by my answer. We had never made a point of spending time together off the clock before, in spite of our close working relationship. Hoping I’d not raised any alarm bells in his mind, I offered him a nervous smile.

      “I could use some company, I suppose,” he said warmly, and I managed to swallow a victorious cheer, reaching out to rest a hand on his shoulder.

      “You know how much I care about you, Jensen,” I said, looking at him with all the sincerity in the world. He relaxed somewhat, quirking his lips in a fond and confident smile.

      “Oh, you’re sweet. Let me tie up a few loose ends here, and we can meet downtown, at the Cerf Blanc,” he said, his voice so warm and sweet I could nearly taste the words on my tongue. “We’ll call it my treat. After all, it’s kind enough for you to want to spend time with your mopey boss,” he said with a grin. My cheeks flushed, and I averted my eyes timidly.

      “I couldn’t ask you to do that. After the raise you so generously offered me, I’m not exactly hurting for money,” I replied with a soft laugh.

      “Well, I’m not one to let my dates go Dutch,” he said slyly. I felt my cheeks redden, and I sputtered a bit helplessly for a moment. “Oh, I’m just teasing you, Ashley. Still, I’d be thrilled if you’d allow me to take care of dinner,” he continued. He seemed all too ecstatic about making me squirm, but Jensen had always been the type to play a sort of emotional tug of war.

      The game had never been aimed at me, however. Only on those he found a genuine interest in. Perhaps I was allowing my hopes to rise too high, but could you blame a girl? A relationship with Jensen Elliott would be a dream come true for any number of women in the city; hell, probably the world.

      “All right. I’ll let you pay, but you have to agree to let me pay you back sometime,” I said with something of a pout, something the handsome man seemed enthralled by. He laughed, drawing away from me and retreating back into his office. “I’ll only be a few moments longer. Loose ends, like I said.”

      I nodded obligingly, taking a seat in the waiting area. I fiddled with my phone as I waited, idly wondering if he were still looking over the surrogacy websites I’d seen on his browser. How bold I was being struck me rather suddenly, and I was momentarily worried that he may be angry at my snooping.

      As much as I didn’t want to poke the bear, it was clear that I would have to reveal my snooping in order to bring up my hopes about arranging a deal. Was the potential of angering my boss worth the chance of bearing his child? The answer was obvious to me. Especially if, God willing, it meant I got to sleep with him.

      The train of thought was far from professional, but, I’d long given up on remaining strictly professional. I smiled to myself, unable to ignore the giddy feeling working its way into my gut.

      “What has you all smiles?” Jensen asked suddenly, and I jolted upright, wondering how I’d not heard him come out of his office.

      “Oh, just…something on my phone,” I lied, immediately realizing my folly when it looked as if he would ask to see.

      Mercifully, he simply smiled and nodded his head before stepping toward me. He extended his arm, as if he would to a woman he were taking on a grand date. Dangerous territory though it may have been, I decided to allow myself to entertain the fantasy, at least for a little while.

      “All right. Off we go, then?” he suggested, guiding me toward the elevator. I allowed myself to be pulled, in nothing short of a trance, as we moved forward.

      Off we go, indeed. Though in my case, it felt more like I were going off the deep end. Not that I was complaining.
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      Having resigned myself to spending the day wallowing in misery, you could imagine my surprise at Ashley Calhoun inviting me to join her for dinner. It was nothing short of startling, though not altogether unwelcome. Ashley had been working as my secretary for three years, and I’d be willing to admit that she was the closest thing to a friend that I had.

      My work as CEO left very little opportunity to pursue relationships outside of work, be they in the realm of friendship or otherwise. As much as I wished I could say I had a fulfilling life outside of those office doors, the few things that brought me a measure of happiness had dissipated before my very eyes. First, my father died, leaving me in charge of a multibillion-dollar company. That had been five years ago. To make matters worse, exactly six months ago, my little brother lost his battle with cancer.

      My father was a good man, nothing short of a saint. However, he had certain expectations of my brother and me, expectations I’d always intended to live up to. My parents had been sure that of the two of us, my young and vivacious brother would have been the one to settle down and have a big family. While I’d been raised to someday take over my father’s business, Jeffrey had a bit more freedom with his life.

      God knew I didn’t resent either of the men, that I loved them with my entire being. I thrived on that knowledge that someday I would sit at the helm of everything my father had created. I delighted in the fact that I could focus on the important things in life, like seeing the pride in my father’s eyes when he someday handed GlobaPharm down to me.

      Some might have thought my brother had it easier. I never considered that thought, though I would admit that I didn’t spend an awful lot of time with my younger sibling. It was always one thing or another, especially when I was away on business trips with my father. After he died, I went on the trips alone.

      I liked to think it never bred resentment between our small family, but I could never be sure. It became even less clear when I received the call that Jeffrey had fainted in the middle of the grocery store one afternoon. I was told he was rushed to the emergency room, but I was so sure it was nothing.

      Even as his cancer progressed, I was certain he would recover. The thought that he could die was unfathomable, and I refused to even consider that I would one day have to say goodbye to my little brother. Ultimately, the last time I would see him was right before I departed on a trip to close a deal in Japan. Before I returned home, I received the call that his condition had suddenly deteriorated. By the time I boarded a plane to return home, he was already gone. It haunts me to this day that I never really got to say goodbye.

      Ashley bore the brunt of my foul moods when she first began working for me. It was a wonder she managed to stick it out. It was even more surprising when slowly but surely, we became friends. She was the only one in the entire company that knew the depths of my guilt, the only one who knew my darkest secrets.

      While she became my confidant, I became something of one for her as well. She lamented her horrible relationships, spoke of deceitful, manipulative men. She was a kind and generous soul, so when she mentioned that she was trying to find a sperm donor, my first reaction was to give her a raise. She’d laughed when I immediately suggested it in the midst of our conversation, but when she realized I was serious, she hugged me more tightly than I’ve ever been embraced before.

      In a way, though she didn’t know, I could relate to her troublesome task. My father had made it very clear that my brother was expected to produce a child to carry on the family name, while I was to manage the business. Jeffrey was a free-spirited sort, up until the very end. At first, he’d refused to settle down because he didn’t want the ties. Then, as he got sicker, his reasoning changed. He didn’t want to leave a child alone and fatherless. He didn’t want to leave a woman mourning her lost love.

      The rest of my family supposed that the idea of carrying on my father’s legacy had died with my brother. I’d made it very clear for the duration of my life that I had no interest in having children. The women I had romantic dalliances with were little more than sex-fueled flings. I was always careful; I never made love to a woman without a condom. I valued my safety and my future over a brief moment of pleasure.

      Which left me brooding in my office that day, wondering why I had dug such a deep hole for myself. With Jeffrey gone, my father’s wishes had been forgotten by everyone except myself. I refused to let the family name die with me, though, hence why I had begun to look into surrogacy.

      Money wasn’t an issue. It was simply a matter of finding the right woman—the woman who would be the perfect mixture of beauty, grace, and wits. Unfortunately, most of the surrogates I happened to find lacked in one department or another. The most beautiful woman with the most delicate of features could be as dumb as a rock, and while it was far from my place to judge someone based on intelligence, for the sake of my child, I had to think objectively.

      My son or daughter would have to have the smarts to run GlobaPharm when the time came, but intelligence isn’t everything. In a better world, perhaps, where humanity wasn’t so shallow, I would settle with a mousy woman with a PhD, but that simply wasn’t to be.

      The chances of finding the perfect woman seemed to be growing increasingly slim. It wasn’t just the death of my father and brother that I was mourning that day—it was the fact that I couldn’t honor their wishes. As business-minded as I may have been, I had a strong moral compass and a determination to see my family done right by the world.

      Even Jeffrey had approached me regarding our father’s wishes, when I’d refused to acknowledge that he could, and most likely would, die. He had felt guilty about placing such a burden on my shoulders, but I had given it little thought at the time. I didn’t even consider it until he was gone.

      That was why, when Ashley approached me and suggested dinner, I was happy to oblige. I had very few confidants, and while I certainly wanted to keep my search quiet, I felt as if I could divulge my intentions to her. Perhaps we were closer than I liked to admit, considering the amount of trust I put in the woman. It didn’t help that she was altogether charming, and undeniably smitten with me. I would be a fool not to notice the doe eyes she looked at me with when we were alone. The meaning in her gentle touches would be obvious to anyone.

      My refusal to acknowledge that I might have had a crush on her may have been over the top. The thought was silly, however, especially considering the boundary that employees and employers were supposed to maintain. Even if I had an inkling of feelings for her, I refused to lead her down a path that would likely end in heartbreak. I cared more about her as a friend than a potential lover. She also made a hell of a secretary, doing the job better than anyone I’d hired in the past. I was reluctant to let her go, though I knew there would be the maternity leave to discuss eventually.

      I was confident that she loved her job enough to come back. A part of me was convinced that she simultaneously loved the idea of me enough to stay, even if she were to settle down with someone. I had no intentions of leading her on, which was why it was a bit strange that I’d accepted her dinner offer without further question. I would have, in most cases, considered the offer with great trepidation. While I’d had my doubts, I was quicker to give in than I’d expected.

      There was something about the fact that I had an employee who cared enough to check how I was feeling on this day that wounded me so deeply. Whether I had an infatuation with Ashley or not, even I couldn’t deny that it was nice to be cared about.

      God knows I had done my share of worrying. Even then, with Ashley waiting outside my office, I continued to fret.

      It was time to move forward.
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      When I emerged from my office and saw my secretary smiling a goofy little grin, it was clear she was thrilled to be spending the evening with me. Perhaps that was a rather self-absorbed thought, but a man had to indulge himself every once in a while, didn’t he?

      “What has you all smiles?” I asked her with a slightly teasing lilt. She stiffened, fumbling with her phone for a moment before holding the blank screen in front of her face.

      “Oh… Just something on my phone,” she said, her voice quaking nervously with the obvious lie. I tilted my head curiously, fighting to keep the mirth out of my eyes. She looked terrified by the prospect of me asking just what she was looking at, and as much as I wanted to tease her, I held back.

      “All right. Off we go, then?” I suggested, offering her my arm.

      Her eyes widened in a manner she probably thought imperceptible, but Ashley was anything but subtle. Her cheeks flushed a pleasant shade of red, and she obligingly took my arm.

      I guided her toward the elevator, a sensation of warmth brewing in my gut as we descended from the top of the building. Happiness seemed to radiate from her entire being, and I couldn’t deny feeling a bit more chipper myself.

      “You said the Cerf Blanc, right? Isn’t that one of the most expensive restaurants in San Diego?” she asked shyly, and I curled my lips into a smile.

      “Suddenly glad I offered to pay, then?” I teased. She pouted; that adorable expression that made her hazel eyes glimmer, sending jolts of longing through my heart. All right, so perhaps my feelings for her were a bit deeper than I cared to admit.

      From the moment Ashley Calhoun had first stepped into my office, those eyes had had me captured. I was but a captive in her presence, gripped by the subtle bounce of her curly hair, her voluptuous curves and those soul-gripping eyes. I couldn’t deny that my reasons for hiring her were less than charitable, though I was certain I had blown my chances at getting her under my desk a long time ago. At least, under my desk with no strings attached.

      It was easy to pretend that all I wanted was those luscious lips wrapped around my length, her curls bouncing as she moved her head back and forth…but that wasn’t all that I desired from my tender little secretary, and I felt some trepidation considering that night’s dinner topic.

      Then again, I had no intentions of settling down. I intended to make it very clear that all I sought was a surrogate mother. More than once I’d been struck by the thought that Ashley herself would be the perfect mother to my child. She had brains, beauty, wits to boot. She was the kindest woman I’d ever had the pleasure of meeting, and the thought of conceiving naturally with her sent a flare of desire straight to my loins.

      I was unaware that I’d tightened my grip on her until she turned to me with wide and imploring eyes. I could only stiffen beneath her gaze. My jaw clenched as I fought to repress the desirous thoughts that brewed in my brain. She was an employee, and I could never cross that line with her. If I allowed myself to get that close to her, even for a night, I wasn’t sure I would ever be willing to let her go.

      “Are you all right, Jensen?” she asked gently, resting her hand on top of mine. In spite of the pounding in my heart, I managed to keep my cool as I flashed a broad smile at her.

      “Oh, I’m fine, just thinking about what I might have for dinner,” I lied, though she didn’t look altogether convinced. As far as I was concerned, that just made us even after her lie scarce moments ago.

      The elevator’s ding as we reached the bottom floor drew Ashley’s attention away from me, and I found myself somewhat grateful. I didn’t exactly want to explain that I was imagining her splayed on my bed in skimpy lingerie.

      “All right, so I’m just going to meet you there? Or…?” She trailed off, looking at me with something of a glimmer in her eye. “We could head over there together. I’d like to get a drink and relax after the day I’ve had,” she said mischievously. I raised a brow, unable to stop the grin that nearly split my face in two.

      “Oh, so you’re going to be naughty tonight? All right, I suppose I can drive you. Just don’t get too tipsy, I don’t know that I trust you to keep your hands to yourself,” I said just above a whisper, leading her out of the elevator. Her eyes widened, and I wasn’t quite sure if she was scandalized or just embarrassed.

      “You get to be a bad boy every day, Jensen. Let someone else have some fun for once,” she said after a moment. I felt my mouth go dry, arousal spiking between my thighs. She simply smirked at me, drawing away just as we reached my red sports car. I opened the passenger door for her, winking as she settled inside.

      “All right, I guess I’ll just have to keep an eye on you then,” I said with a smile, closing the door and circling around the car. As I opened the door, the last thing I expected was the retort she offered.

      “I hope you’re able to control yourself,” she said flirtily, her expression bolder than I’d ever seen it before. I knew it was a dangerous line we were toeing, and professionalism had long been thrown out the window. Just the same, I had to play it cool. It was for her own good, after all.

      “Oh, perish the thought,” I replied under my breath, my heart lurching when she seemed upset that I hadn’t taken her bait. Was there more to this dinner than I’d expected? Ashley was a terrible liar, and if she wanted to discuss anything beyond a bit of work chatter, I would surely know by now.

      Cranking the ignition, I backed out of the parking lot faster than was strictly necessary. Even though I had to keep things professional, I still wanted to impress the woman at my side. It was a game of give and take, but I had to remain certain that it was just that: a game. Ashley clutched the armrests of her seat, pressed against leather upholstery. I pretended not to notice the way her thighs subtly shifted together, nor the pleased flush on her cheeks.

      “You sure know how to show a girl a good time,” she said teasingly. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a sliver of her thigh peeking out from beneath her skirt, and it was all I could do to keep from swerving off the road. She was just teasing me, and it was nothing I couldn’t handle. If she wanted to press me, I wasn’t about to be outdone.

      “Oh, Ashley dear, I’ve not begun to show you a good time. At least, not yet,” I said lasciviously. I regretted the words as soon as I said them, though there was something all too thrilling about the way she blushed from her cheeks all the way down to her neck. I longed to see if her blush dipped down any deeper, perhaps between the valley of her sizable breasts.

      Forcing my eyes on the road, I realized we were closer to the Cerf Blanc than I’d thought. I tried to calm my racing heart, and the rush of blood that seemed intent on surging in my groin. I wasn’t some high school kid with a crush, I was a grown man having dinner with his secretary.

      I banished the thought of her lips shaped in a perfect ‘O’ from my mind, pulling into a parking spot and cutting the ignition. The vibrations of the car ceased, and I was all too aware of the pleased haze in Ashley’s gaze. Perhaps I had pushed her too far. The situation was getting dangerous fast, and I tried to repeat rationalizations in my mind. She was an employee. She was off-limits. I could not take her to my penthouse and have my way with her, as much as her gorgeous eyes begged for it.

      “Here we are,” I managed, offering her a warm smile. She shook off her dazed state, glancing toward me with a blush.

      “Here we are,” she repeated. Apparently unable to take the tension any longer, she pushed her door open and scrambled out of the car.

      Disaster avoided.

      For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      As we stepped into the restaurant, I could sense that Ashley was nervous. I could only wonder if I had pushed her too far, if I had crossed the unspoken boundary I had tried so desperately to tiptoe around.

      She didn’t seem angry, however, only glancing toward me with a shy smile every few moments as we were seated. The waiter asked us for our drink orders, and before the woman could speak, I suggested that he bring a bottle of their finest champagne. Ashley’s eyes widened, and she looked all too ready to protest.

      “Please, Ashley. It’s my treat. Just enjoy yourself,” I said with my best attempt at a comforting smile.

      She still looked nervous, but she managed a faint smile as she folded her hands on top of the table. She was fidgeting almost uncontrollably, and before I could think, I reached out to rest one of my hands on top of hers. She stiffened a bit, glancing toward me with a timid expression. “If I’ve made you uncomfortable…” I began, but she shook her head fervently before I could continue.

      “It’s nothing like that, Jensen. I just have a lot on my mind right now,” she said, her words measured and careful. As much as I wanted to press her for further information, I could tell that it would not be forthcoming any time soon. Instead, I drew my hand away and flipped through the menu that had been placed in front of me. I had been to the restaurant a dozen times over, and knew you couldn’t go wrong with their lobster tail in buttered garlic sauce. I had my doubts that Ashley had been to the restaurant before, though.

      “What are you planning to order then?” I asked idly, continuing to study the menu, pretending to be entirely absorbed in the task. She seemed to relax slightly once my eyes were no longer on her, and she reached out with shaking hands to grab her own menu. She opened it to the appetizers page, eyes widening in alarm.

      “O-oh. I can’t… This is all so expensive! I’ll just have a glass of water,” she said quietly, a sense of urgency in her tone. I smiled gently, meeting her gaze and holding it for a long moment. Her nervousness seemed swift to return, and her cheeks turned that increasingly familiar shade of pink.

      “Ashley, if I have to order for you, I’m ordering the most expensive thing on the menu,” I said with a sly grin. She looked stunned, and fumbled with the menu for a moment.

      “A salad, then?” she tried to bargain, and I could only roll my eyes in amusement.

      “You seem the type who would enjoy the shrimp alfredo. It comes with a side salad and garlic bread. I’ve had it a few times, and it’s an utter delight. Not that you can go wrong with anything here…” I trailed off, considering the menu for a moment longer. “Nothing under thirty dollars. Otherwise, have at it,” I added cheekily. She sputtered indignantly for a moment, looking as if she would like nothing more than to flail her arms at me.

      “Fine. The alfredo, you said?” she finally said, apparently deciding to go along with it. I was somewhat surprised she didn’t put up more of a fight, but I couldn’t help internally celebrating my victory.

      “Yes, you’ll love it. Oh, and just in time. Champagne’s here,” I said, stopping the waiter from pouring me a glass. “For the lady only, tonight. I’m driving,” I grinned, pleased by the bulging of Ashley’s eyes. It was obvious that she’d never been on the receiving end of such spoiling, and in spite of my intention to keep things professional, I intended to remedy that.

      “Thank you,” Ashley said weakly as the champagne was poured, taking a sip with some trepidation. A soft sigh drew itself from her lips, and another spike of arousal shot through me. The sheer pleasure in that sigh would have been enough to drive any man mad, I’m sure of it.

      I scarcely heard when the waiter asked for our food orders, though Ashley was thankfully paying attention for both of us.

      “I appreciate you inviting me out, Ashley. I truly mean that,” I said once the waiter had stepped away, watching my secretary with a self-assured smile. She made a face, swishing the sparkling liquid in her glass.

      “I don’t think it counts if you’re the one paying,” she said drily. I chuckled, shrugging my shoulders.

      “I wouldn’t have come out alone. I fully intended to spend the evening home alone, sulking,” I assured her. “I actually had something I wanted to discuss with you,” I began, resting my chin in my hand. Ashley seemed to grow more anxious, wringing her hands before taking another long gulp from her champagne glass.

      “Can I go first?” she inquired weakly, tracing her finger along the rim of the glass. Unsure of what was bothering her, and afraid that I had done something to cause it, I simply nodded and gestured for her to speak.

      She was hesitant, glancing from me, to her glass, to the floor, then back again. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, tapping her nails on the tabletop.

      “What’s bothering you? You know you can talk to me about anything. I know I feel like I can discuss anything with you,” I offered, reaching out to take her hand in my own. Her eyes flitted from side to side and after a moment she emptied her glass.

      “Promise me that you won’t get angry,” she said meekly. It was my turn to hesitate, even if it was for the briefest of moments. I was confident that nothing she could say would truly anger me, so I nodded my head and smiled.

      “I won’t get angry. Just talk to me,” I said with a smile. She returned the expression hesitantly, squeezing my hand and taking a deep breath. Before she could speak, however, the waiter arrived with our food. I was forced to break my grip on her, drawing my hand back to my side and waiting until the man stepped away. Ashley seemed to have lost her nerve in that brief moment, and for the time being I decided to let it go.

      We ate in companionable silence, though Ashley did allow the occasional sigh to slip past her lips. When we had little more than scraps on our plate, I waved the waiter down to take our food. As he did, Ashley seemed to grow aware of the fact that I expected her to make her confession. She swallowed, struggling to form the words.

      “I was in your office today,” she began, taking another large swallow of wine. I snorted out a laugh, crossing my arms.

      “I’m well aware, Ashley. The pastry was delicious, by the way. I’m not sure why that has you in such a tizzy though,” I chuckled. She blanched, averting her eyes.

      “Well, that’s not it. While I was in your office, I happened to see that your computer was unlocked. I…I took a peek, and I’m really sorry, Jensen. I was just so curious, and I saw that…I saw that you were looking for a surrogate mother,” she confessed, seemingly ready to burst into tears. Although I was slightly taken aback at the invasion of privacy, I couldn’t be too angry, especially considering that I had planned to tell her anyway.

      “Ashley—” I began, only for her to cut me off with a nervous grin.

      “B-but, there’s a reason I asked you out to dinner tonight. I wanted to take your mind off of things, yes…but there’s something else,” she rambled, and I could only stare at her in confusion. She seemed to be working herself up more and more with each passing moment, and I knew that interrupting her couldn’t help. I just waited for her to finish her thought, nowhere near prepared for what she was going to say. “I wanted to tell you, I could be a surrogate for you. That is…if you’d like,” she finally managed to get out, her cheeks a bright shade of red.

      The words barely registered in my mind, and all I could see was that she seemed to be ready to hyperventilate. Before I could open my mouth to speak and offer her some comfort, my mind fully grasped what she was offering. I felt my own eyes grow wide with surprise, my mouth hanging agape. Ashley seemed to take it as a bad sign, and furiously began to apologize again.

      It was difficult for me to form a coherent thought of my own in that moment, let alone come up with something to calm her down. All I could think was that Ashley, my beautiful, wonderful secretary, had just offered to be a surrogate mother for me.

      “Ashley, calm down,” I managed, though my own voice was quaking slightly. I’d never been one to lose my cool, but this was far from a normal situation.

      She turned to look at me, her eyes wide and teary, and I reached out to gently touch her cheek. Her skin was warm to the touch and much to my surprise, she seemed to press into my hand. Her breathing calmed a bit, and she closed her eyes, looking as exhausted as if she had just run a marathon.

      As much as I didn’t want to press her further, I had to know.

      Did she mean it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      I carefully formulated my thoughts before speaking, not wanting to upset her again. I also didn’t want to appear callous or rude, or as if I had been dying for her to say those very words (though in a way, I had been). For a moment I wanted nothing more than to circle around the table and draw her into my arms.

      “Ashley…what are you suggesting?” I finally managed to ask, wishing there was some way I could take the blunt edge off of the words.

      In response, she only buried her face in her hands, and I was afraid she would burst into tears at any given moment.

      “I’m not angry with you,” I continued, “I just…I don’t understand. Do you realize the gravity of what you’re offering?” I asked carefully, drawing my hand back toward myself and resting my chin in my palm.

      “Of course I realize. We’re talking about bringing a child into the world,” she muttered into her hands, hesitating a moment before sitting upright. “I’m not asking you to be in a relationship or anything. I wouldn’t expect you to entangle yourself in anything unnecessarily complicated,” she mumbled. As much as I wanted to correct her, I knew it was better to let her continue with that train of thought.

      “How could it not get complicated? We work together, and…” I trailed off, realizing that was the only real argument I had. It wasn’t as if I would dislike fathering a child with Ashley; just the opposite was true. I was just all too aware of her feelings for me, and the somewhat mutual feelings I felt in turn. As far as she knew, her feelings were entirely one-sided, and it could get complicated beyond belief if she came to know otherwise.

      “We’re friends first, right, Jensen? At least, that’s how I’ve always felt. We’re friends, and we both want a child. I know we work together, but the way I see it, this is a practical solution to both of our problems. We could co-raise a child, and we would both get what we want,” she said, growing more confident as she spoke. It was obvious that she had given this some thought, and I couldn’t lie and say I’d not considered it. Granted, I was somewhat taken aback by the suddenness of her suggestion.

      If what she said was true, she had just learned about my desire for a child that day. That meant she’d had mere hours to consider her options before pitching the idea to me. I was struck by how selfless the notion was, how kind this woman was. I knew in my heart that it could cause problems in the long term, especially if both of our feelings came to light. Our working relationship could be ruined, and I could lose the closest friend I had. Yet, at the same time, there was the chance that we could become something more.

      That chance, as much as I would have liked to deny it, made the decision for me.

      “All right. All right, I think that could work,” I said thoughtfully. Her eyes lit up with surprise and delight, and she reached out to grip my hand. She seemed ready to burst into tears again, but she managed to regain her composure and pump my hand as if it had been her intention to simply shake it the entire time.

      “So we’re in agreement? We’re actually going to do this?” she asked, as if to make sure she wasn’t merely dreaming.

      I smiled, drawing her hand toward me with the intention to kiss it, then stopping myself short, not wanting to push the boundaries right away. It was my turn to shake her hand, and she was swift to jerk her sweaty palm away. God, her embarrassment was far too endearing.

      “We’re going to have a baby. I think… Obviously, we need to discuss it more. How about we wrap it up here, and I’ll take you to my place to discuss things in a bit more depth?” I suggested.

      I could tell by the flare of red in Ashley’s cheeks that she wanted a lot more than talking to happen at my place. Warmth rolled in my stomach at the thought, and I would have liked nothing more than to take her straight to bed. Still, this situation warranted further conversation.

      More than anything, I wanted to be sure that Ashley wasn’t making a mistake. It was easy enough to say that things wouldn’t get complicated, but to hold true to that promise was an entirely different story. Then again, I wasn’t sure I could have denied her either way.

      “That sounds…nice,” she said gently, rising from her seat on unsteady legs. I realized abruptly just how much champagne she’d had, and I circled around the table to help guide her toward the door. We paused on the way out, just long enough for me to pay for dinner, then out the door we went, Ashley stumbling rather clumsily in the direction of my car.

      “I had no idea what a lightweight you are,” I said, beginning to wonder if having the discussion at that moment was such a good idea.

      “I’m just a bit overwhelmed. Not really drunk. Not…really,” she said with a breathy little laugh. Despite her words, I had to fasten her seatbelt as she settled into the passenger seat, watching me with nothing short of sheer adoration in her gaze. I would’ve been surprised if she hadn’t seen the same reflected in my own. I had to remain calm, however. Someone had to try and keep control of the situation.

      I circled around the car, slipping into the driver’s seat and hesitating for a moment. I glanced toward her, noting that her slightly hazy expression was watching my every move.

      “Are you sure you’re in any shape to come home with me?” I asked gently. Her lips curled into a sly smile, and she reached out to give me a gentle shove.

      “What, are you planning to take advantage of me? After the promise you made?” she teased, and it was all I could do to keep from blushing. “I’m just kidding, Jensen. I’m fine. I’m a bit hazy, but I know that I want to talk about this. I’m afraid I’ll lose my nerve, otherwise,” she finished a bit timidly. Unable to stop the smile spreading across my face, I turned the ignition and shifted into gear.

      “All right. We’ll talk. But that’s all you have to do. Don’t feel as if… That is, I wouldn’t expect the conception to be…natural,” I tried to assure her, though her eyes glinted with mischief. I knew whatever she was going to say couldn’t be good for my state of mind.

      “And if I told you I wanted it to be natural?” she asked, resting her hand on my thigh. Inhaling a shuddering breath, it was all I could do to not launch myself across the seat and simply have my way with her. That wasn’t how I wanted it to go down, however. I wanted her to have a clear mind, I wanted to be confident that she truly knew what she wanted.

      “I’ll fix you some coffee, and we’ll discuss that matter after you’ve sobered up a bit,” I said gently, lacing her fingers with my own and placing our hands firmly on the center console. She pouted slightly, and I’m sure weaker men would have given into her stare. It was all I could do to resist her, but I wasn’t going to be swayed. My hope was that she was just a bit tipsy, and that we could actually discuss the matter at hand.

      Seeming content to just hold my hand, Ashley relaxed into her seat and stared out the window. I would have given anything to have been able to read her thoughts in that moment. So many conflicting emotions raced through my body on the short ride to my apartment, and as I pulled into the parking lot, she seemed reluctant to release my hand.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s fix you some coffee,” I said, carefully extracting my hand from her own. She pouted again, but managed to unfasten her seatbelt and lurch out of the car. She straightened up, the cool night air seeming to aid in sobering her up. I offered her my arm, and she took it with a smile before I guided her toward the building.

      As she leaned against my side in the elevator, it was all I could do not to embrace her fully. I wanted to feel her lips against my own, feel her breasts heaving against the bare expanse of my chest. I wanted nothing more than to take her, but I had to do right by the woman that could very well bear my child.

      When we reached my penthouse, I led her to the sofa before stepping into the kitchen. Within moments, the coffee was brewing, and in another brief moment, I was pouring her a steaming cup.

      Gratefully accepting the coffee, Ashley relaxed and sipped from the mug for what seemed an eternity. I settled a respectable distance away from her, sinking into the plush material of the sofa. I watched her, taking pleasure in the way she shifted beneath the intensity of my gaze.

      Finally, she sat the empty mug on the coffee table and turned to face me. Her eyes seemed clear of that drunken haze, and while I knew she wouldn’t be entirely sober for a while yet, I knew that the time had come to talk.
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      Though I still felt a little tipsy, the hot cup of coffee had sobered me up enough to think rationally. I tried not to blush as I thought about the things I’d said without really thinking, though all my words had been rooted in truth. More humiliating was my anxiety attack in the middle of the restaurant, when I made my confession. I wouldn’t be able to blame Jensen if he thought me a fool at that point.

      He was watching me with an intensity that I was not quite familiar with. His eyes had darkened with what I could only hope was desire, and as he shifted closer to me, I struggled to form the words to enunciate what I wanted from him. Jensen was apparently nonplussed by my hesitation, however, taking my hand in his own.

      “I suppose we should start right at the root of it,” he began, his expression confident as he stroked a thumb to the back of my hand. I reddened at the familiarity behind the touch, feeling foolish for being so easily swept up. “You want to carry my child. That is, be a surrogate for me?” he continued, his voice steady. I shifted uncomfortably, biting my lower lip nervously.

      “Well, more so that I would like us to be co-parents…if you would find that acceptable. If I have a child with you, I don’t like the idea of giving up all my rights as a mother. I don’t expect a relationship, but I do expect us to be a team in this,” I said. I hoped it wasn’t too obvious that I was shaken with nerves, but Jensen’s expression remained kind throughout.

      “That’s perfectly understandable. I know how badly you’ve wanted a child as well. I wouldn’t take that away from you,” he assured me. I smiled awkwardly, squeezing his hand in an attempt to show my appreciation. “With that settled however, there is the issue of how exactly we will conceive. I don’t intend to hold what you said while you were drunk against you, but—” he began, but I cut him off before he could continue.

      “I…uh…would like to conceive naturally. I wasn’t just drunkenly rambling, that’s… I mean, I understand if you’re against it,” I said shyly. He watched me with a gleam in his eyes, those gorgeous blue orbs tracing along the swells and dips of my curves. It was an obviously appraising look, and I found myself praying that he liked what he saw.

      “Can I be frank, Ashley?” he inquired, our eyes locking for a moment. I was too caught up in his stare to attempt to break away, and he reached out to caress my cheek. My breath caught in my throat, and I had to resist the overwhelming desire to press into his touch. My mouth fell open despite my attempts to keep it closed, and he smiled cheekily.

      “Of-of course, Jensen,” I managed to stammer out, receiving a reassuring smile in turn.

      “You’re a beautiful woman. I’m sure you’re well aware. What I mean to say is…I’ve always harbored an attraction toward you. I’ve wanted nothing more than to touch you since I first lay eyes on you,” he said bluntly, oozing confidence, and I found myself unable to keep from smiling. He seemed to be waiting for a response and, considering that it was obviously a full disclosure conversation, I threw caution to the wind.

      “The feeling’s mutual. I’m sure you’ve felt my eyes on you at work, I’m not exactly the subtlest woman in the world. Every time you look at me…” I paused as his eyes danced with mirth. “Yes, like that. When you do that, it’s all I can do to keep from kissing you,” I admitted, my face growing almost unbearably hot. His expression changed from one of amusement to something much deeper, almost primal.

      “We’ve got our answer then, don’t we?” he said, edging even closer to me. I struggled to remain in one spot, resisting the desire to surge toward him. I wanted him to take the lead, and he seemed all too eager to do so as he tangled a hand in my hair and drew my face closer to his. I squeezed my eyes shut, his breath hot against my lips.

      When our lips touched, it was like a thousand electric shocks jolted through my body all at once. I fought to swallow a moan, only partially succeeding as he parted my lips with his tongue, massaging my own into action. He seemed pleased when I gripped his shirt, all but draping myself in his lap as our tongues danced and tangled.

      When he drew away, the look he gave me sent a jolt of arousal straight between my thighs. I could feel the steady pulsing of my arousal, feeling embarrassingly wet for all we had done. If all it took was a bit of foreplay for me to come undone at his hands, I couldn’t imagine the pleasure of having him inside of me. The thought was enough to make me squirm and Jensen gripped my hips, his jaw clenching. I became suddenly aware of just what part of him I was wriggling against and parted my lips to apologize, only for him to hungrily smash our mouths together again.

      Jensen held me firmly in place against his lap, and I could feel his manhood stiffening as things began to intensify. I drew away, urgently trying to tug my shirt off, and he took the hint, helping me. My chest heaved as he moved to cup my breasts in his hands, the sensation almost agonizingly pleasurable in spite of the thin layer fabric between us. He quickly reached around, unclasping my bra with one swift movement. As it fell away, he ducked his head to latch his lips around one of my swiftly-hardening nipples.

      “Jensen,” I cried out helplessly, arching into his mouth. His hips jerked upwards, and I gasped as I felt the bulge of his manhood through his slacks. Unable to control myself, I quickly worked to unbutton his shirt, popping some of the buttons clean off in the process. I blushed, offering him an apologetic smile.

      “Eager, aren’t we?” he panted, though it looked as if he were trying very hard to restrain himself.

      “Can you blame me?” I whimpered, cursing myself for how needy I sounded.

      Jensen smirked, reaching down between us to pop the button on his pants. He shifted them down on his hips, just enough for his straining manhood to pop free from his briefs. He breathed a sigh of relief, and my eyes widened as I took in the sheer size of him. I hesitantly reached down, gripping his girth in my hand. I could feel the steady beating of his pulse against my palm, and I found myself getting more flustered than ever.

      “Do you want it?” Jensen whispered huskily, meeting my gaze with a cheeky little smile. My whole body shook from the intensity of my arousal, and I could do little more than softly mewl as he pressed his fingers to the damp fabric of my panties. He stroked me slowly through the fabric. I was nearly falling apart in his grip.

      “Jensen, please,” I gasped, breath catching as he pushed my panties aside and pressed the head of his manhood against my entrance. I tensed my hands on his shoulders, bracing myself as I began to lower myself onto him. Inch by inch, he began to fill me up, and unable to support my own weight any longer, I allowed my hands to drop as I pressed my face into his shoulder. As the final inches sank into me, I could only moan as I clenched around his length.

      “God, you’re so tight,” he whispered, tangling a hand in my hair. I hummed against his skin, unable to form words as I slowly raised and lowered my hips, sweet ecstasy filling me nearly to the brim. He aided me in my movements, guiding me up and down on his stiff member. I began to pick up the pace, feeling as if I could plummet off of the deep end at any given moment. He moaned encouragingly, angling his hips just so, and as he slammed my hips down against his own, I saw stars.

      He continued to push me, harder and harder until I hit my peak with a sudden cry. I clenched around him, my walls flexing to get every drop out of him that I could. He came a moment later, spilling his seed deep inside of me. I felt so pleasantly full, my body aching with sheer pleasure.

      “That was… Wow,” I said in a breathy gasp, and he smiled cheekily up at me.

      “I aim to please,” he replied, though there was the faintest hint of weariness in his tone. I moved to shift off of him, but he gripped me tightly, refusing to allow me to move. He pressed his lips gently to my own again, and I wrapped my arms around him, breathing a soft sigh. “Would you like to stay the night?” he softly inquired, only a breath separating us. Giddiness washed over me, and it was all I could do to keep my composure.

      “I’d love to,” I replied. He wrapped his arms around me, rising to his feet and carrying me to the bedroom. We collapsed on the bed, and a sense of peace washed over me as Jensen began to softly snore at my side. Unable to keep a smile from working its way onto my face, I pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth and began to drift off as well.

      I couldn’t imagine things getting any better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      He pressed me against the mattress, peppering kisses along the column of my throat. I tangled my hands in his hair, gasping desperately as he pressed the entirety of his length inside of me.

      I felt more fulfilled than I’d ever felt before, desperately clinging to the man who was only becoming more important to me as the days passed. We’d been spending more and more time together since that first night, desperately trying to conceive the child we both longed for.

      “Jensen,” I moaned as he hit the spot that made my eyes nearly roll back in my head.

      He only groaned in response, grazing my neck with his teeth and sucking hard until I was sure a large purple mark would form. I knew the people at work would talk if they saw it, but they’d have no means of knowing who was responsible. We had decided to keep our arrangement to ourselves, for the sake of professionalism. While it seemed inevitable that the news would come out eventually, we wanted to cling to what little privacy we could.

      His hands palmed my breasts, and I arched into his touch with a sigh of pleasure. While we had been spending our nights together, making passionate love whenever possible, I was sure I would never tire of the feeling. Sex with Jensen was the most mind-blowing experience I’d ever had, unlike anything else in the world. I wasn’t a virgin by any means, but he blew all my other partners out of the water.

      “I’m close,” he whispered against my skin, his thrusts becoming swifter. I moaned in response, dragging my nails down the expanse of his shoulders. I bounced with the force of each pump into me, and within moments, I was seeing stars again. I whimpered as I came, pressing our lips together as he bottomed out inside of me. Jet after jet of his essence filled me up, and I threw my head back from the sheer force of our passion.

      “Oh, God,” I said breathlessly, basking in the afterglow. Jensen smiled at me, brushing a lock of sweat-soaked hair away from my eyes. “What’s the damage this time?” I asked with faint amusement, gesturing to my neck. He looked me over for a moment, smiling cockily.

      “I can do worse,” he replied cheekily.

      I rolled my eyes, kissing him to quiet him down. In the time we’d been spending together, we’d become almost casually affectionate with each other. Kissing each other while in the privacy of his home had become a part of our routine, to the point that I had to repeatedly remind myself that the situation would not necessarily lead to a relationship between the two of us.

      As much as I liked to entertain the idea that Jensen might have found himself falling for me, it was business as usual once I left his penthouse. We exchanged the occasional text message, mainly to arrange the best times to see each other. There hadn’t been a private exchange where we’d not had wild sex, and I knew that taking me out on a date or something similar was the last thing on his mind.

      “Don’t you have another business trip tomorrow?” I asked quietly, allowing my eyes to flutter shut as I settled comfortably in his bed. He lay down beside me, drawing me into his arms in a way that made furious butterflies swarm in my gut.

      “I’m afraid so. I’m supposed to be following a lead on the latest fertility treatment we’re developing,” he replied. I chuckled softly, finding the situation vaguely ironic. I could only hope we would never need the aid of something like fertility treatments, but it was too soon to determine whether our nonstop lovemaking had borne fruit.

      “I’ll miss you,” I said without thought, cringing as soon as I allowed the words to slip past my lips. Jensen didn’t seem particularly bothered by the statement, however, resting his chin on top of my head and sighing contently.

      “I know, Ashley. You know I’ll miss you dearly as well. Every moment we’re apart, I can think of little but coming home and having my way with you,” he said. I could only wonder how he remained so confident in spite of everything, if he was ever curious regarding a deeper nature to our relationship. I could never voice the question to him, too terrified that he would think me ridiculously emotional.

      Then again, I felt as if I’d progressed beyond the point of keeping my cool. I was certain he was aware that I held some measure of feelings toward him, but he’d never mentioned it. We occasionally chatted about what our future may be like, but there was never any implication of a relationship beyond our cooperative parent status. I tried not to let it bother me, but I couldn’t deny that I wished something more would come from our time together.

      I resolved that I would be satisfied with whatever happened, as long as we created the child we so desperately desired. As much as I found my feelings for Jensen deepening, I wouldn’t force him into anything he’d not agreed to.

      I peeked an eye open to glance at the clock on his bedside table. It was nearing the time I usually woke and got ready for work, though since I’d been spending time at Jensen’s penthouse, we always woke up extra early for a bit of a morning treat. I extracted myself from his arms, languidly stretching my own over my head. My back arched in a pleasant stretch, and I breathed a sigh before shuffling toward his bathroom.

      We avoided getting in the shower together, knowing we’d be unable to keep our hands off of each other enough to actually wash ourselves. Regardless of how nice it may have been to spend all our time fooling around, we both still had jobs to get to. I knew Jensen would have to tie up some loose ends at the office before departing on his next business trip, and I’d be left to run things while he was absent.

      Trying to avoid moping as I stood in the stream of hot water, I grabbed a bottle of body wash. I still spent a good bit of time at my own apartment, but I tried to enjoy what time Jensen had available for me. That occasionally meant staying the night when I was too exhausted from our lovemaking to even attempt driving home. Jensen had been the one to suggest keeping a stock of supplies at his penthouse, though he had offered to buy them himself.

      Reluctant to take advantage of his kindness and refusing to get caught up in the idea of him having secret feelings for me, I had insisted upon buying my own things. I’d reminded him that I would still have to provide for myself once the baby came, and though he had seemed troubled by the thought, he hadn’t corrected me.

      Groaning, I lost myself in the sensation of water washing over me. I knew I was overthinking things, but that didn’t stop me. I liked to tell myself that there was a chance, however remote, that he felt some semblance of the way I felt for him. It wasn’t to say I didn’t think Jensen cared about me at all; I knew he carried some form of affection for me. It was just that I hoped the affection would mold into something more…intimate.

      Granted, one couldn’t get much more intimate than we already were.

      Shaking off the thoughts, I finished washing up and stepped out of the shower. As I toweled myself off, Jensen stepped into the bathroom to take his turn in the shower. We exchanged smiles, and my heart fluttered in my chest at the sight of him. It was all I could do not to ask him for round two, but I knew there were more pressing matters to attend to, at least for the time being.

      Shuffling toward the vanity, I squeezed a glob of toothpaste onto the extra toothbrush I’d bought. I idly examined my reflection as I brushed, wondering what it would feel like to actually be carrying Jensen’s child. I hoped the seed had already been planted, but somehow I felt as if I would be more radiant or…something. Didn’t people say women had a glow about them when they were pregnant? While I doubtless looked much happier since I’d been spending more time with my boss, I wouldn’t say I was glowing.

      After swilling with mouthwash, I carefully attended to my hair, not particularly fond of the bedhead look on myself. As Jensen stepped out of the shower, I shifted out of his way to go get dressed. The rest of our morning routine carried on as usual, though I was dreading the idea of going to work.

      As soon as Jensen finished his few tasks for the day, he would be off on another trip, and while I was happy that he got to enjoy so much time abroad, I couldn’t help feeling somewhat empty without his presence.

      Once we were ready to head out, he kissed me on the cheek a final time before leaving for work. Though we were going to the same place, we went in our own cars to avoid arousing suspicion. I waited five minutes before following in the same direction he’d gone. Once we arrived at work, it was back to our typical employer/employee relationship. That meant I had to contain myself as he announced that he was leaving for Japan.

      I bid him goodbye with a polite smile and wave. Though I’d done it a number of times, it never seemed to get easier.

      It felt as if he were taking a piece of my heart with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      The most passionate three months of my life passed, and though Jensen and I went at it like rabbits nearly every night, nothing had come of it. No matter how many pregnancy tests I took, I continued to get the same disheartening response.

      Initially, I refused to acknowledge that we might have been having fertility issues. I tried to reason that these things take time, though deep down I knew the issue had to run deeper than that.

      If Jensen was having similar doubts, he never expressed them. He kept his confident and cheeky demeanor no matter what, so I refused to cry in front of him. If he could be strong through this, so could I. I noticed that he held me closer after we made love, reluctant to say goodbye on the nights I actually went home.

      Feeling as if I was letting him down, I began to spend more nights at home. I only allowed my sadness to spill over when I was alone, bursting into uncontrollable tears with each negative pregnancy test. While Jensen didn’t seem to have the same uncertainty, he seemed concerned about my shift in attitude. I couldn’t maintain my usual sunny personality, and I was beginning to spend most of my day zoned out with zero productivity. It only served to make me feel worse, knowing that I was failing both as a surrogate and as an employee.

      Sitting at my desk, I stared bleakly at my computer screen and the emails piling up in my unsorted folder. Tears spilled down my cheeks, and I hiccuped softly with sobs. While I tried to keep my composure at work, it was becoming near impossible. I refused to let Jensen in; I couldn’t imagine telling him how useless I felt. It was as if bringing up my flaws would be the one thing to draw his attention to them, and then he would realize what little value I provided in his life.

      Burying my face in my hands, I ignored my computer as it continued to play a little jingle for every email I received. I was losing sleep and could scarcely find it within me to eat, most days. A part of me longed for someone to notice and reach out to me. I wanted comfort from the man I’d come to adore, but I was well aware that it wouldn’t be forthcoming. Not because of any misstep on Jensen’s part; it was simply that I couldn’t bear the idea of him seeing me like this.

      When my office door opened, I nearly jumped out of my skin. My eyes widened as they fell upon the visitor, the very last person I wanted to see in that moment: Jensen himself. He held a sumptuous-smelling pastry puff in one hand, a caramel macchiato in the other. As he took in my appearance, his typically confident expression gave way to concern.

      I roughly rubbed my eyes, desperately hoping he didn’t see how miserable I was, but when he sat the food items on my desk and circled around to draw me into his arms, I knew I had been caught.

      “Ashley…?” Jensen softly implored, and it was all I could do to keep from crying out in anguish. I tried to pry myself out of his grip, wishing that I was dreaming, trying to force this moment out of reality.

      Jensen held fast, and while I knew we were the only ones on the top floor, I felt as if this had broken our number one rule. He was showing me a kindness that no boss would show his employee, treating me with a delicacy that I didn’t deserve. Once we stepped back into GlobaPharm headquarters, things were supposed to resume as usual.

      This went against everything we had previously arranged, and I felt as if I had ruined things altogether. My reaction wasn’t the most rational one in the world, but my fight or flight response began to take over. Distraught, I pushed away from Jensen with as much force as I could muster. He released me, though it was clear that I’d scarcely fazed him. He didn’t lose his balance, only taking a step back to look me over.

      “I-I’m fine,” I lied, resisting the desire to bolt. It wasn’t as if there was somewhere I could run to. The only person who could possibly offer me any comfort was standing in the room before me, and all I could think to do was turn him away.

      “Something is obviously wrong, Ashley. Talk to me, I want to help you,” he said gently, reaching out to rest a hand on my arm. I averted my eyes, his touch still managing to send chills through me. I didn’t want to feel chills in that moment. I wanted to be alone with my misery.

      “You shouldn’t have come in here. Someone could see us and get ideas,” I said weakly, crossing my arms defensively. He raised a brow, looking at me as if I’d grown a second head.

      “There are more pressing things than what people may think—” he started, but I swiftly cut him off.

      “Jensen, please. Just…give me some privacy. I don’t want to talk about this,” I said. I wished I didn’t sound so desperate, but there was no helping it.

      Jensen looked as if he might put up a fight, but as tears began to spill anew, he simply sighed and took a step away from me.

      “I’m not sure what’s upsetting you, but if you don’t feel like you can’t discuss it with me, I respect that. I just… I thought…” he trailed off, his typically self-assured demeanor suddenly absent. He looked riddled with doubt, and it broke my heart to think I was the one who had caused it. As much as I wanted to reach out to him, I remained silent as he cleared his throat and stepped toward the door. “Take the rest of the day off. It’s obvious you’re not going to get any work done like this,” he said, though he didn’t sound angry.

      When he closed the door behind him, I slammed my fists on my desk in frustration. My computer chose that moment to chime, and I glared at the monitor instinctively. Before I could shut it off and storm off, the subject line of the latest message caught my eye. It was a report about the fertility drug that the company had been developing. With my curiosity piqued, I clicked to open the message.

      According to the report, the fertility drug was intended to greatly boost fertility in both sexes, with promising results in the testing phases. I tried to tell myself that I wasn’t desperate enough to try a fertility drug that hadn’t been approved yet, but couldn’t stop myself from making a note of which lab it was being processed in. Realizing it was nearing the end of lunch break, I internally weighed my options.

      As ridiculous and unfathomable as it was, I was truly considering trying to steal a few doses of the drug. If I wanted to sneak in, there would have been no better time than that moment, when the lab was likely empty. I knew it could be dangerous, that there was the possibility of some sort of side effects. Just the same, I couldn’t shake the idea that it could solve my problems. It seemed too good to be true, too convenient. I could only reason that maybe, in some way, it was meant to be.

      Quickly walking out of my office, I made a beeline for the elevator. I knew Jensen might be upset with me for a while, but I would deal with that soon enough. First things first, I had to get a sample of that drug. I took the elevator to the third floor, where the lab in question was located. I tapped my foot anxiously as the elevator descended, thanking God that no one else was around. Everyone must have been off enjoying their lunch break.

      It occurred to me that Jensen had likely wanted to spend the break together, which would explain why he’d come into my office unannounced. I felt slightly queasy over how cold I had been toward him, but I was determined to make it right. Everything we’d been through would be worth it if I was able to bear Jensen a son or daughter. As many doubts as I may have had about subjecting my body to something potentially dangerous, all that mattered was the ultimate outcome.

      When I reached the third floor, it was thankfully devoid of workers. I meandered around and attempted to look casual as I spotted the bench where samples of the drug would be located, pre-packaged for clinical trials.

      I quickly walked toward the workstation and saw the bottles of green capsules, recognizing them from the email. They looked relatively innocuous, but I knew things were rarely as they seemed in the world of pharmaceuticals. Just the same, I pocketed one of the bottles before walking confidently back to the elevator.

      I knew Jensen had a business trip planned that week, but I needed to make things right as soon as possible. He would be greeted with a night he would never forget.

      I just hoped the pills did their job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      During my trip, there wasn’t a single moment where my mind was free of Ashley. While I wasn’t sure what was bothering her, I had an inkling of an idea. After the best three months of my life, with mind-blowing sex almost every night, we still hadn’t conceived. I could only imagine what she was thinking about me, and while it was rare, I couldn’t help feeling a measure of self-doubt. I’d never considered that I might have issues conceiving, but as time went on, I was beginning to wonder.

      I knew I had to do something, but I wasn’t sure where I could turn. It wasn’t something I could approach Ashley about, especially not with how upset she already was. Walking in on her sobbing in her office had shattered my heart into a thousand pieces.

      After all the time we’d spent together, I had no doubt that I was developing deep feelings for my beautiful secretary. I’d cared for her from the start, of course, valuing her as a close friend and entertaining the idea of something more. It had been a simple fantasy, a shallow attraction to her figure and good looks, but as soon as I saw her crying those anguished tears, I knew without a doubt that there was more to it.

      Having never really considered a relationship, it was startling to realize just how deeply I had fallen for the woman who intended to carry my child. I spent every waking moment thinking of her, wishing she was in my arms for every second we were apart. While I was proud of being offered the opportunity to father her child, I wanted so much more than that. I wanted to be with her. I wanted to be her lover.

      At the rate things were going, however, it seemed that none of those things would happen. Most men would have likely given up if they were in my shoes. One thing was certain, though: I knew that I was not going to give up on Ashley. Moreover, I would never forsake my duty of having a child to carry on the family name. My father’s wishes, as well as my brother’s, weighed heavily on my shoulders, but it was no longer just about obligation. I wanted to have a family, a real family with the woman I had begun to love.

      Love was a strong word, but I had no doubt in my mind that it was what I felt for Ashley. I wanted to make her my blushing bride, the Mrs. to my Mr.

      Without love in the equation, perhaps I wouldn’t have felt so awful about the idea of us being unable to conceive. With the feeling throbbing deep in my chest, I couldn’t bear the thought of her being with another man, let alone having someone else’s child. A fierce possessiveness was beginning to surge over me, and I knew that I would do anything to be able to call her mine.

      Which was why I refused to let myself get down and out about this slight complication. As crushing as it may have been to admit I needed fertility treatments, I was enough of a man to do so if necessary. I had made my decision to approach Ashley about it when I boarded the plane to return to the States, but as I settled into my seat and began looking over some of the reports regarding GlobaPharm’s latest ventures, I felt as if God himself had put the answer right in front of me.

      On top of the pile was a report regarding the latest fertility treatment GlobaPharm had in development. It was intended to boost the fertility of both men and women, and was showing striking results in trials. It hadn’t been approved by the FDA yet, but I was confident that if my company had manufactured it, it would be safe enough.

      Yanking my phone out of my pocket, I texted one of the scientists working in the lab. It was a simple message, leaving no room for argument. I was sure the lab workers would have their share of questions regarding why, exactly, I needed several doses of what was intended to be the most powerful fertility drug on the market, but as far as I was concerned, they could wonder all they wanted. I just needed to take the bull by the horns and do right by Ashley.

      There was the matter of whether I should discuss the plan with her before putting it into action, but with the drug being in the testing phases, she would surely be reluctant to agree. While I didn’t want to deceive her, I knew that this was the only way forward. If I could conceive a child with her, I was certain things would work out between us. I would make her the happiest woman on earth, treat her like the princess she truly was.

      They say love makes you do crazy things, and there’s certainly something crazy about the CEO of a top pharmaceutical company using a product that hadn’t been approved yet. If I thought there was any chance I’d be putting Ashley in danger, I wouldn’t have done it, but all I could see were the positives, the chance to see my destiny fulfilled. My father and brother could rest easy, and I would have the family I never knew I wanted.

      The plane touched down just as I received a reply from the lead technician working on the fertility treatment. As I’d suspected, he had his questions, but he had little sway in my ultimate decision. I asked him a few cursory questions about the pills, and my confidence only grew when he assured me that if there was even a slight chance of dangerous side effects, he wouldn’t have allowed the project to progress as far as it had. The fertility supplement had passed all the initial clinical trials with flying colors, and I quickly wrote back with a message ordering him to leave several doses on my desk.

      If he was wary, he was probably too worried about his job to say as much. I wasn’t a tyrant by any means, but I knew how to put my foot down when it became necessary.

      Stepping onto the tarmac, I walked confidently to the airport parking lot where my car was waiting. As I sat in the driver’s seat, I received a message confirming that the technician had provided an ample amount of the sample drug for my needs. They were waiting for me when I returned to work that day, having sped down the back streets at least twenty miles over the speed limit. I grabbed the pills off of my desk, considering the green capsules somewhat critically.

      While I was confident that they were safe, I couldn’t deny that I had doubts about doing this without telling Ashley first. It seemed a pointless thing to worry about, however, especially considering how hard we’d been trying to conceive. I would do anything to ensure she never shed a tear over this situation again, and if that meant going behind her back with these supplements, it was a risk I was willing to take.

      Grabbing my cell out of my pocket again, I scrolled through my contacts until I found Ashley’s number. Composing a new message, I requested that she join me for dinner that evening. She sent a smiling emoticon in return, followed by a teasing message saying she would be in charge of dessert that night. While the words seemed innocent enough, I’d have been a fool not to catch the meaning behind them.

      My hands quaked with excitement, and I went ahead and popped one of the pills. I’d been informed that the drug was fast-acting, and would likely be in my system by the time I got home that night. I was all too eager for the evening that lay ahead of me.

      I was convinced that it would be the night we conceived our child.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      I left the office early, wanting to be sure I got to my apartment well before Ashley was due to arrive. The night had to be absolutely perfect, and I would go to the ends of the earth to see that everything was just so.

      Having searched the internet for the best home chef in the area, I sent the guy a quick message, offering double pay for booking him at such short notice. I received a reply immediately, smiling to myself as I typed out my dinner requests: a nice surf and turf meal, served with a vintage Pinot Grigio, and strawberry shortcake for dessert.

      While I knew the real dessert would be a thousand times more tantalizing than any cake the chef could provide, I wanted to see that my princess received the true royal treatment. I quickly went about setting the scene, placing a single candle in the middle of the table on my balcony. Realizing that it was missing something, I quickly shuffled downstairs. The florist was a block away, a short enough distance that I could walk it quickly.

      Never having been the romantic sort, it was my first time buying a woman flowers. I knew you couldn’t go wrong with red roses and purchased two dozen in a beautiful glass vase. My phone vibrated in my pocket as the florist arranged the blooms and I fumbled in my pocket for a moment before swiping the screen. Seeing that it was a picture message from Ashley, I raised an eyebrow before opening it.

      In the picture, Ashley stood poised in front of a full-length mirror, clad in the most tantalizing and skimpy lingerie I’d ever seen in my life. She pouted sensually for the camera, and it was all I could do to keep my composure. The florist was taking an agonizing amount of time arranging the flowers, but when he was finally finished, I was satisfied enough. I thanked the man, leaving a generous tip before rushing back toward my penthouse.

      Stepping inside, I walked to the balcony before setting the vase full of roses on the table. I paced the floor as I waited for the chef to arrive. My phone vibrated again, and I grabbed it with quivering hands. Ashley had sent a frowning emoticon, asking if I’d not liked the photo, and I realized belatedly that I’d forgotten to respond. I assured her that she simply left me speechless, which seemed to please her. Just as I was about to send another message, there was a knock at my door.

      Welcoming the chef inside, I gave him ample room in my kitchen to do his job. I made sure that the man knew he would receive a very generous tip depending on how quickly and efficiently he finished preparing the meal.

      An hour later, growing antsy, I peeked into the kitchen just as the chef finished cooking. We worked quickly to arrange the plates on the table on the balcony, shifting them around until it looked absolutely perfect. I thanked him in a rush, offering a wad of hundred dollar bills as I all but shoved him out the door.

      Exactly five minutes later, there was another knock. Inhaling a calming breath, I lit the candle and dimmed the lights before allowing Ashley inside. She smiled coyly, and I noticed that her blouse was unbuttoned just enough to show the slightest glimpse of her lace bra. Unable to help myself, I drew her into my arms and kissed her tenderly. She wrapped her arms around my neck, our lips working in perfect synchrony.

      “I missed you,” she said softly, after I’d reluctantly pulled away from her. I smiled, gently caressing her cheek.

      “I missed you too. Come on, let’s eat,” I said with a grin, guiding her toward the table. Her eyes widened with delight upon seeing the spread of food, as well as the exorbitantly large bouquet of roses. She reached a hand out tentatively, delicately brushing the petals with her fingertips.

      “You did this for me?” she asked. I chuckled softly, pulling her chair out for her. She sat down, eyes scanning the spread of the table. She was nearly drooling at the sight of it, while I was hungry for something else.

      “Of course I did it for you. Who else would there be?” I teased, taking my own seat and beginning to eat. She watched me quietly for a moment before taking a bite as well. She seemed content, an easy smile gracing her features. A slight breeze ruffled her hair, the candlelight flickering. “You’re beautiful,” I blurted out, my confidence building as she blushed prettily.

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she said with a small smile.

      While I knew the chef had worked hard on the strawberry shortcake sitting in the refrigerator, I knew in that moment that I couldn’t wait any longer for the real dessert of the evening. I stood, offering Ashley my hand as she dabbed at her lips with a napkin. She met my gaze, her eyes dark with desire as she rose from the table and pressed herself against me.

      Our lips met again, slowly and sensually at first. However, as I pulled her inside and toward my bedroom, the embrace intensified. She moaned against my lips, and I drew away to lower my mouth to her beautiful neck. I kissed and nipped along her porcelain skin, arousal reaching fever pitch as she moaned softly. I drew away, pulling her into my bedroom and all but tossing her on the bed. She gasped, hitting the bed and bouncing slightly.

      “You’re so strong,” she cooed, curling her finger to beckon me forward. I crawled up from the bottom of the bed, pressing her back against the pillows. Our lips met tenderly, one sweet kiss after the other. While her mouth was occupied, she began to unbutton my shirt at a slow and leisurely pace. I shrugged it off, and she sat up slightly to spread her hands across my chest.

      There was something different about this encounter, something softer. Our normal hurried pace was absent, and while we’d simply been having sex all the times previous, this felt more like…well, lovemaking.

      She lay back, making a show of unbuttoning her blouse. She drew her bottom lip between her teeth, watching my expression as she revealed inch after inch of her beautiful, unblemished skin. The bra she was wearing was even sexier in person, and I was all too eager to see the matching set.

      I drew away slightly, drawing her jeans down past her hips and tossing them over my shoulder. Her gaze was smoldering as she watched me, and I felt myself growing almost painfully hard. I lowered my head to her chest, kissing the skin that wasn’t covered by the bra.

      “You’re perfect,” I said breathily, meaning it with every fiber of my being.

      Ashley reddened, curving her back obligingly as I reached behind her to unclasp her bra. It fell away from her breasts, and my pants were uncomfortably tight as I considered her perfect little pink nipples. I groaned, unbuttoning my pants to relieve a bit of the pressure before continuing my tender ministrations on her chest.

      Taking a nipple between my lips, I sucked lightly as I tweaked the opposite with my fingers. She moaned, her hips rolling up against me. Her clothed womanhood brushed against the crotch of my pants, and it was all I could do not to rip every shred of clothing off of us. I wouldn’t throw away this moment of tenderness, though, not for anything in the world.

      “Jensen, I—” she gasped, her voice strangled as I kissed down her stomach. I dipped my tongue into her navel, smiling up at her as I made my way between her thighs.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” I murmured, running my fingers along the waistband of her panties. She whimpered, raising her hips to allow me easier access.

      “I missed you so much,” she gasped out as I stroked a finger along her slit. Her body quaked, and my anxiety fell away upon seeing how she was coming undone at my hands. I smiled up at her, lowering my mouth to her lower lips and flicking my tongue out to taste her. Her breath caught in her throat as I continued to explore her with my lips and tongue, parting her and enjoying every taste of her essence. “More. I need more. Jensen…please?” she implored.

      I rose up on my knees, pushing my pants and briefs down my hips, then rocking back to kick them the remainder of the way off. The two of us were entirely bared to each other, and she looked at me with sheer adoration in her gaze. I stretched out above her, pressing my face against the side of her neck as I positioned myself at her entrance. A soft gasp later, I was pushing slowly inside of her. She moaned, a long and appreciative sound.

      “You’re always so tight for me, baby,” I said lowly, drawing away and pushing back into her much more quickly. She bounced slightly, sensually taking her lower lip between her teeth. Her eyes were squeezed shut and she groped at her own chest as I began to establish a steady pace. “Oh, no. Bad girl,” I said as I moved her hands aside. She whined, but settled when I began to palm and caress her breasts.

      It was a short reprieve before I began to pound into her in earnest, and my name repeatedly fell from her lips. I grabbed her hips, bringing them to meet mine with a lewd little slap every time I hilted myself inside of her. She was moaning incoherently at that point, and I pressed our lips together to silence her as she began to spasm almost violently as she came. Feeling her clamp down on my manhood, all it took was two shaky thrusts before I emptied myself inside of her. She sighed softly, eyes fluttering open as I stilled inside her.

      There was so much I wanted to say to her. However, as she settled comfortably in my embrace and closed her eyes, I let the moment speak for itself.

      The actual words could come later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      The passion-filled night I had spent with Jensen lingered at the forefront of my mind as I returned to my usual job at the office. We exchanged secretive smiles, spent our lunch breaks together, there was even the occasional bit of making out while we were locked away in his office. It was as if something was beginning to give, but I wasn’t quite sure what. Jensen had been a good measure more affectionate than usual, though after our romantic evening together, it had been back to the usual wham bam, thank you ma’am.

      Even though I was certain the romance wouldn’t last, I couldn’t deny the slight pang in my heart at the thought that Jensen didn’t feel as strongly for me as I might have liked.

      Still, there was something about the confident glimmer in his eye every time he swept me away to his office to smother me with kisses. Nearly a week had passed since our moment together, and he had provided me with several high-accuracy pregnancy tests to use when the mood struck me. He seemed to feel confident that things would work out for the better, though I’d not told him about my use of the fertility drug.

      I could only hope that it had effects as amazing as it advertised. It was my only hope at that point, after the years I’d spent dreaming of a future where I would be a happy and dutiful mother.

      Burying my face in my hands, I resolved to take a pregnancy test when I returned home that evening. I had high hopes, but I didn’t plan to act any differently around the man I’d come to love. We were still working on the basis that we would be nothing more than co-parents, raising our child without the complications of a relationship to get in the way. As much as I wanted to shout from the rooftops that I wanted to be with Jensen, I had agreed the terms going into this situation, and I intended to respect them.

      What remained of the day passed in a blur. I offered Jensen a coy smile as I stepped out of my office, waving politely as I made my way toward the elevator. He looked to be on edge, though I couldn’t quite guess why. I had begun to suspect that he may have been as stressed as I was, harboring his own concerns about conceiving. As much as I wanted to reassure him or offer him some sort of out, I had to hold on to the hope that the fertility drug would work its magic.

      Stepping through the front door of my apartment, it was all I could do not to collapse face first on the couch. I felt exhausted, even though the day had been rather undemanding as far as my assigned tasks went. I just found myself getting tired more easily with each passing day, and while I could have easily dismissed it as a cold, I still held onto the hope that it might have a deeper, more beautiful meaning.

      As much as I wanted to slump on the couch for a few hours, I forced myself to walk to my bathroom, checking under the sink and grabbing one of the pregnancy tests Jensen had purchased for me. I read the directions to make sure I didn’t make any mistakes, but there was only so much you could do to screw up a pregnancy test. Pee in a cup, pop the stick in, and wait.

      Which was what I spent the next few minutes doing. I sat on the edge of the tub once I’d finished prepping the test, closing my eyes and allowing myself to drift off as I waited for my phone’s timer to go off. The time seemed to go by painfully slowly, and I nearly fell off of my perch as a loud half-snore jolted me to attention. Blinking the sleep from my eyes, I glanced at my phone to see that the timer was counting down the final seconds.

      When the timer began to jingle pleasantly, I swiped the phone to silence it and glanced toward the cup which held the test that would determine my future. Maybe it wasn’t all that dramatic, but it certainly felt as if it was.

      Inhaling a calming breath, I grabbed the test, only to find that I couldn’t bring myself to look at the damn thing. I was too anxious, too terrified by the possibilities.

      Finally, the thought that this could be what bound Jensen and I for the rest of our lives forced my eyes open.

      “Pregnant,” I repeated under my breath, like a mantra. Turning the test over in my hands, I expected to see some indecipherable bars. However, the results were as clear as day.

      “Oh my God,” I gasped, clutching the positive test in my hand. My first instinct was to call Jensen, but I wanted to be absolutely sure before I contacted him.

      Three pregnancy tests and a completely empty bladder later, I sat with quaking hands, beaming. I yanked my cellphone out of my pocket, dialing Jensen’s number and waiting impatiently for him to answer.

      “Ashley? Is something wrong?” he asked upon answering. I shook my head, but realized immediately that he couldn’t see me.

      “No, no… Jensen! I just took a pregnancy test. Well, I actually took three to be sure, but, oh my God, Jensen. I’m pregnant! We’re going to have a baby,” I announced joyfully.

      I was answered by a sharp intake of breath and a moment’s hesitation.

      “It worked? We’re having a baby?” Jensen asked softly, awe tinging his voice.

      “Yes. I have no doubt in my mind,” I assured him, and he laughed, a warm sound in spite of how sudden it was. I joined him in his joyous laughter, leaning against the side of the bathtub with the tests in my hand. “So, listen—” I began, only for him to cut me off.

      “I have to go, hold that thought,” he said rather abruptly, and before I could get another word out, he hung up. I drew my phone away from my ear, staring at it incredulously. What could have been so important that he couldn’t discuss his future child? I found myself growing irate, rising to my feet and storming out of the bathroom.

      “The nerve,” I muttered, glancing up as my doorbell chimed. I approached the door with trepidation, looking out the peephole only to see what appeared to be a big blob of red. Startled, I yanked the door open to see what lay on the other side, and before I could react, I was pulled into a pair of strong arms. A floral scent wafted beneath my nostrils, and I looked up to see Jensen staring at me with tears in his eyes. He clutched me tightly against his chest, but I could feel something prickly tickling the back of my neck.

      “I came as soon as I could. These are for you,” he managed to get out, drawing away just long enough to press a bouquet of flowers into my hand. It was roses again, more roses than I’d ever seen in my entire life. I guided him inside, and he remained close to my side, resting a hand on the small of my back.

      “These are beautiful, Jensen. Thank you,” I smiled, putting the flowers into a vase. He stared at me for a moment before rushing forward to gather me in his arms again. Our lips met in a soft, sweet kiss, and I gasped in surprise against him, closing my eyes and losing myself in his embrace. For a moment, it felt almost as if there was chance he loved me too. When he drew away, there was a tenderness in his gaze that I could scarcely keep from melting under.

      “You… Thank you. God, Ashley, thank you so much. You’re so beautiful and…we’re having a baby. I couldn’t think of anyone I would rather share this moment with,” he said assertively, brushing a lock of hair away from my eyes.

      My breath caught in my throat, and I tried to think of some response beyond tangling my hands in his hair and kissing him until we were both breathless. His eyes lingered upon my own, and he brushed his thumb against my lower lip, looking as if there were more he wanted to say. I could only wonder what had him hesitating, but I received my answer when he kissed me again.

      It was a sweet kiss, not rushed or forceful. There was passion behind it, but not the wild and frenzied passion I was so used to exchanging with Jensen. It was tender, soft, almost…loving?

      “Jensen…” I began, my lip quivering as I realized just how unmistakable this feeling was. Could it be possible that he wanted to be with me…as lovers?

      “We have a lot to talk about,” he smiled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      We sat on the sofa in my living room, Jensen holding my hands gently in his own. Where I expected his confidence to slip, he looked as if he had never been more sure of himself in his entire life. I waited with bated breath as he seemed to consider how exactly to express whatever it was he felt. He idly brought my hands to his lips, kissing the back of my knuckles and along each finger.

      “Over the months we’ve spent together, trying to conceive this child, I came to a realization. A rather shocking one, one I may not have anticipated.” He paused in his attentive ministrations, drawing me closer until I was all but draped in his lap. “When I told you I was always attracted to you, it wasn’t a lie. I’ve always held a physical desire to be with you, though…admittedly, it was only skin deep,” he explained gently. Hesitating a moment, I glanced toward him hopefully.

      “Was?” I repeated, brushing my fingertips along his slightly scruffy jawline. He smiled, leaning into the touch.

      “A perceptive one, aren’t you? But you’re right. Now…there’s no denying that what I feel isn’t just lust,” he smiled. My heart pounded in my chest, and I tilted my head to press my lips to his. Jensen ran his hands up and down my back, his touch tantalizing in the most wonderful of ways.

      “You…want to be with me?” I asked tentatively, after drawing away just enough to speak. He hummed agreeably, nodding his head and considering me with fond eyes. My first feeling was disbelief, and it was obvious he could see it in my expression. “But, Jensen, you could have your choice of literally any woman in the world,” I argued.

      “But I choose you, and you alone. The future mother of my child, and the woman I love. I have no doubt in my heart, Ashley. I love you, in a way I’ve never loved a woman before,” he said gently, pressing our lips together again. I felt like choking up at his earnest confession, and it was somewhat belatedly that I realized I hadn’t yet offered one of my own.

      “Oh, Jensen,” I sighed, tilting my head back as he began to kiss a trail down my neck. “I loved you from the start,” I quietly admitted, blushing faintly at his amused laughter.

      “You made that rather apparent, my love,” he said, and I could feel his lips curl into a smile against my skin. I huffed a bit indignantly, tangling a hand in his hair and drawing him away from my neck. He gazed at me with an adoring glint in his eye, and I hesitated for a moment before speaking my mind.

      “I think this news is worthy of celebration, don’t you?” I said with a sly smile. He perked up immediately at the suggestion, and I couldn’t swallow a startled squeak as he swept me up in his strong arms, carrying me bridal-style toward my bedroom.

      “I was hoping you might think so,” he said warmly, gently placing me on my sheets.

      I stretched my arms out over my head, languidly arching my chest out, and he watched me with a smile, sitting on the edge of the bed. While I knew he would be eager to get me out of my clothes, he took his time in undoing each individual button on my blouse. His hands were warm, his touch gentle as he meticulously brushed the pads of his fingers against my skin.

      “I don’t think I can handle the anticipation,” I whispered needily, trying to aid him in disrobing me. He stilled my hands, looking at me with a playful glint in his eye.

      “Oh, but it’ll make it all the sweeter,” he murmured, tracing his fingertips along the edge of my bra as soon as my blouse fell open. It was clear to me in that moment that he planned to gently tease me toward the most blissful experience of my life.

      My mouth fell agape as he dipped his fingers beneath my bra, taking a moment to just feel me without the distraction of sight. He ghosted his thumb to my nipple, and it was all I could do to keep from pleading for him to stop teasing. I simply relaxed, my eyes fluttering shut as I enjoyed the sensual attention.

      Unclasping my bra, he set it aside as if it were made of the finest silk money could buy before splaying his hands across my chest. He moved purposefully, seeming intent upon exploring every inch of me that he had not properly worshiped yet. I couldn’t deny that it was the most erotic experience of my life, especially with the way his eyes seemed to be drinking me in like fine wine.

      Ducking his head, he flicked his tongue out against a nipple, tracing it in circles around the straining bud. What he wasn’t teasing with his tongue, he was tracing soft patterns with his fingertips. It was a light touch, just enough to send shivers down my spine.

      “Kiss me,” I implored, and he seemed all too willing to oblige.

      He drew away from my nipple, kissing along the plane of my chest, up my neck until he reached my lips. He worked his lips with a passion I’d never felt before, and though sex with Jensen had always been good, I never could have dreamed of what it was like to be together as lovers.

      “I love you,” I whispered as he drew away, and he looked down at me with a fond smile.

      “I love you too, my princess,” he quietly replied, tracing his hands down my sides until they stopped at the waist of my skirt. He teased his fingertips along the edge of the fabric, and I giggled softly at the sensations before he curled his fingers in the waistband and pulled the skirt down, down off of my legs. I was all but bare, with my panties being the only article of clothing left on me. I sat upright a bit, nudging him away gently.

      “Rather unfair that you’re still fully clothed,” I pouted, reaching out to fiddle with the buttons of his shirt. Deciding to take a more assertive role, I pushed him on his back, straddling his waist. He watched quietly, a glint in his eye as I slowly undid every button on his shirt. I slid it off his shoulders, leaning in to kiss the patch of skin above his heart. He shivered at the touch, and I knew I had to be doing something right.

      It was something of a relief, not having to worry about making it a purely physical connection. The love I felt for him guided each of my movements, kissing down his chest, nuzzling my face against the bit of fuzz toward the base of his abdomen. He rolled his hips up, urging me to continue, and I smiled up at him as I kissed his bulge through his pants. His manhood twitched in appreciation, and his lips were parted in a breathy gasp.

      “Oh, how the tables have turned,” I said teasingly, shifting off of him so that I could slide his pants and briefs off simultaneously. He sighed in relief once his length was freed from the confines of his clothes, and I smiled, leaning down to press a kiss to the head of his manhood. He tensed his hands in the sheets, and I slowly wrapped my lips around him, lowering my head to take him into my mouth.

      The taste of his skin was salty, with a hint of bitterness. I took him as deeply into my mouth as I could, moving my head back and forth purposefully. He tensed beneath me, but before I could bring him to sweet release, he tugged me upwards. I smiled cheekily, sliding the damp patch of my underwear against his length as I was drawn into a kiss.

      “You’re the sexiest woman on the planet,” he said decisively, his eyes hazy with pleasure. I knew that my expression must’ve mirrored his as he slid a hand between us, slipping my panties down my hips. I shifted to tug them off, straddling his waist once more. This time, however, there was nothing separating us.

      It could probably be said that there was nothing more intimate than trying to conceive a child. I certainly hadn’t known just how different it would feel knowing that he actually loved me. I wanted to shout it to the heavens, praise the powers that be for my good fortune, but there were more pressing matters at hand.

      I reached between us, lining him up at my entrance. He rested his hands on my hips, his touch gentle yet encouraging as I lowered myself on top of him. A shuddering breath pulled itself from my lips, and I began to move with as much control as I could muster.

      “I never dreamed it could be this good,” I murmured, moving my hips slowly. He could do little but gasp, obviously resisting the desire to plow into me. “You surprise me more with each passing day. I can’t imagine it getting any better than this,” I continued, all the adoration I felt for him spilling from my lips unbidden. He looked simultaneously touched and aroused, reaching up to caress my cheek as I began to move more rapidly against him.

      “God, Ashley. I’m so close,” he murmured, his jaw tensing as he began to roll his hips in time with my own. I braced myself against his chest, tossing my head back as I shifted the angle slightly. His entire length filled me, brushing against all of the most tantalizing places at an agonizingly sensuous pace.

      “I’m close, too. Oh, Jensen. Oh,” I gasped, slamming our hips together a final time as my inner walls flexed around him. I clenched up as I came, digging my nails into the flesh of his broad chest. He moaned, a low and appreciative sound as he finished inside of me, and I all but collapsed on top of him as I came down from my high, entirely spent.

      “You’re so beautiful like this,” he whispered, wrapping his arms around me. I settled comfortably against his chest, blushing at the compliment.

      “I love you,” I mumbled against his skin, aching to hear him say it one more time.

      “I love you too, darling,” he said, unknowingly obliging me.

      With thoughts of our future together swirling in my mind, I drifted into a peaceful slumber.

      It was a bit soon to think of marriage, but…

      Maybe I’d be his blushing bride yet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        Ashley

      

    
    
      Though I’d spent my share of time entertaining the thought of being Jensen’s girlfriend, I never could have anticipated what the real thing would be like. I told him we could try to keep things professional in the office, allowing him to hide our relationship if he chose, but he seemed not to care who saw our blossoming love. Loving kisses and gentle touches to my stomach became routine in the office, and if he could’ve had his way, he likely never would have spent a moment away from me.

      There was still work to be done, however. While I was comforted by the idea of not having to raise our child alone, I wanted to bring something to the table. Something beyond, well, carrying our child. My rapidly growing stomach made it increasingly difficult to remain seated at my desk, as much as I tried, and I spent some time just trying to relieve the pain in my back from the extra weight I was carrying.

      It seemed strange that I was gaining so much weight so very quickly. I could only attribute it to the fact that Jensen had been treating me to special dinners whenever possible. We’d been to each of the most expensive restaurants in town, though that night he planned to take me to the place it had all started, the Cerf Blanc. My heart warmed at the thought of revisiting the place our relationship had unofficially started. I planned to have the same thing I’d had that first night, minus the champagne of course.

      Jensen had made the reservation weeks ago, booking out the entire restaurant to be our private love den for the evening. He’d had to pull some strings, but I was excited about the prospect of having the whole place to ourselves. He treated me like nothing less than a princess, and though it was a strange shift in my day-to-day life, I wouldn’t have traded it for the world.

      Finding myself pacing my office in anticipation, I paused to reach into my desk drawer to retrieve the jar of pickles I’d brought from home. The crunchy dill spears were one of my most intense cravings, so I was reluctant to go anywhere without a jar. I shoveled them into my eager mouth, humming in pleasure at the taste.

      Without realizing it was time to leave for the day, I began to hum cheerfully under my breath as I ate, swaying from side to side in giddy excitement.

      “Aren’t you cute?” Jensen asked suddenly, and I was so startled I nearly dropped the jar in my hands. I turned wide eyes upon him, my cheeks flaring with embarrassment.

      “You shouldn’t sneak up on me like that,” I said balefully, tucking the jar back into my desk drawer. Jensen chuckled, crossing his arms over his chest as he watched me fidget around the office. While we were somewhat past the point of me having to be at my sexiest at any given time, I still didn’t want to seem outright frumpy.

      “I didn’t sneak, darling. It’s time for our dinner date,” he said warmly, stepping toward me to offer his arm. I pouted a bit, looping our arms together and allowing him to lead me out of my office. I couldn’t be too angry faced with the prospect of food even more delicious than my beloved pickles.

      “Oh, I didn’t even pay any mind to the time,” I mumbled, walking alongside him to the elevator. Once we stepped inside, he drew me in for a sweet kiss and I almost shrieked. “I smell like pickles,” I whined, trying to push him away. He grinned cockily, licking his lips teasingly.

      “You taste like them too, but I’m not complaining. My little pickle princess,” he said cheekily.

      I groaned, slapping at his shoulder in an attempt to get him to stifle himself, though he didn’t oblige. He continued to pepper kisses all along my cheeks, acting like he was going to capture my lips in a kiss before shifting his face slightly to blow a raspberry on my chin. I squealed indignantly, unable to stop the giggles once they started. He looked pleased with himself, and as much as I wanted to slap him, the urge to kiss him was stronger.

      “You’re so silly. I never would have guessed,” I said quietly, considering him with a fond smile. He shrugged his shoulders, offering me a sly wink.

      “I’m just as surprised. I’ve never had as much fun as I have with you,” he admitted, tugging me out of the elevator as we reached the ground floor. I allowed myself to be gently pulled, falling into step beside him as we exited the building. “Wait on this bench. I’ll come pick you up and then we’ll be on our way,” he said quickly. I parted my lips to argue, but God only knew how tiring it was to walk with the extra weight I was putting on. I resigned myself to sitting on the bench, resting a hand on my stomach.

      When he pulled up in front of the building, he leaped out of the car and rushed to open my door for me. I grinned unabashedly, sliding into my seat and fastening my seatbelt. Jensen fussed over me for a moment longer before rushing to get back in the driver’s seat.

      “Don’t want to miss our reservation, do we?” I teased, knowing it wasn’t exactly pressing that we got to the Cerf Blanc right on time. We had it booked for the entire evening. Just the same, he pressed the pedal to the metal as we raced down the back streets to the restaurant. “This isn’t the kind of T-bone I was looking forward to,” I yelped as we passed in front of another car in a blur. Jensen looked chagrined, slowing down for the rest of the trip. I reached out to grab his hand, smiling gently.

      “I suppose I can’t drive like a madman once our child is here,” he sighed, pulling into the parking lot. The only other cars in the lot were those of the servers, kitchen workers and various other staff.

      “It’ll all be worth it, right?” I prompted, winking before getting out of the car. He chuckled, walking slowly toward the entrance so I could properly keep up.

      I grabbed his hand just before we stepped inside, and we were swiftly led to the best table in the entire restaurant. It was just in front of a stage where live music occasionally played and surprisingly, Jensen seemed to have arranged for that as well. I watched with barely contained interest as the musicians stepped on stage with their instruments.

      My heart skipped a beat as they began playing a rendition of my favorite song, a ballad from the early eighties. The man singing had the voice of an angel, and I couldn’t help but tear up as I tried to express my appreciation to Jensen.

      “You didn’t have to do all this,” I whimpered as he stood from the table, offering me his hand.

      “I vowed to myself that I would treat you like royalty. Would you do me the pleasure of having this dance, princess?” he asked smoothly. His eyes glinted, and I couldn’t deny that I was struck by how absolutely charming he was. I gripped his hand, allowing him to guide me in a close and intimate dance in time with the beat of the music. I rested my cheek on his shoulder, allowing my eyes to flutter shut.

      Every time I was sure things couldn’t get any better, Jensen seemed to go out of his way to disprove that notion. It was as if I were living in a fairy-tale world where absolutely nothing could go wrong. I was aware that there could be missteps along the way, but I was confident that the two of us could get through anything as long as we were together.

      “I want to stay like this forever. I couldn’t imagine a more perfect moment,” I said quietly. Jensen chuckled, extending me into a twirl before drawing me in close again. He rested his chin on top of my head, and we swayed slowly from side to side as the song began to trail off into the final notes.

      “Well, the way I see it, we have the rest of our lives to make moments as perfect as this, my sweet pickle princess,” he said teasingly. I laughed out loud, pushing away from him and slipping back toward the table as the band segued into another song.

      “Let’s order our food,” I chuckled. “You did drag my away from my beloved pickle jar, after all,” I said, sticking my tongue out at him. He smiled., I had never felt so happy in my life.

      The rest of our lives for perfect moments? That sounded great to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      Pulling into a parking space at Ashley’s apartment complex, I sent her a quick message to let her know I’d arrived. Six weeks had passed since our night at the Cerf Blanc, and I had never been happier in my life. We were going to have our second ultrasound. The first had been exciting beyond belief, but it had revealed very little regarding the health of our baby. We could scarcely see its little heartbeat. It seemed to just be a mess of shapes in Ashley’s womb, as much as that thought made me chuckle.

      When she stepped out of the complex, it was all I could do to keep from going starry-eyed. The mother of my future child was getting chunkier by the day, and though I knew she felt as if she were losing her sex appeal, I only grew more attracted to her. There was something about her carrying the life that would shape the rest of our lives in turn, something that sent me into a frenzy of passion.

      Getting out of the car, I circled around to open the passenger door for her. She offered me an appreciative smile, and I was so overcome with love that I was helpless to do anything but kiss her. She moaned against my lips, a sound that could drive the strongest of men to the brink of madness. As much as I wanted to carry her back up to her apartment and make love to her, I knew the ultrasound was a more pressing issue for the time being.

      I fastened her in once she got inside the car, though I knew it was a tossup as to whether she’d enjoy the spoiling or insist I was babying her. That day, she seemed all too receptive to my attention and affection, and I leaned in to press a kiss to her cheek before closing the car door and walking back around to the driver’s side. Getting inside, I gripped her hand where it rested on the center console, something that had become a habit for the two of us. She squeezed my hand, her own smaller hand resting on the broad expanse of her stomach.

      “I’m getting so fat. I think I’m eating too much,” she whined, rubbing circles on her baby bump. As cute as I thought she was, I knew she had gained a good bit more than was normal for a pregnancy. I could only hope she wasn’t suffering from some gestational condition, one of many things that made the day’s ultrasound so important to me. I was eager to get a better look at our baby, but I wanted to be sure my princess was healthy as well.

      “You’re perfect, my love,” I assured her, though I couldn’t dismiss her concerns altogether. I didn’t want to worry her, however, so I kept my concerns to myself.

      We arrived at the ob-gyn’s office a few minutes later, and Ashley seemed somewhat nervous as I went to help her out of the car. She clung tightly to me as we walked across the parking lot, hesitating for a long moment before stepping through the door.

      “Do you think everything will be okay?” she asked timidly.

      While I wasn’t positive, I certainly liked to think everything would be just fine. I nodded, tightening my grip on her hand as we stepped into the office, where a plethora of couples lingered in the waiting area. I checked us in as Ashley settled in one of the armless chairs, apparently made to accommodate sizeable pregnant women.

      The nurse made an attempt at idle chitchat with me, but as soon as I had checked us in, I dutifully returned to Ashley’s side. She shifted uncomfortably, looking from one couple to another. She was one of the larger women in the waiting area, though it was all in her stomach. I could tell she was flustered by the fixation that the other women seemed to have on us, so I spoke in hushed tones to distract her.

      “I bet all of their husbands are jealous that I landed the best catch,” I murmured teasingly, giving her a little nudge in the side. She huffed, considering me from the corner of her eye with a small smile.

      “I hardly think it’s the men who are jealous,” she replied a bit sourly. I rolled my eyes, leaning in to kiss her on the cheek.

      “I’d be jealous, if I were them. Just look at you, my princess. You’re absolutely radiant,” I whispered, pleased with the embarrassed little smile I was rewarded with.

      I settled in my seat while all of the other couples were called back in turn. My poor Ashley only seemed to grow more anxious as we waited, and I could only hope they would call us back soon enough. I could have likely bribed the ultrasound technician into seeing us first. I had even suggested it as an option to Ashley. She had quickly shot that idea down, however.

      “They’re probably just as nervous as we are,” she muttered, smiling at another woman as she stepped through the door that led to the back examination rooms. The woman returned the smile absently, but it was clear her eyes were on me. Ashley and the woman’s husband simultaneously uttered bitter sighs, but I wrapped an arm around my lover to comfort her.

      “We should be next at the very least,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to her earlobe.

      She shivered, shooting me a glance that was likely intended as a warning, but I only smiled cockily, reaching down to pinch her rear. She jolted upright, unable to swallow a soft giggle as she settled back down against my side.

      “You’re so naughty,” she said with a grin.

      “Guilty as charged,” I agreed, glancing up as our names were called.

      Any ounce of confidence she had been able to muster seemed to evaporate as Ashley rose to her shaky feet, clutching my arm as we were led back to one of the ultrasound-equipped rooms. The technician was kind, offering us a reassuring smile as she provided Ashley with a gown to change into.

      We were allowed a bit of privacy as my princess changed into the gown, pouting as her stomach poked out from the opening in the front. I smiled, reaching out to rub her stomach. She batted at my hands, flopping melodramatically onto the examination table.

      “I’m nervous,” she said quietly, and I felt my heart ache at the fear in her voice. She wiggled in her seat, obviously agitated as she waited for the technician to return.

      “Don’t work yourself into a tizzy, that will only make you feel worse,” I said firmly, and Ashley looked as if she might argue. Fortunately, our ultrasound technician chose that moment to step back into the room. If she sensed any tension, she gave no indication either way. She simply began to rub the gel on Ashley’s stomach, making sure to apply an ample amount.

      “Are you two excited? First time parents, right?” she asked idly, absently trying to make conversation as she prepared the machine. Ashley nodded, seeming not to trust her voice.

      “We’re absolutely thrilled. We just want to make sure everything is progressing as it should,” I replied, bringing my lover’s hand to my lips. I kissed her knuckles gently, releasing her when it seemed she wanted nothing more than to anxiously clench her fists.

      “Just relax, honey. Everyone panics a bit at this point during their pregnancy, especially if it’s your first time,” the technician assured Ashley as she grabbed the wand and began to probe her stomach, watching the screen with a pensive expression.

      “I wasn’t so nervous with the first ultrasound, but I just have a bad feeling this time,” Ashley said shyly. She grunted as the probe seemed to touch a particularly sensitive area, and I glanced toward the ultrasound screen.

      “Well, here’s number one,” the technician announced, shifting the wand so we could get a better look at our child. Her words didn’t truly strike me initially. “Now for the others,” she continued, shifting the wand to the side a bit.

      Sure enough, there was another tiny body forming inside Ashley. My eyes widened, and I turned to her with a wary expression. Her lip was drawn between her teeth, clamped down so tightly that it appeared that she might draw blood.

      “Is it healthy?” Ashley implored, not seeming to have caught onto the ultrasound technician’s references to multiple fetuses.

      “Oh, yeah. Healthy as a horse. All four of them look like they’re going to be perfectly fine. It’s the first time we’ve seen quadruplets in this office, so I have to say I’m quite honored to be the one doing this,” the technician continued conversationally.

      As the woman finished up the ultrasound, she offered Ashley something to wipe the gel off with. My poor princess looked entirely tuckered out, though the panic I may have expected was completely absent. I could only wonder if she had actually listened to anything the technician had said.

      When the technician left the room, I rose from my seat and looked at the image she had left up on the screen. Suddenly, the inexplicable mass of shapes in Ashley’s womb seemed to make all too much sense.

      Now it was just a matter of breaking the news to the mother-to-be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      Guiding Ashley out of the room, I was startled to be stopped by the technician who had performed our ultrasound. She smiled broadly, clapping a hand down on my lover’s shoulder. Ashley jolted a bit, only just having come to her senses. She tilted her head at the woman, blearily blinking her weariness away.

      “As you’re expecting quadruplets, you’ll want to check in more frequently. I grabbed some snapshots from your ultrasound in case you have some family members you want to show off to,” the woman said politely, her lips curled in a cheerful smile. Ashley hesitated for a moment before her eyes seemed to nearly bulge from her skull. She reached out, yanking the envelope out of the technician’s hands.

      “Qua-quadruplets?” she repeated, as if hearing the news for the first time.

      “Yes, honey. I know it can seem a bit overwhelming, but we’ll make sure you’re given the best care possible,” the technician replied warmly. “Since pregnancies like this are so rare, I have to ask if you used any sort of fertility treatment, or if you just conceived them naturally?”

      At the mention of fertility treatments, my stomach seemed to tie itself into unpleasant little knots. Ashley didn’t seem particularly keen on responding either, taking me by the hand and all but dragging me out of the office.

      The walk to my car was a silent one, but it was obvious that my lover had a lot weighing on her mind. I helped her into the passenger seat, bracing myself for the conversation we obviously needed to have. Her wide eyes were fixed upon me as I settled in the driver’s seat, and I turned the ignition just so we could have the air conditioner running.

      “How on earth… We were having such a hard time conceiving! Now, I’m carrying four children with no idea of how to raise them properly,” she gasped out in a panic.

      I tried to keep my composure, but the reality of the situation was quickly sinking its claws into me. The idea of raising one child had been daunting enough, and we obviously had to take our jobs into consideration. If there were now four children to raise, how would I continue running business as usual?

      “This doesn’t make sense,” I lied, knowing full well what could have led to the conception of such a large number of children. The fertility drug I’d taken danced in the dark recesses of my mind, and it was all I could do not to lose my cool altogether. It would do little good while Ashley was already in full-blown panic mode.

      “What are we going to do, Jensen? I can’t… There are going to have to be big changes in our lives if we’re going to be raising four babies,” she whispered.

      “Well, one of us is going to have to greatly reduce their work hours, or quit their job altogether. You can see how that wouldn’t be possible for the CEO of a major pharmaceutical company, right?” I said firmly, refusing to lose my cool. Ashley glanced at me with bitterness in her gaze, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Well it’s not like I’m too happy about the idea of giving up my job, either! We can’t just go all or nothing, there will have to be compromises,” she bit out.

      I rolled my eyes, not wanting to make her feel stupid in spite of how ridiculous her suggestion was. There was no room for compromise, couldn’t she see that? Without me, she wouldn’t have a job.

      “You have to realize that a secretary position is much lower on the business totem pole. It wouldn’t make sense for me to give up my hours if you have time to take care of the children,” I argued, tensing my hands at my sides.

      “I’m not going to abandon everything my father worked for over this. It doesn’t even make sense. We shouldn’t have conceived four infants.” I continued. Fertility treatment aside, the sheer number of babies she was carrying was astounding. It was difficult to fathom that my taking one dose of the supplement would have such a stark effect. We went from being unable to conceive at all…to this!

      “I’m not saying you quit your job altogether, just like you shouldn’t suggest that I give up my career. We’re both responsible for the four of them; it wasn’t a one-person job to make four babies,” she hissed, seeming to grow more and more incensed. “For example, you could cut out your weekly business trips. You can’t say that they’re all for the sake of business—you know as well as I do that you’re prone to pursuing whims,” she added, crossing her arms.

      Gripping the steering wheel tightly in my hands, I shifted into gear and began to back out of the parking lot. How dare she accuse me of wasting time with pointless whims? I hadn’t gotten as far as I had through whims! I became the CEO of GlobaPharm based on hard work and my merits.

      “I suppose you wouldn’t really understand how difficult a job is when you have to do more than just sit at your desk and look pretty,” I said snidely, regretting the words as soon as they escaped my mouth.

      Ashley looked at me through wide and wounded eyes, drawing her hands toward her chest as if to protect her heart. I parted my lips to apologize, but she began speaking before I could get the words out.

      “I do so much for you, Jensen! You’re not exactly the easiest person to work for, you know! You couldn’t just pick anyone up off the street to deal with your moodiness. I went out of my way to try and be your friend when you were cruel to me, and I went out of my way to offer myself as a surrogate when you couldn’t find any other options,” she said viciously. Narrowing my eyes, I barked out a hollow laugh as I began to speed down the back roads.

      “I wasn’t the one who was out of options. I wasn’t the one hopelessly in love with their boss. I did you a favor with all of this, Ashley. You need to remember your place—” I paused as she began to weep, the wind getting knocked from my sails in one fell swoop.

      “You said you loved me,” she whispered, sounding absolutely betrayed. I hesitated, tensing my hands on the steering wheel before trying to reach out and take her by the hand.

      “I never said I don’t. You have to understand how difficult this will be for me. I just can’t even begin to fathom how this happened,” I sighed, wincing at how tightly she was gripping my hand. There was an expression of guilt on her face, and I could only wonder what was making her feel so guilty. Then again, I was sure the same expression was reflected on my own face.

      “Things will be difficult for both of us. Especially if you can’t even admit that I’m important to you, that I serve some purpose in your grand life. You made me feel special, but now I just feel like dirt,” she paused, tears continuing to trickle down her cheeks. I brushed my thumb to the back of her hand, anxiously gnawing my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “You’re not dirt. I just…” I paused, realizing that I was taking my guilt out on her. My heart clenched painfully in my chest, and I pulled over so I could look her in the eye. She refused to meet my gaze at first, but I gently reached out to grip her by the chin.

      “Let’s talk about this like adults and get to the bottom of it. Something had to cause the sudden spike in your fertility, and I have an idea of what might have done so…” I began, watching as her eyes darted from me, to her stomach, to the window.

      My poor Ashley looked as if she had been accused of some unforgivable sin, and all I wanted to do was put this behind us and try to move forward. If I could just get her to accept how important my job is to me, if I could just explain where we’d made our missteps…I was confident we could get past this. I could only figure that I’d taken too much of the supplement, or that our case had been some strange fluke. It seemed unthinkable that a single dose would lead to quadruplets, but I couldn’t think of anything else that could have happened.

      “I have an idea as well,” she admitted quietly, her voice sounding strangely hollow. She tensed her hands in her lap, refusing to meet my gaze. She seemed more upset than I’d ever seen her before, and I could only wonder if she had somehow found out about my secretive use of the drug.

      Something about that theory didn’t sit right with me, however. If she knew about my use of the supplement, surely she wouldn’t have that expression of guilt. There was no way she would blame herself for my mistake. Ashley was kind, but not stupid.

      It was obvious that she had done something as well, something to contribute to this giant disaster we found ourselves caught up in. Releasing her hand, I drew my hands back toward myself, refusing to let her see that she had me unnerved. I wasn’t about to allow us to simply stew in our respective guilt any longer.

      “All right. Talk,” I said firmly.

      My lover turned to me with a baleful expression, and I simultaneously wanted to draw her near and bolt as far away as possible.

      I only hoped we could forgive each other at the end of this.
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        Jensen

      

    
    
      Watching her with a tense expression, I waited for Ashley to make her confession. I could only wonder what she could have possibly done to trouble her so deeply, but she seemed reluctant to speak. I kept my arms crossed defensively, wound up tight enough that I felt as if I would snap at any given moment.

      “Ashley, come on. You obviously need to get something off your chest,” I said coolly, watching as she wrung her hands anxiously. I wanted nothing more than to get to the bottom of the issue, and from there, maybe we could figure out the next steps to take.

      She continued to fidget for a moment, glancing at me from the corner of her eye.

      “All right, but try to keep an open mind,” she started, her voice quaking with apprehension. I hesitated, trying to keep the balance of give and take. Exhaling slowly through my nose, I nodded obligingly.

      “I’m listening,” I said in an attempt to be encouraging. I felt as if snake-like tendrils were constricting around my heart, unable to reason out the fear in her gaze.

      “When we were having a hard time conceiving, I was really upset. I’m sure you remember the day I lashed out at you for coming into my office, and…and you sent me home for the day. The thing is, I didn’t go home immediately,” she said, and I felt as if my heart would pound out of my chest.

      “Where… Where did you go?” I inquired somewhat hesitantly.

      Ashley inhaled shakily, obviously steeling herself. It looked as if she would like nothing more than to leap out of my car and walk the remaining distance home. She looked incredibly weary, and in spite of myself, I reached to take her hand.

      “Well, I was going to shut down my computer and go home like you suggested. I just felt so awful, like there was something wrong with me. I felt like I was running out of options, and then I received an email about a drug the company was putting through trials,” she continued, staring straight ahead. It was as if she were afraid to actually look at me.

      Fear was beginning to creep up my spine as well. Surely, she couldn’t have done the very thing I’d done behind her back. The idea would have been comical if the gravity of the situation weren’t weighing so heavily upon us, parked on the side of the road.

      “It was a fertility drug, wasn’t it? The little green capsules?” I prompted, and her eyes widened considerably as she turned to look at me.

      “How did you…” she began, trailing off into a choked out laugh. “You’ve got to be kidding me, Jensen,” she said, seeming bewildered.

      “I can’t believe this. How could you have been so foolish to try a drug without asking me first? Did you not stop to consider possible side effects?” I demanded, trying to keep my anger at bay. She flinched, her expression growing defensive.

      “You took the very same drug! I’m not going to let you pile all of the blame on me, not when you made the same mistake!” Ashley hissed.

      I rolled my eyes, releasing her hand and drawing away from her. Truth be told, I wasn’t that angry about her taking the pill, though it had been reckless.

      More than anything, I was upset that she hadn’t come to me. The whole situation could have been avoided if we had just been honest with each other.

      “I’m not trying to place all the blame on you, but I’m not going to let you shrug off your share, either! Because we couldn’t act like mature adults, we now have four lives in our hands. Not the one child we had negotiated, four children! God, Ashley! It’s not even just their health. What if something happens to you during childbirth?”

      “Then you won’t have to deal with my stupid mistakes anymore, I suppose,” she said quietly. She shrank away, wrapping her arms protectively around herself.

      In that moment, it took all of my willpower not to scream at her. I couldn’t begin to fathom how she could think I felt so little for her. It wasn’t like I was using her for some nefarious purpose! We had come to an agreement, and we’d just happened to fall in love along the way.

      “If you think that’s how I would really feel, you’re more foolish than I ever could have guessed. I guess you just think so little of me, that I’m some monster who took advantage of your kindness. Do you think I’ve been untruthful about my feelings?” I said, trying to keep my voice level. I only partially succeeded.

      “You’re acting like our agreement is null since things aren’t going exactly as planned. I didn’t anticipate having quadruplets, either. This isn’t just some business deal you can walk away from,” she cried out, her voice hitching.

      “No, but at least I’m trying to come to a solution! How do you propose we deal with this whole thing? You didn’t seem prepared to give up your job, but you expect me to sacrifice everything I’ve worked so hard for?! That’s not fair, Ashley. You know how much GlobaPharm means to me, my father put his soul into that company,” I argued, receiving a bitter laugh in response.

      “If you’d considered your own feelings instead of obligations laid out by your father, we probably wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with,” she said snidely.

      My heart felt as if it had been ripped out, and all I could see was red for a moment. How dare she speak ill of the dead, of the man who had formed the person I was?

      Shifting into gear, I pulled back onto the road with a sour expression. I went a bit faster than was strictly necessary, mostly to spite her.

      Ashley seemed to regret what she’d said, staring at me with her lower lip tucked firmly between her teeth and her eyes glistening. It was of little consequence; no matter how much she regretted the words, she couldn’t take them back. She tried to stammer out a weak apology, but I held a hand up to silence her.

      “So you regret all of this,” I said coolly, keeping my gaze fixed on the road. She blanched, reaching out to me as she fervently shook her head.

      “No! No, Jensen, I don’t regret it. I don’t regret us. I just… I’m so lost. What are we supposed to do?” she implored tearfully.

      I hesitated for a moment, my jaw tensing as we made our way toward her apartment complex. I honestly didn’t have an answer for her, and I was sure she knew it just as well as I did. I simply tightened my grip on the steering wheel, turning into the parking lot. I refused to even cut the engine, trying to remain firm even as she wept.

      “Go inside and get some rest. We obviously can’t discuss this rationally right now, and I don’t want to say something I’ll regret,” I said, my voice strained.

      She reached out to me, catching me roughly by the jaw and forcing me to look at her. I couldn’t find it in me to even muster a fake smile, staring dully at the woman who seemed intent upon tearing my heart to shreds.

      “I love you, Jensen. I’ll never stop loving you. Please, we’ve both made mistakes, but you have to forgive me. If you don’t…I don’t know that I can go on,” she sobbed.

      “I need time to think, Ashley. I just need time,” I muttered.

      She nodded quietly, her breath hitching as she tried to swallow her sobs. She pushed the door open, clumsily getting out of my car. It looked as if she could scarcely support the extra weight as it stood, and I grimaced at the thought of her growing and growing until she came to full term.

      Lingering beside my car, it looked as if she wanted to continue pleading for forgiveness. However, I offered her a wan smile and gestured to her building.

      “I’m sorry,” she stammered.

      “Go get some rest, Ashley. You’re going to need it,” I said tiredly.

      She sniffled, but nodded and shuffled away from my car. In spite of my anger, I remained until she disappeared into the building.

      Once she could no longer see me, I dropped my head and forced back tears.

      I’d never felt so lost in my life.
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      The shared lunches and secretive smiles came to an unceremonious end after my spat with Jensen. In their place were looks of desire that went unanswered, a bitter taste rising in the back of my throat every moment he avoided me. I wanted nothing more than to grab him and shake him, demand that he talk to me and work through this agonizing distance, but I was afraid that he had lost all semblance of love he felt for me.

      Certainly, it wasn’t love in his gaze on the rare occasion that I caught his eye. Jensen was worried, tired, and the fact that he had chosen to embark on a business trip in the midst of our feud was a bitter pill to swallow. It seemed that he had made his choice, and that my feelings and our future children were secondary to his job. I knew that the man I loved carried a heavy sense of obligation, but I only wished that it extended toward myself.

      Perhaps I was being selfish. The fact of the matter was I knew that I had no means of tying him down unless he strictly wanted to be tied. Jensen Elliott was a powerful man, and when it came down to it, I was little more than his frumpy secretary. My good looks had faded with every pound I gained, my cheerful personality dimmed by the pain in my heart. As much as I wanted to approach him upfront and tell him how badly he was hurting me, I couldn’t imagine it would do much good.

      Jensen had wounded me more deeply than I ever could have expected, the festering marks fresh in my heart as he flitted past my office to depart on his trip. I wasn’t just bothered by his refusal to acknowledge me, though that certainly played a part. I couldn’t shake the idea that I had been unforgivably reckless. It was true that I had known very little about those cursed pills when I’d swiped them from that lab.

      At least Jensen had checked in with the lab technicians, had at least some confidence that the capsules were safe before he ingested them. Sure, it was foolish on both ends to use a drug that had yet to be approved for sale, but it was even more idiotic for neither of us to bring our brilliant idea up with each other. I refused to take all of the blame for the situation, as the genius CEO of the multibillion-dollar pharmaceutical company certainly could have thought to bring the suggestion to the table.

      Getting angry was doing me little good, and it wasn’t as if I could address Jensen that day, even if the mood struck me, as he was off to some city in France to discuss a new business deal with one of his many international partners. Still, as pointless as my fury was, I could do little but leer at my computer as I waited for the day to come to a close. An unbearable number of hours remained in the day, but I truly failed to see why I needed to hang around when my boss wasn’t even present.

      For that matter, I couldn’t understand why I remained, even when Jensen was in the office. It wasn’t as if he could look me in the eye. He refused to even speak to me, in spite of all that we’d been through together. Perhaps even because of it. I had been a fool to jeopardize my job for a fleeting infatuation, and I couldn’t shake the thought that we would both have been better off if I had just settled for a normal sperm donor.

      The thought of facing him when he returned from his trip left a rather unpleasant taste in my mouth. Would it be more awkwardness, a refusal to speak to me until the babies were born? At any rate, it didn’t seem as if he planned to talk to me even after I’d delivered his spawn.

      Tapping my nails on the surface of my desk, I narrowed my eyes at the influx of messages in my inbox. It would serve him right to lose me as both a lover and a secretary. While it seemed clear that he’d never felt as strongly for me as he suggested, I liked to think he felt some measure of affection of me. Clenching my jaw, I pushed away from my desk and stood up from my seat. My hands flexed at my sides, and I felt as if I would explode if I didn’t act.

      Paper and pen clutched in hand, I stormed across the top floor to Jensen’s office. It struck me that I had ample opportunity to wreck the room and leave it in a total mess for him to deal with. However, even if he was apathetic toward me, I still loved the gorgeous man. I settled in his office chair and stared blankly at the sheet of paper I’d brought.

      There was so much to say, but most of it would remain unsaid. If he couldn’t talk to me in the days since our falling out, I wasn’t going to bare my soul on a sheet of office stationery. I put the end of my pen between my teeth, gnawing anxiously on it as I tried to figure out what on earth to say. Would a simple goodbye suffice, or would I be better served by something with more vitriol? Deciding not to indulge that part of me, I jotted down a message declaring my resignation.

      Staring at the paper and my distinctive looping handwriting that was at odds with the formal nature of the note, I exhaled a sigh. I rose from Jensen’s chair, reminiscing on the years I’d worked at GlobaPharm. It would be difficult to find a new job on such short notice, especially considering my looming need for maternity leave. It was just that I could no longer bear the long stretches of silence when I so desperately wanted to make things right.

      Apparently, in Jensen’s mind, there didn’t seem to be a possibility of making things right. Though I wished I had more of a choice in the matter, I resolved to forget him as much as I was able. I walked back across the top floor to my office, boxing up a few personal items before deciding that they reminded me too much of the life and the man I intended to leave behind.

      Leaving the box on the floor of my office, I walked toward the elevator and hit the button for the ground floor. It wasn’t time for lunch and it wasn’t time for anyone to clock out, so I had the elevator all to myself. It did little to comfort the crippling loneliness I felt, but from then on out I planned to live with my loneliness. At least…until my children were born.

      The thought struck me that if I had no idea how to raise quadruplets with help, I would be even more lost on my own. It wasn’t my decision to make, though. I couldn’t force Jensen to be with me, even if he was the father of my children. I couldn’t force anyone to be with me. I had resolved at the start that I would be content as a single mother, and I sought to find that same confidence.

      When I reached ground level, I walked out without another moment’s pause. The time for hesitation had passed, and I had no choice but to move on with my life. Walking the distance to my parking spot—a reserved spot that Jensen had recently put in for ‘expectant mothers’—I fought back the tears that threatened to spill over. I had done enough crying over this situation.

      Squeezing into my car, I turned the ignition and felt a sharp pang in my heart as my favorite ballad, the song I’d mentally dubbed ‘our song,’ began to play from the radio. It seemed the higher powers were intent upon having a laugh at me that day. I turned down the radio, wiping away tears that I wanted nothing more than to banish.

      “Goodbye, Jensen,” I said quietly, the finality of it all forming a deep pit in my stomach. I stared at the building a moment longer, remembering the good times as well as the bad. I wondered what Jensen might think when he came back in three days and saw my resignation on his desk, but I could only assume he’d be thrilled. Less awkwardness in the office, and he could move on to his next secretary.

      Would she have the same chocolate brown curls that he claimed to love so dearly? Would she be willing to sacrifice everything to carry his child? I doubted it, but it wasn’t a thought I cared to entertain. I knew the man would move on easily, having his pick of any woman he wanted. Just the same, I wanted to pretend a little longer that he had actually loved me; that it hadn’t all been a farce.

      I pulled out of the parking lot with a nervous churning in my gut. Was I really doing this? It wasn’t too late to turn back, not yet. I could return to the top floor and shred the note I’d left for Jensen quite easily. It would be back to business as usual—avoidance, bitter stares and an empty heart.

      Deciding that I would rather perpetuate my misery at home, in bed, I turned the corner of the road. I drove until GlobaPharm was mostly out of sight, though I knew the towering peak of it would haunt me for some time.

      One of many regrets to toss on the pile.
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      I couldn’t remember ever feeling so miserable. I spent the weekend curled up in bed, refusing to leave the soft comfort of my blankets unless it was to use the bathroom. I barely ate, couldn’t find it in me to push myself out of my funk. Bathing was entirely out of the question, and I nearly grew too weary to even move.

      The shrill ringing of my doorbell was what woke me Monday morning, and I deeply considered ignoring the call. I couldn’t imagine who would be checking in on me besides my mother, and even she had been tainted by Jensen’s touch. More specifically, his mother’s touch—our mothers had hit it off instantly. I hadn’t heard from Mom since the spat with Jensen, and I almost hoped she’d seen the light and returned to me. It wasn’t that I had a particular grudge against Jensen’s mother; I just didn’t want to see anything to do with him.

      My mind racing, I forced myself out of bed to answer the doorbell. Knowing my luck, it was some door-to-door salesman, or someone trying to save my eternal soul.

      As I pulled open the door, I felt as if the wind had been knocked completely from my sails. My heart caught, skipped a beat, then began to pound in my chest as I took in the face of the man who had haunted my every waking thought. Though I had thought he was the last person I wanted to see, I realized how far from the truth that was. Jensen held yet another bouquet of flowers, and when he took me in, his expression turned all the more sorrowful.

      “Ashley… I’m so sorry,” he blurted out, and I quietly stepped aside to allow him into my apartment. It was all I could do to keep from launching myself at him, capturing him in a bruising embrace and refusing to ever release him. I only registered that he had apologized when he stepped inside and brushed a hand to my cheek. I swallowed a lump forming in my throat, telling myself that I would not cry. Under no circumstances would I allow myself to cry.

      “I’m sorry, too,” I choked out, cursing myself as tears began to spill down my cheeks. He tossed the bouquet aside, then, pulling me in close and resting his chin on top of my head.

      “I was so worried when I read your note, I came here as soon as I read it. Well, after picking up your flowers,” he trailed off, glancing at the discarded bouquet with a slight frown.

      “I don’t need flowers as long as I have you,” I said quietly, reaching up to touch his cheek. I could scarcely believe he was actually in my apartment, almost certain that I was suffering from some sort of strange fever dream.

      He rested his hand on top of mine, closing his eyes as he attempted to rein in his own emotions. There was so much I wanted to say, so much that weighed heavily on my heart. I knew he wouldn’t have come if he didn’t have something to say, however, so I remained silent and stared imploringly at his weary face.

      When he opened his eyes, he breathed a soft sigh. He was obviously troubled, and I felt better knowing that he must have missed me to some degree. To what degree would become more readily apparent, I hoped.

      “I wanted to take you to dinner and talk things out. I want to make this work, Ashley. Not just for us, but for our children. I love you, and…I’m willing to compromise,” he said carefully. I hesitated, looking down at myself with a bit of a grimace.

      “I’m not really in any state to go out for dinner,” I said uncertainly. He smiled, brushing a hand through my curls.

      “I reserved the entire Cerf Blanc. It will be just the two of us, no one to stare or judge,” he explained. I was stunned, and I realized in that moment just how serious he was. A pang shot through my heart upon thinking about the last time we’d been to the restaurant, and my mind flickered to the brief sound of the ballad on the radio as I’d pulled out of the GlobaPharm parking lot.

      “I should at least shower,” I croaked out, and he nodded obligingly.

      “Take as long as you need, I’ll wait right here. I’m ready to talk like adults, Ashley. I’m ready to be a real man,” he declared.

      “You’ve always been a real man in my eyes. The only man for me,” I assured him, before grabbing a towel and making a beeline for the bathroom.

      Stepping into the hot water, I tried to tell myself not to get my hopes up too high; tried to remember that he could crush me at any given moment. It was a chance I was willing to take.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we pulled into the parking lot of the Cerf Blanc, only the most recognizable vehicles were there. The SUV that the head chef drove, the tour van of the band who had performed the last time we were here.

      “You really went all out,” I said nervously, and Jensen grinned somewhat timidly, an expression I was unfamiliar with.

      “I wanted to prove a point,” he explained casually.

      I didn’t get the chance to ask what he was proving, as he got out of the car and came to help me as well. He gripped my hand tightly, refusing to let me go even once I was out of the car. We walked hand in hand into the restaurant, soft music already playing when we entered. I allowed Jensen to lead me to our usual table, my heart skipping a beat as he pulled a chair out for me.

      In that moment, I allowed myself the slightest shred of hope. Perhaps his feelings for me had not dissipated altogether. Maybe they hadn’t dissipated at all.

      Taking his seat, Jensen considered me for a moment. He nervously chewed his bottom lip, and I was certain that I had never seen his confidence slip to such an extreme before.

      “So…” I began, smiling as the waiter brought me a glass of water.

      “Your food will be out soon,” the waiter assured us, and I offered Jensen an inquisitive look. He smiled sheepishly, shrugging a bit.

      “I like to think I know what you like, by now,” he explained. A breathy chuckle slipped past my lips, and I nodded my head in agreement. “You’re probably wondering what I brought you here to talk about,” he began, prompting me to nod again. “I wanted to let you know that I’m not willing to give up on you. I want to pursue this relationship as far as we can take it, and…I’m ready to give up all that’s necessary for me to be a good father,” he said with certainty. I tilted my head, pausing to thank the waiter as our food was brought.

      “You don’t have to give anything up for me, Jensen,” I tried to assure him, though my heart was pounding in my chest. He smiled, rolling his eyes teasingly.

      “You’re my princess. Soon to be my queen, it would seem. We’ll have our own little royal family to take care of, and…it’s not that I have to give it up. I wouldn’t do it just because I’m supposed to. I want to give up some things to make our relationship work. I’ll take on fewer hours, cut out the travel time and the business trips. I’m going to be there for our children, and I’m going to be there for you,” he said assertively.

      I felt my cheeks grow warm with pleasure, though I tried to hide it by digging into my food.

      “You don’t know how much that means to me,” I finally admitted, between bites. He quirked a grin, looking as if there were more he wanted to say. I tilted my head, somewhat taken with his expression of boyish excitement. “What has you so smiley?” I said.

      “I decided on my way to your apartment that it would be rather awkward to go back and forth every day between our apartments. I wanted to take a big first step and…ask you to move in with me,” he confessed.

      I must’ve looked shocked, as he made to backpedal.

      “You don’t have to, of course,” he tried, but I leaped up from my seat, rushing around the table to grab him up. Our lips met, chastely at first but our passion increased quickly. When I drew away, both of our cheeks were flushed.

      “I’d love to move in with you,” I whispered.

      Jensen looked utterly delighted, pulling me in for another tender kiss. I moaned against his mouth, running my fingers through his hair.

      “All right, then.” He held up his glass. “Here’s to the start of the rest of our lives,” he said with an air of finality.

      I have to say, I liked the sound of that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        Jensen

      

    
    
      The next few months were some of the happiest of my life. Ashley’s move went smoothly and my apartment quickly became our home. The more time we spent together, the deeper I fell for her. I didn’t think it was possible, but I loved her more each and every day. The feelings seemed to be reciprocated, and I felt as if things were finally falling into place for me. I had never known how much I desired a proper lover until I had one and she was taken away. With Ashley back in my life, I knew I would never let her go.

      We’d already scheduled a C-section for the birth of our children, having been reassured that natural birth wasn’t really an option. When the day came to head to the hospital, I could tell Ashley was terrified. Truth be told, I was rather scared myself, but I managed to keep my composure for her sake, not wanting to allow a sliver of weakness to shine through when I had to be strong for my princess.

      Our hands were tightly clasped together for the drive to the hospital, and her entire body quaked from the force of her nerves. I rubbed my thumb against the back of her hand, glancing away from the road for just a moment to check on her.

      “I’m scared,” she said quietly, fidgeting nervously in her seat. The scene reminded me vaguely of when we’d first found out we were having four children, though the fallout was blessedly absent. My only concern that time around was comforting her.

      “You don’t have to be scared, princess. We’ve hired the best doctor in the country, everything is going to be smooth sailing, I’m sure of it. I’ll be by your side all the way, and in a matter of hours, we’ll be seeing our children for the first time,” I assured her, and I observed her anxious grin from the corner of my eye.

      “All this will have been worth it, if they’re all safe and healthy. I’m still just afraid that there may be some side effects from the drug,” she confessed. I tightened my grip on her hand, hating myself for putting that doubt in her mind to begin with.

      “Darling, you know that the supplement was approved months ago. You’re worrying over nothing, my love, just please try to relax. I hate to see you upset,” I said comfortingly, and she leaned back in the seat, closing her eyes and steadying her breathing.

      “Are we almost there?” she asked, her voice strained. Her free hand rested on the swell of her stomach, trembling vigorously. I drew the hand I was holding to my lips, pressing a gentle kiss to her knuckles.

      “We’re here. Wait here and I’ll fetch a wheelchair for you,” I said hurriedly, parking in the nearest spot and rushing to get a chair to transport her in. She had grown huge in the last few months, and while she could still walk, I knew how quickly she tired.

      Rushing back to the car, I threw her a stern look as I saw her making an effort to get out of her seat. I quickly rushed forward and helped her into the wheelchair and she sagged into it, struggling to catch her breath. I could only imagine what an effort it took to carry four children at once.

      “We’re not late, are we?” she asked nervously, and I brushed a hand through her hair to comfort her.

      “No, baby. Not late,” I smiled.

      We were recognized as soon as we stepped into the building, and the next half hour seemed to pass in a blur as they moved us into a room and prepped Ashley for surgery. I could see her nerves working her over, and though I made my best effort to soothe her, there was only so much I could do. I sat in the chair next to the bed, speaking words of encouragement and comfort. She squeezed her eyes shut, shifting uncomfortably on the hospital bed.

      “It’s almost time, Miss Calhoun. Just sit tight,” one of the nurses assured her. Her eyes widened in a blind panic, and she made an effort to sit up. I gently placed my hand on her shoulder, cooing softly into her ear.

      “It’s going to be okay. You’ll be fine, the babies will be fine. This is the moment we’ve waited so long for,” I whispered. She nodded jerkily, gripping my hand tightly enough that it felt as if the bones might crack. “Just try to relax. Lie back and think of the good times we’ve had these past few months,” I said soothingly. Ashley made a valiant effort, eyes fluttering shut as she exhaled deeply.

      “I hope they like the nursery. Green is a nice color, isn’t it?” she asked, obviously forcing her voice to remain level. I could only smile fondly at how hard she was trying to stay composed.

      “Gender neutral as well,” I replied, glancing up as an entourage of doctors and nurses stepped into the room.

      Ashley’s eyes shot open, and she inhaled a shuddering breath as the group began to crowd around the bed. The nurses busied themselves with thoroughly preparing the area where the incision would be made, the doctor accounting for each individual tool he needed. I wasn’t the only one to notice that Ashley was getting a bit green around the gills.

      “Oh, honey, with the epidural you won’t feel a thing,” a nurse assured her. Ashley hummed her acknowledgement, watching as they sterilized a large area of her lower stomach. Before we knew it, the time had come for the procedure to begin.

      One by one, the doctor carefully extracted four healthy-looking babies from my lover’s belly. Ashley caught her breath and watched with bleary-eyed fascination as each of the babies was lifted into view. With each infant delivered, the doctor announced the genders in a booming voice.

      In what felt like the blink of an eye, everything was finished. Ashley had successfully delivered our four perfect children: three girls and a boy. She looked utterly exhausted, but before she lost consciousness altogether, I asked her about names.

      We’d known we were having four children, but somehow we hadn’t really discussed names. We’d been sure that the right thing would strike us when we saw our children for the first time.

      “The boy, his name is Jeffrey,” Ashley managed, looking at me with tears in her eyes. I felt my own eyes grow moist—we had truly honored my brother.

      We gave the girls names starting with Js as well: Jennifer, Jessica, and Julia. The doctors allowed us a brief moment to embrace with our children, but Ashley was soon lost to the world. Concern must have been obvious in my gaze, as the doctor clapped a hand on my shoulder.

      “She just needs some rest, son. Don’t you have some happy grandmothers waiting to meet these little ones?” the man asked with a smile.

      I nodded, and before I knew it, my mother was clinging to Jeffrey and choking out sobs while Ashley’s mother fretted over the little girls. I watched the scene tears in my eyes, feeling for once like my family was actually whole again.

      Slumping into the chair beside the hospital bed, I gripped Ashley’s hand in my own as our mothers cooed over their grandchildren. I glanced toward my princess, noting that she seemed to be watching peacefully. I hadn’t realized she’d woken back up, but tears of joy were running down her cheeks.

      “We did it, Jensen. We actually did it. You think your dad would be proud?” she asked gently, and my heart clenched in my chest.

      “He would be thrilled, honey,” my mother said, answering for me. “Not only did Jensen carry on the family name, he found true love in the process. I can’t imagine his father could be any happier.”

      “Now you rest, sweetheart. You’ve had a long day,” Ashley’s mother said softly. Ashley looked as if she might argue for a moment, but soon she nodded her head and allowed her eyes to close again.

      “I love you, Jensen,” she whispered, tightening her grip on my hand for a moment before she began to drift off.

      “Oh, Ashley. I love you too. And I’ll spend the rest of my days being there for you,” I vowed.

      I had never been more certain of anything in my life.
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          Prologue: June 22, 2007

        

      

    
    
      Tonight is the night.

      I whispered the words to myself, smiling at the gorgeously made-up reflection that stared back at me. I could hardly believe any of this was happening to me, of all people.

      I, Kristin Blair, was going to senior prom; not just with my makeup and hair perfectly done, my dress perfectly tailored and my high heels perfectly fit, but with the perfect date—Clark Denton—on my arm. Popular, handsome and oh so sweet, he would have his shaggy blonde hair slicked back, he would kiss me in front of everyone, and we would see where the night took us.

      I twirled again in front of the mirror, watching my curls bob as I did so. They had taken the hairdresser almost two hours to do.

      “You have a lot of hair!” her gravelly voice had accused, as if I had specifically sprouted an extra few hundred hairs just to spite her.

      Nearing the mirror, I fluttered my lashes. Thankfully, my makeup application had been more painless. The makeup artist, Ricardo, had been speedy and cheery, delighting in my every feature.

      “But your eyes!” he had exclaimed as he’d blended some ten or so different shadows together to make the sweeping sparkling perfection that now made my eyes look like two giant beacons taking over my face.

      “And these lips!” he had cried, as he’d lined and glossed my pout, until it looked fuller than I’d seen it in all my 18 years.

      And then there was my dress, which had taken weeks to find. Weeks of harried shuffling through rack after rack of dresses, surveying not-quite-right gowns in store mirrors, of pestering my mom to try yet another store, while Veronica scoffed at “picky people who were never happy.” But it had all been worth it when I had finally found the dress.

      I smiled at my reflection, at the shining embellished fabric draped around me, the mint color perfect against my hair color, my skin tone, and my eyes. Yes, it was just perfect. And now, here I was, all ready for prom.

      “Kristin?”

      It was my mom. Standing in the doorway, she had tears in her eyes.

      I turned to her with a nervous smile.

      “What do you think?”

      “I think…” Her smile trembled. “Oh Kristin, you look gorgeous. I’m so proud of you!”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      As her arms wrapped around me in a hug, I continued, “Tina says Clark and I are on the ballot for prom king and queen, too.”

      My mom clasped me to her tighter.

      “Oh honey, you deserve it; you’ve really worked hard this year.”

      “Speaking of Clark, where is he anyway?”

      Hearing my sister’s snide voice, I looked to the doorway to see her standing there with her too-shiny, too-short, amethyst-colored dress.

      I checked my phone: Sorry, running late, will meet you there.

      “He’s going to meet us there,” I said and my sister’s sneer deepened.

      “You’re sure he was 100% on taking you?”

      “Yes, Veronica,” I said, glaring at her reflection in my mirror. Veronica was just jealous that no one had asked her this year or last year. She shouldn’t have been even going to my prom, really, as she was a year older than me. But since she had had to repeat the year, she and her snobby friends were apparently going, too.

      Picking up my glistening clutch, I sauntered by her, tossing her a superior smile.

      “He’ll be there, you’ll see.”

      Downstairs, my dad was watching TV with Billy and Diana. Seeing me, he stood up, his jaw dropping.

      “Wow, Kristin, honey. I mean, wow…” His bushy brows rose so high they almost hit his hairline. Then, suddenly they fell. “This friend of yours—Clark. He’s an honorable young man, right?”

      Laughing, I waved my hand. “Yes, Dad.”

      But his face was serious.

      “I mean it, Kristin. Just be careful, okay?”

      “Okay, okay, I will! Actually, Dad, can you give me a ride?”

      “Oh?”

      “Clark’s going to meet me there.”

      My dad’s frown deepened.

      “Huh, that’s not the way my prom went.”

      I patted his beefy arm. “Times have changed, Dad.”

      We had something of a staring contest for a minute, his scrutinizing gaze against my innocuous one, until finally, he wiggled his eyebrows in surrender.

      “Okay, okay, let’s get you and your sister to prom.”

      The car ride was mostly silent. My dad made a few attempts at conversation before giving up entirely. Veronica’s words kept echoing in my head: You’re sure he was 100% on taking you?

      Because honestly, I wasn’t sure. I had been downright surprised that he had even asked me to go with him. Clark and I had always joked around in computer science class, but still. He had always seemed remote—too popular and cool for me, with his impossible-to-read eyes and easy smile. And yet, in that very class, he’d poked me to show me his screen. On it was the colorful flashing message: Come to prom with me? I’d laughed and laughed, and nodded excitedly. But as soon as I had agreed, I’d felt a strange sort of foreboding. The same foreboding I felt now as we made the long drive to the school.

      I glared at the back of Veronica’s head. She had no idea what she was talking about. Clark would come through. He had to. I’d turned down four other guys to go with him. First had been Herman, his eyes practically bulging through his glasses as he’d choked the question out. Then, there had been Claude, who’d even made a song he’d sung to me outside on the hill, the day after Clark had asked me. The worst, however, had been Gary. He had sauntered up at the end of lunch, thrown the question at me out of nowhere: “So when should I pick you up?”

      To my befuddled “What?” he’d responded “To prom”. When I had politely declined, he had kept insisting that I go with him, that I was intimidated, that I was a stuck-up bitch, until I had to escape to the girl’s bathroom.

      Looking out the window, I sighed.

      Yes, Clark would come through. We’d gone on four dates since he had asked me to prom. And on the one to the zoo, after we’d laughed over the belligerent and hilarious camels, the curious meerkats and the unimpressed alpacas, he’d pulled me behind a tree and kissed me.

      Even here in my car, my whole body tingled with the memory. I’d kissed a few guys, but it had never been like that—like every part of my body had suddenly woken up.

      Since then we had spent more time together and grown closer, making out in the fields behind school, in the movie theatre, in his room, going further and further each time.

      I glanced to the front of the car, but Dad was concentrating on the road; there was no indication he had any idea just how right he had been back there in the family room.

      Because tonight was the night—in more ways than one. Tonight was the night I would look my best, be my best, get to go and dance and have fun with the guy who I thought was the best. Tonight was the night I would prove my sister and all the other jealous girls wrong. Tonight was the night I was going to lose my virginity.

      I inhaled then exhaled, trying to calm myself down. Yes, it was a big deal—a crazy big deal—but tonight was the perfect night for it, and I was ready. Clark was so sweet and gentle with me, always stopping the second I asked. And I was so attracted to him; there was no one who would be more perfect to have sex with for the first time.

      I opened the window and took a deep breath in of the clear night air. Yes, tonight was going to be the night. The perfect night, in every way possible.
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* * *

      CLARK

      

      What was I supposed to do now?

      I stared at the text for a few minutes, trying to process just what I was seeing.

      Maybe. Skype meeting in 15 minutes to decide?

      My app, my baby, my Reviewly, might actually be backed by a Silicon Valley investor. But in fifteen minutes I was supposed to be picking up Kristin to get to prom.

      “Clark, you didn’t eat the last few carrots, did you?”

      I turned around to see my mom’s tired face, the three lines on her forehead looking deeper than ever.

      “No, Mom, sorry.”

      She shuffled away, and I returned my gaze to the phone.

      I’ll be there, I typed.

      More than this being my dream—that was why I had to get this app picked up by a proper investor, so that my family wouldn’t be so hard off that my mom had to worry about a few missing carrots.

      I texted Kristin quickly. Sorry, running late, will meet you there. This meeting would probably be a breeze; after all, time was money when it came to these types of things.

      In the bathroom, I surveyed myself in the mirror. My suit was looking pretty good. It fit great, and I was sure that Kristin was going to love it. That and the corsage made of blue roses I had gotten for her. It was pretty cheesy, but as soon as I had seen it, had seen how it was the exact pale blue her eyes were, I’d had to get it.

      Staring in the mirror, I glared as my cheeks reddened. What was it with that girl? Why did I feel so content whenever I was around her? Even the thought of being around her was exciting. I had dated around a little, but there was something about Kristin Blair…

      I slicked down my hair with some water and raced into the kitchen, where the family computer was.

      “Mom, could you keep it down for a minute? I have a business meeting in a few minutes.”

      Mom gave a tired smile and nodded, silently herding my brother and sister out into the family room. She didn’t think this was going to work, I could tell, but I was confident.

      Reviewly had taken me months to develop and, more than that, it was something people needed. I never liked buying anything without knowing if it was worth my while, and I knew today’s consumer was no different. Developing an app that collated all reviews and ratings on the net into one sole star rating? It was genius, every investor I’d talked to had said so. This guy, however, the Silicon Valley investor, was the first one to put his money where his mouth was. He’d sent me $5000 on the spot, and this meeting was to negotiate the details, hopefully for a whole lot more.

      I checked my phone—I only had five more minutes. So, I put on my shoes, slipped the car key in my pocket and jumped back onto the chair.

      There. No matter how long this interview took, I would be ready to race out the door. I would get to prom on time.

      As soon as the guy came on, however, I knew this was going to be harder than I’d bargained for. No sooner were our introductions out of our mouths then he got right down to business. He had shifty, close-set eyes that scanned me thoroughly as he spoke.

      “So, Reviewly. Sell it to me. Why should I back you and your app?”

      Without missing a beat, I launched into my pitch, the one I’d repeated in my head a hundred times: “When you’re shopping, what is the one main concern you have—the one factor that can make or break what product you buy? Effectiveness. Consumers want to be sure they’re buying something that works. The only problem is: no product is honest about this. Everything we look at throws promises at us with only sky-high claims that may or may not be sincere.

      “What if you could wade through all of that PR and find out which products really delivered, as evidenced by people like yourself? Well, you’d want to get your hands on whatever could do that for you, now wouldn’t you? Unbiased, unpaid, verified reviews. Enter Reviewly. This app works like a search engine, compiling results from across the Internet to give whatever product you’re searching for a star rating out of 5, and showing the amount of reviews that went into this calculation. Moreover, each rating can be broken down, showing which results were gotten from which webpage, whether it’s Amazon or otherwise.”

      The man rubbed his temple briefly.

      “How will Reviewly make a profit?”

      “Through sales,” I said, “For a one-time price of $4, consumers can have unlimited access to reviews of every product that has any sort of rating or review online.”

      “Four dollars,” the man said, taking off his glasses and turning them round in his hand, “That’s a lot of money.”

      “What price can you put on peace of mind? Never again do you have to worry about what kind of product you’re getting, or whether it’ll work or not. With our simple app, you have access to the best products made by the best companies. Not to mention that Reviewly also contains an average price total, where it lists prices of these products at different stores, online and otherwise. You literally have a porthole into a product’s effectiveness and price point right at your fingertips. Hours of research completed in seconds.”

      My pitch finished, the man had me wait for several agonizing minutes while he squinted off in the distance. Finally, he put on his glasses and nodded.

      “Reviewly is a go. I’ll email you with details on payment and next steps.”

      As soon as he snapped off the cam, I leapt up. Whooping, I raced around the room chanting.

      “Reviewly! Reviewly! Reviewly!”

      My mom stopped in the door, surveying me with an incredulous mile.

      “Clark?”

      I threw my arms around her.

      “Mom, you won’t believe it. They’re backing it! That big Silicon Valley investor I told you about—he’s backing it! Reviewly is going to blow up!”

      My brother and sister were gazing up at me with saucer eyes, but I was laughing, grabbing their hands and dancing round the room, around and around.

      “Clark?” my mom said.

      “Yeah?”

      “What about prom? Aren’t you supposed to be picking up your date?”

      I froze.

      “Crap, Kristin.”

      I checked my phone and my stomach lurched. It was 8:30 pm. Somehow an hour had slipped by without me even noticing. I turned to Mom.

      “It’s okay if I take the car just for a bit, right?”

      No sooner had she said “Okay”, I racing out of the room and through the front door.

      “Good luck!” she called after me.

      As I threw myself into the car and twisted the key in the ignition, I reflected that I needed all the good luck I could get. Because, as I rocketed down the road, I saw that it was now 8:35 pm, and it would take me thirty minutes to get there. Thirty minutes I didn’t have.

      I stepped on the gas and weaved past car after car. I would get to prom on time. I would see Kristin and we would kiss and dance and the night would be just as perfect as I had been hoping for.

      Yes, I would get to prom on time. I had to.
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* * *

      KRISTIN

      Not long after I had opened the window my dad was saying, “We’re here.”

      Though really, he needn’t have said anything. The long line of loitering teens was indication enough.

      At Veronica’s demand, Dad pulled the car over a little down the road so we wouldn’t be seen not arriving in a limo. As we got out of the car, Dad rolled down the window.

      “My beautiful daughters, have fun you two!”

      “We will!” we chorused. With a final wave, we made our way to the long line. My sister soon found her group of friends, who—just my luck—were at the end of the line with us.

      “So,” a tall, angular girl named Rachelle said, turning to my sister as if I wasn’t there, “Where’s Kristin’s date? Where’s Clark?”

      “He’s coming,” I said immediately.

      “Sure…” she said in an unbelieving tone.

      Turning so my back was to them, I checked my phone. There was nothing from Clark, so I texted him: Here. Where are you?

      “Well if it isn’t Miss Blair.”

      At the sound of Gary’s voice, I groaned inwardly.

      “Hi Gary,” I said, turning away from him and his smirking friends.

      “Where’s Clark?” he asked.

      “On his way,” I said lightly. I could feel Gary towering over my shoulder, almost touching me, breathing down my neck.

      “Oh yeah? You sure he didn’t decide to just skip it and work on those computers he’s always messing with?”

      I turned to face Gary head on, taking in his stupid wide snide smile and little glaring eyes.

      “He’s coming. You’ll see.”

      There was an awkward silence, and then his buddies starting cracking up.

      “Whatever,” Gary said.

      The wait to get inside seemed to take forever. A good portion of my classmates were apparently loaded with things they shouldn’t be—alcohol, drugs, you name it—while the teachers themselves seemed battle-ready, searching coats, hats, and every pocket in every article of clothing.

      When it was finally my turn to go in, Mr. Hartery, our kindly principal, smiled.

      “Kristin Blair. You look stunning.”

      “Thanks, Mr. H.”

      His eyes scanned around me, but he thankfully said nothing; I wasn’t sure I could stand another comment about being alone or where my date was.

      Inside, the gymnasium had been transformed into a silver wonderland. The floor and walls were covered in reflective metallic silver, while the ceiling was fluttering with silver streamers. Immediately, I made a beeline for the food. It wasn’t like I was going to be seeing many friends; none of them had been asked, or even expressed an interest in going, for that matter. Basically, as my tell-it-how-it-is friend Stephanie had said: “You’re on your own, Kir.”

      And, as I collected as many mini brownies as my hands could carry and flopped down in a booth. Maybe Stephanie was right. The more I looked around, the more I realized that, while I “knew” everyone, there was next to no one that I actually talked to.

      No, for Grass Valley High, social lines were more like fences; you talked to whoever was in your group—the preps talked to the preps, the losers the losers, the nerds the nerds, and so on. That was why Clark asking me to the prom, of all the people he could have chosen, had been so surprising.

      So, as the too-loud music boomed on, I flitted back and forth from the food table to my lonely booth, collecting my ration of brownies and eating away my fears. A quick trip to the bathroom revealed that my brownie binging had luckily not ruined my makeup. But when some girls I vaguely recognized asked me “Where’s Clark?” all I could do was rush out of the room.

      I checked my phone. It was 8:45 already, and in fifteen minutes they would announce the prom king and queen. I had seen the ballots; Clark and I were listed there along with three other couples. If we were voted king and queen and Clark didn’t show, everyone would know.

      More than that, this night was turning out to be a dud. I hadn’t danced. I hadn’t done anything but sit in this stupid sticky booth, stuff my face with brownies and check my phone every five seconds.

      I re-read Clark’s latest message yet again. On my way. No matter how hard I tried to calm myself down all it did was frustrate me further. On my way. What good did that do me? Was he on his way, five minutes away or thirty? On my way didn’t mean a damn thing if Clark wasn’t going to get here in time.

      “Still no sign of him?” Veronica asked, peering around the booth at me, her gaze stopping on the brownie in my hand.

      I glared at her and she pouted as though she felt bad for me, and then sauntered off to join her giggling friends. I looked away, popped another brownie in my mouth. Yeah, tonight was the night, all right. The worst night of my life.

      “Hey, Kristin.”

      I looked up to see Claude flopped in the booth across from me, his shaggy dark hair not quite obscuring his scowling face. Just as I was about to ask him how he was doing, he started to sing:

      “Maybe you should’ve been more smart, and gone with me instead of Clark. Then you wouldn’t be alone here in the dark, with brownies….”

      As I gaped at him, he continued, “Because brownies are no date, and maybe if you had chosen me this wouldn’t be your fate, but now it’s too late and here you are with brownies…”

      With one last annoyed glare at Claude, I rose from my seat and raced to the bathroom. Locked in the stall, I checked my phone: 8:55. Clark had five minutes. Five minutes to fix this.

      I texted him: How close are you?

      Then, I called him.

      “Clark?”

      “Kristin? God, I’m so sorry. I’ll explain when I get there. I’m like one minute away and about to park. See you soon!” Before I could protest, he hung up.

      Dully, I got out of the stall and peered around the door. Did I dare go back out and risk Clark not showing up? I would be humiliated.

      I took a deep breath, then looked in the mirror. Yes, I would go out. Tonight was the night, I could feel it.

      So, as Gabby and Philip, two members of the student council, sauntered up to the microphone, I strode to the middle of the dance floor. Clark had said he was a minute away. He was going to make it on time; tonight was the night.

      “Okay! So!” Gabby was saying, her bobbed hair bouncing above her shoulders, “We’ve got a lotta votes here! A lotta really good candidates and aren’t these decorations just fab?”

      The room cheered dutifully; even I joined in a little.

      “Now,” Philip was saying, “On this very important night, we made sure to count the votes twice to make sure there would be no mistakes.”

      I checked my phone. It was 8:58, and still no Clark.

      Some of my classmates were on the stage, clearly I’d missed being called to the stage while I was in the bathroom.

      “So, we’ve already introduced you to our candidates, and we’re going to read out the winners now!”

      My phone was calling Clark’s but it was just ringing and ringing and ringing. I dialed again.

      “The winners—your prom king and queen are: Clark Denton and Kristin Blair!”

      A stunned silence, while the spotlight zoomed over to me, showcasing my phone-holding form.

      A broken applause started and Gabby said, “Okay now we just have to find Clark, our victorious king! Clark, Clark has anyone seen Clark?!”

      The spotlight flicked back to me. I stepped out of it and tried to make a gesture of apology.

      “What’s that?” Gabby shouted into the microphone, “He’s not here?”

      The whole room exploded into laughter and I didn’t wait, I ran.

      I ran past my laughing classmates, through the hall, but I couldn’t run fast enough. The laughter was everywhere, echoing through the room, swallowing me. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. Past Gary and his guffawing buddies. Past Veronica and her gleeful bitchy friends. Past the metallic walls, highlighting different angles of my tear-streaked face.

      Out of the hall, outside, I didn’t stop running because the laughter didn’t stop. It followed me as I ran until the heel of my shoe broke, until I could only stumble along the sidewalk. And even then, the laughter continued. My phone was ringing but I chucked it on the ground, and yelled into the sky. And then, in a tear-stained heap, I flopped onto the sidewalk.

      Yes, tonight was, by far, the worst night of my life. And, whatever happened now, one thing was for sure: never, in my entire life, would I forgive Clark Denton for this. Never.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter One

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      Well, why not?

      As I walked with my coworkers towards Cooper’s, I repeated the question to myself to combat the other voice in my head—the one that was urging me to go home and curl up with my cats, Romeo and Juliet.

      Because, really ‘Why not’ was right. It wasn’t as though I had anything better to do on a Friday night, other than watch some TV reruns and flip through some dating apps.

      “What do you think, Kristin? Think we’ll get a spot?” Harmony asked, and I shrugged.

      We had been to Cooper’s a fair few times, but every time had been different: one night you could have good service, the next, bad service; the place could be crowded like standing sardines, or empty as a tomb. We were almost at the familiar green-bordered door and it was too late to turn back now.

      Inside, a bartender I vaguely recognized smiled broadly at the sight of our group.

      “Think he likes you,” Gillian said, nudging me as we wove our way to a free table at the back.

      I said nothing, hoping she’d let the matter drop. No matter how many times I’d told the girls that I didn’t want to be set up with anyone, they persisted in trying to foist any man between the ages of 20 and 50 on me. Clearly, they didn’t understand that single was not the same as single and ready to mingle with any warm-blooded male.

      No sooner had we flopped down, a buxom blonde appeared at our table. “Anyone interested in drinks or the specials?”

      “Yes, a bottle of merlot please,” Harmony said and the girl bobbed off.

      I smiled. That was what I liked about Cooper’s; they got right down to business. As we waited for our drinks and chatted, Gillian began lamenting about the shortcomings of her husband, Paul.

      “Seriously, he eats so much! I always have to buy way more groceries, and they only last about two days, when they’re supposed to last a week. And then there’s the beer…”

      I stared off at the brick wall, imagining what I would be doing right now if I were at home. Probably flopped on my beanbag with my cats, them licking at each other and ignoring me completely, allowing me bask in the true love they shared—something that I, clearly, did not have. Or maybe I would have to endure one of Veronica’s perennial brag-worthy phone calls, during which she subjected me to an hour-long marathon of complaining about a husband, kids and worries that she knew I would love to have. Yes, being here at Cooper’s with the creepy staring men and my inconsiderate but well-meaning friends wasn’t the worst thing that could happen.

      “You gonna drink that, Kir?”

      I glanced up to see Harmony holding a wine glass that was already half-empty, eyeing mine. I nodded and downed the whole thing in one gulp.

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      “Whooee, you are fine!” exclaimed Gillian, eyeing me approvingly, “We better get you another!”

      And so the night progressed, me downing glass after glass of wine, with a few chicken wings in between. The talk went from men to vacations, before finally returning to men.

      “Paul really tries, he really does,” Gillian said, referring to Paul’s lack of sexual prowess, “I just think, maybe, I’ve just had too much experience.”

      Harmony shook her head.

      “I don’t know. I think if you both are dedicated to each other, then you can work through just about anything. Besides, the best sex I’ve had has been with the men I’ve loved the most, not the ones who are the more…technically skilled.”

      She turned to me. “What about you, Kir?”

      I stared at her blankly as different lies flickered in my head: “Same here.” “No, I’m all for a good fucking, baby, doesn’t matter who’s doing it.” Until, finally, the truth slipped out.

      “I wouldn’t know.”

      A shocked silence followed.

      “What?” Gillian said, in a tone that implied that-can’t-mean-what-I-think-it-means.

      I nodded and downed the rest of my wine.

      “I’ve never done it, I mean. I’ve come close, gotten naked and stuff, I just…” I took a swig of Harmony’s wine, wiping away the tears that came to my eyes. “I just missed the boat, I guess. I’m 28 years old, guys. No man wants that kind of responsibility when they’re 28.”

      There was an excruciating silence, during which I finished Harmony’s drink and Gillian patted me on the arm like I had a terminal illness and was seconds away from death.

      “Well,” Harmony said, sliding me Gillian’s glass of wine, “It’s not all that bad. It could even be lucrative. I mean, I’ve heard of some girl who auctioned off her virginity…”

      Immediately, Gillian and I scoffed, scrunching our noses with the heinousness of the thought. Waving her hand, in a quiet voice Harmony added “…for fifty thousand dollars.”

      Silence.

      “What?!” Gillian exclaimed and Harmony nodded. Getting out her phone, she typed something then held it out for us to see.

      It was a news article. “20-year-old Sells Virginity for $50,000” the headline read.

      Taking the phone, I scanned through the story, which described the girl who had made the very practical decision in order to afford schooling and help out her family. The picture on the article showed a pretty, happy girl. I wonder if it had been taken before or after her part of the bargain.

      As I returned the phone to Harmony, Gillian gave out a low whistle.

      “Well, 50K is a nice bit of change. Can’t say I wouldn’t go for that if I still had my V-card myself.”

      Both of their glances flicked to me, but I shook my head.

      “I’m not sure I could. I…” I shrugged. “I mean I could do the whole thing until the end, I think. I’m not sure that I could go through with it, with someone I didn’t love.”

      Gillian and Harmony nodded understandingly.

      “You big sensitive soul you,” Gillian said, though there was a note of pity in her voice.

      We sat there drinking for a bit longer, but my embarrassing revelation was there like a dark cloud, hanging over everything. Gillian and Harmony had to go home to their spouses, leaving me with one final glass of wine.

      I drank it slowly, savoring it, and not especially wanting to go home just yet. After my little confession, I felt the ridiculousness of my situation even more keenly. And yet, the longer I sat there, the more couples that glided by my table, the more men that gathered at the bar, eyeing me like piranhas, the worse I felt.

      Finally, I waved the waitress over, paid the bill and staggered out the door. Cooper’s wasn’t far from my apartment, but I hailed a taxi anyway. I was in no mood to spend extended time with my gloomy thoughts.

      I paid the taxi driver and stumbled into my apartment building. Waiting for the elevator took time, but that was because I was living in one of Midtown Sacramento’s cheapest apartment buildings. When I finally did get into the creaky metal elevator car, it stank of stale sweat and cat pee, but luckily it was just a quick trip up to the sixth floor. Then, one long stumble to the end of the hallway, one twist of the key in the door of number 604 and I was in.

      Sure enough, curled together on the beanbag with their tails entwined, were Romeo and Juliet, my hopelessly in love cats. As I wobbled in the door, they took one requisite look at me before closing their eyes and snuggling back with each other.

      It was ridiculous, seeing them together almost brought me to tears. I had gotten cats to be less lonely, not to be reminded of my loneliness every time I walked through the door. I wavered for a minute in the middle of the room, before making for the window.

      Opening it was easy, climbing through it less so, although I managed, flopping my legs over the sill. My window had never had a screen, and for some reason it had become my favorite sitting spot. From the windowsill, I looked out over the forest. Even in the dark, I could see the black sea of trees, with the far-off glimmer of city lights beyond. I looked out into the dark, the expanse that I was just a speck in, and I felt my loneliness even more keenly.

      Who would have thought it would come to this? Ten years ago, I had been at the top of my game. I had been accepted to Brown University, I was about to go to prom with the hottest, most popular guy in school, and I was about to have the best night of my life. And what had happened since? Nothing but a free-fall into disappointment: the worst night of my life—no prom date, complete humiliation. Four years of college that nearly bankrupted my parents despite me working two jobs throughout, before graduating into a depressed, saturated job market. And now, here I was: 28, and a dead broke, lonely virgin. One who was actually considering selling her virginity, humiliating herself for a pile of easy cash.

      If I did auction off my virginity, it didn’t mean I would have to humiliate myself. I could do it anonymously, invisibly. It could be a secret, seamless transaction—one meeting, one night, one huge deposit of cash and nothing more. After all, hadn’t I suffered enough? Wouldn’t this solve all my problems, my perpetual running from bills that just kept building up, scaring away potential boyfriends when I admitted the truth of my virginity to them?

      I took one last look outside, took a breath of fresh air, and then shook my head. No. No matter how auctioning off my virginity would help me; I couldn’t bear to actually do it.

      As I hopped off the windowsill, Gillian’s voice echoed in my head: “You big sensitive soul you”.

      I froze. Then, in one fluid motion I slammed the window shut. Romeo and Juliet jumped off the beanbag and fled to hide under my bed. In the dark window, I gazed at my reflection.

      I was tired of being a big sensitive soul, of letting the world hurt me while I sat around and did nothing. Yes, I was ready to do something—something rash and stupid that would maybe hurt me too—but at least I’d be getting hurt on my own terms.

      I marched to the kitchen to get out another bottle of wine. If I was really going to do this, I was going to need to be drunker.

      In the bathroom, I tied my ponytail high and got to work with some makeup. My hand moved so fast it was a blur: slashes of black eyeliner, gobs of black mascara and slaps of red lipstick. Black and black and red. It was ironic, these smears of chemicals I had saved for the special occasions that never came, the date with the special someone I’d never gotten around to meeting. The dress was the same, a sad hope, a come-in-handy-later. Well, now, yes now, this tight red fuck-me dress would come in really handy. A pose with my finger between my red lips, hips out, ass up.

      I took out my phone and gazed at the image on the camera, the image of red-dress-me in the mirror.

      It wasn’t bad—maybe this would work. A snap here, a snap there, no flash. I could do this. I paused, looked at the photos I had taken, and sighed. This was not going to work.

      I changed my pose: hands on hips for the next one. I got more wine, took more photos. Red wine and red lips and this dress, this dress that was going to make me thousands of dollars. This dress was going to save my life. Because this was all Clark Denton’s fault, really. He was the one who ruined my life, who made me the laughingstock of the prom and scarred me for all my future relationships. He’d ruined my life, but tonight, I was going to save it.

      Another few poses, and I was good to go.

      Next was the easy part; making websites was part of what I did for a living. A black background was obvious, what font to use less so. Red would be too much, especially with the dress. White would do just fine.

      I took another swig of wine and began coding. Website after website after program I flicked through. My hands were fused with the keyboard, and the page was growing by the second. I had planted the seed, watered it and fed it all at once. It was growing now—the black background, the white font, the red-dress pictures—just those red lips of mine visible, the rest of my face cropped out. The words I typed in a mad frenzy, as they rose from someone else, saucy and devil-may-care:

      You don’t know me. But you could.

      This is how I look; this is what you could get…if you dare. I’m untouched material, unbroken ground. You could be my first. The only question is, what can you do for me?

      Then, the form at the bottom, where buyers would enter in their bids.

      I took a last swig of wine; somehow, I’d finished the bottle. Through bleary eyes, I surveyed my creation victoriously. This was the best website I’d ever created, the bravest, most out-of-character thing I’ve ever done. This, right here, this sexy come-hither finger of a website, was going to change my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      I woke up at dawn, when my workday began. When did it end? When my head hit the pillow. That was the price of success. That was the price of this life I led.

      I reminded myself of that as I ate my protein-bar breakfast in the car that was taking me to my office. Denton Tower was a recent purchase, one that was, unquestionably, my best one yet. Seeing the hulking tower marked with my logo as my car glided its way through downtown Sacramento’s near-empty streets was the best start to my day that I could ask for.

      I was early enough this morning that even Carla wasn’t at the front desk yet. I shook my head. I knew I shouldn’t have slept with the old girl—Jules, wasn’t it? She had been good at her job. Good in bed, too, but not so good that it was worth losing a secretary over.

      I let myself in and flopped into my ergonomic desk chair. I wheeled myself to the window that made up one whole wall of my office. Another day, another set of challenges I would have to rise above. That was what business was about: seeing the obstacle, and learning how to beat it. That’s all there was to it.

      I glided back to the hardwood desk, turned on my computer and got to work. Decisions and calls, little meetings and big memos filled my day until it was bursting at the seams.

      “Sandra wants to know if you are still on for tonight.” Carla buzzed me to ask, a note of judgement in her voice. At this point, she’d fielded texts from Sandra, Rain, Cassidy and God-knows-who-else.

      “Tell her ‘yes,’” I said, with a hang-up for goodbye. If Carla wanted to keep her job, she had better learn to keep her opinions to herself.

      I wheeled back to gaze out the window. After all, who else in my position would behave any differently? I was the billionaire CEO of a booming company; I didn’t have time for girlfriends. Just a quick meeting here and there, a nice night of luxury for us both—and I was generous, wasn’t I? Really, what red-blooded 28-year-old would do anything differently?

      Frowning, I stepped out of my office and made for the elevator. I could always ask Carla to get me the chocolate bar I was craving, but I wasn’t in the mood for her. Yes, it had been my express request that Eugene find me a homely, unattractive sort for my secretary, so history wouldn’t repeat itself, but that hadn’t meant I wanted an actual gargoyle.

      Downstairs, the café was out of my favorite snack.

      “One question,” I told the skinny dweeb behind the front counter, “Who owns this building?”

      “Uh, you?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Right. And so, who, out of everyone in this building, who would you say is the most important?”

      He gulped.

      “You?”

      Another big nod, a flash of a $40,000-veneered smile.

      “Exactly. So, if this person has a favorite chocolate bar, wouldn’t you say it was pretty fucking important that you got it for him?” My voice has lowered to a deadly hiss and the skinny dweeb looked like I was holding him by the throat.

      “Y-yes,” he choked out.

      Leaning in, my face inches from his, I continued.

      “So if I came back here and it wasn’t here again, I wouldn’t want to be whoever was responsible for that.”

      Turning and walking away was the period to my sentence. In the hallways, people parted, the men nodded and the women smiled. Busy, busy. I walked over to my personal elevator, which came faster than theirs, naturally. I was the only one riding it after all.

      Back upstairs; I stopped at Carla’s desk.

      “Has my mother called?”

      She shook her head, her brown perm ruffing with the movement.

      “Do you want me to call her?” The question was innocent enough, and yet that tone, coming from that self-satisfied face, told me exactly what she thought.

      I stormed off, back into my room. Flopping back on my chair, I had a dozen or so things to do, but found myself plagued by the one thing I didn’t have to.

      Really, why should I call my mother? She and I had been on and off for years. The pattern was like the seasons, inevitable and expected. I gave her things, she asked for more, rinse and repeat.

      My brother’s voice echoed in my head: She just wants you to spend time with us.

      I smiled as I remembered my response: “Eugene, don’t I spend enough on you all?”

      Because really, I did. Who’d bought the big house on Sunnydale Avenue they all enjoyed? Who bought them that trip to Hawaii? Sure, maybe I hadn’t visited the house quite as much as I’d said I would, but couldn’t they see that this was all for them? Ever since that night of the prom debacle, all of this work, this empire building, it was all for them, for us. So we could breathe easily for once and enjoy some success for a change.

      “It’s Eugene on the line,” Carla’s voice buzzed from my phone.

      “Put him through,” I said.

      A click, then “Clark?”

      “Eugene! What did she say?”

      A sharp intake of breath, then “Well, she doesn’t really want to talk to you.”

      “What? Doesn’t want to talk to me, my own mother? Ludicrous, put her on the line now!”

      Silence, then “I’m sorry, Clark, I… I’m not at home. I promised her I wouldn’t talk to you anymore.”

      “Eugene, seriously. She can’t be serious. I mean, it’s my birthday.”

      “I know, Clark, I know. But this latest thing…this not coming to Sam’s birthday party.”

      “Pfft, that was a busy time, I told you all that. And, truth be told, I’m pretty sure Yvonne already hated me, let’s be honest now.”

      A sigh. “Maybe she would if she ever saw you. As it is, Clark, it’s been months since any of us have seen you.”

      “Oh, come on now! I just saw you a few weeks ago.”

      “Yes, for fifteen minutes in between meetings so you could ask me to find you a good, but unattractive secretary.”

      “And I took your suggestion, didn’t I?”

      “Clark, I’m not calling you to argue. I’m just calling to tell you to stop calling the house. It upsets Mom. If you want to do anything, show up for a change, but don’t call. Not anymore.”

      “Eugene, I think this is a bit over the top, don’t you?”

      “Sorry, but I’ve got to go. Bye, Clark—”

      “Eugene—”

      Dial tone.

      I stared at the little black phone, anger flaring within me. I chucked the box at the wall. The crash of the electronic device as it hit the wall spurred my secretary into action, and Carla’s voice buzzed over the intercom.

      “Mr. Denton? Mr. Denton? Is everything all right?”

      I wheeled back on my chair over to my view of the city.

      Why was my family so insufferably stubborn? I could negotiate with any other businessman, millionaire, billionaire or otherwise. But not them. No, a quick Christmas video chat wasn’t enough; I had to be curled up in front of the fire with them, literally bleeding bills out of my ass in the process. They didn’t understand because they’d never been successful.

      I took the family portrait, the one taken when we were kids, out of my desk drawer: Eugene, Yvonne, Mom and me. Our happy faces stared back at me.

      And why did they think I’d even want to see them, when every time it was the same questions, the same insinuations: “So, anyone special yet? Eugene says you’ve been seeing someone, so give us details!”

      I shoved the picture back in my desk drawer. A bunch of bleeding hearts, the lot of them. So what? Let them abandon me. Let’s see how they did without their yearly trips and ski-doo birthday presents. They had just been dragging me down with them anyway.

      Striding over to the corner, I picked up the phone, whose flashing green light indicated that it wasn’t quite broken. Pressing the button on the top, I told Carla “Tell Sandra to come at 8. And then text Jane and have her come at 10.”

      I strode back to the window to look out at the city once more. Let everyone judge me all they wanted, I would still have my fun.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The rest of the afternoon was a write-off. My family and their selfish rashness distracted from any more tangible productivity. On the drive home, there was more traffic than usual and the driver kept choosing stupid radio stations. When I sarcastically informed him that the only station I wanted to hear was a Hungarian one, instead of snapping the thing off like I had expected, he actually found one, which he then subjected me to for the rest of the trip.

      Dinner was peach-glazed rabbit with a slightly unsettling arrangement of baby tomatoes, but Ursula had already left for the day, and I was in no mood for one of the drawn-out yelled phone calls her considerable deafness demanded that I employ.

      Luckily, I only had to pace around for an before Sandra arrived. She turned up wrapped up in blue and gold like a present. One which I wasted no time unwrapping. She moaned during it, about how good it felt, and moaned after it, about how I never responded to her text messages.

      I glanced at the clock. It was 9, I still had some time. I made a mental note to fire Carla and then I consoled poor, poor Sandra. I confessed that I was busy, I didn’t always know what to say, I was sorry, horribly sorry, I was going to make sure it never happened again. Then, I showed her a pretty dress that I’d bought her, and that shut her up. Hell, I got her out of the house at 9:30, still with thirty minutes to spare.

      So, I returned to my room to find my cat Nala lounging on the bed. At the sight of me, she jumped up and walked away. I watched her go with a weird pang of regret. Mother had bought her for me, convinced I had needed a “companion” of some sort, but would it kill this scrawny tabby to stay in the same room as me for more than five seconds? I’d had her for months and I hadn’t so much as touched her. Cats were notoriously independent, sure, but this was a bit much.

      I flopped on my bed and waited for Jane to arrive. She was ten minutes late, of course, full of excuses (“The traffic was horrible, darling, you know how it is”) and blame (“If you didn’t always tell me last minute!”), but when I got that shirt off her she quieted down soon enough. It was nice, good—I think it was always nice and good with Jane. It had been weeks, but I couldn’t be sure. Lying in bed afterwards, she looked up at me and said “How long has it been since we saw each other?”

      I smiled, patted her head.

      “Too long, my darling,” I replied, but she slid away and sat up, surveying me with a lipstick-smeared half-smile.

      “I’m serious, Clark. How long has it been?”

      Avoiding her gaze, I shrugged.

      “I don’t know, a few weeks?”

      She laughed coldly.

      “Three months, Clark. It’s been three months.”

      My head whipped around. I studied her face but it was clear enough that she was telling the truth.

      “You really had no idea, didn’t you?”

      I slid my arm around her.

      “Well, darling, you know even a week feels like a month to me, and are you really sure—”

      Another laugh.

      “Don’t bother, Clark. I gave up all illusions with you weeks ago.”

      Silence, then she asked, “Have you ever really had a girlfriend?”

      I pulled her closer to me.

      “Darling, if you wanted to have this talk…”

      She pulled away, but she wasn’t smiling. In fact, she didn’t even look angry.

      Touching my arm gently, she asked, “Have you ever been in love?”

      Now, it was my turn to laugh. “Come on, Jane, I—” But she was shaking her head.

      “You poor guy.”

      And then, with one pat of my arm, she was rising. She got up and dressed in silence. At the front door, she cast me one last look, one slight smile, a nod, and she was gone. I stared at the open doorway for a minute, then got up and slammed the door shut.

      That look she had given me. I could have understood if it was pleading or bitter or angry or anything, really, except for what it had been. What she had said, the way she had looked at me, it has been sad, sure, but with a sadness that came from pity. Jane actually felt sorry for me.

      I stared at the closed door for a minute, and then laughed.

      Women and their assumptions of knowing what was best. I was perfectly fine—better than fine, I was fan-fucking-tastic, without a time-sucking demanding girlfriend or otherwise, so Jane could take her big fat pity and choke on it.

      I took out my phone and started scanning through some news site. The news itself was pretty boring, rehashing old terrorist attacks and predicting new ones, and yet, wait—there was a juicy piece of news after all.

      Sacramento Woman to Auction Virginity, the headline read. I stared at it for a minute, while the different possibilities slid through my mind. I was 28—it couldn’t actually be someone I knew, could it?

      And that’s when I saw the picture.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      I woke up to a splitting headache throbbing behind my eyes. My body was one crunched-up, crumpled-over ball of pain. One lunge to the bathroom got me some painkillers and, hopefully in a few minutes, relief. Back in bed, it took a good half hour before I could drag myself out from under the covers and into the kitchen.

      It was a disaster-scene: practically every wine glass I had was scattered around the apartment, many of them filled with differing amounts of liquid. Meanwhile, my mint ice cream was on its side and streaming down into a sticky puddle on the floor, while chunks of cookies were sticking out of the dirt in my potted plant. The most insulting part of it all, sitting very primly in my dish rack, was my red lipstick.

      And that was when I remembered the website.

      “Shit,” I mumbled as I staggered back into my room.

      I opened my laptop to find last night’s drunken activity staring back at me. The website was good, really good, there was no doubt about it. The background and font, that message, those pictures—it was all really, really good. Too bad I was going to have to take it down. My stomach lurched.

      Breakfast first.

      A look in the fridge revealed that raisin toast was what it was going to have to be. As I sat there, munching my partly stale breakfast, I flipped through the mail that had come in a few days ago. Flyer, flyer, oh no.

      I frowned as I ripped open the letter to see, sure enough, another dental bill. I was sure the most recent one I’d paid had been the last, but no, here they were with another.

      I tossed the thing across the room and sank back in the chair. The bill was for two hundred dollars, just like the last four had been. How was I going to pay it this time? I was already behind on my hydro, my rent. Hell, I was behind on every one of the three credit cards I had.

      There was a knock at the door and my heart fell into my stomach.

      “Ms. Blair. Ms. Blair, please open up.” I answered it to see Mrs. Hyacinth, my small but formidable landlady looking up at me.

      “Ms. Blair, I hate to do this, but your rent is two weeks late.”

      “I know Mrs. Hyacinth, but—”

      She held up a bony hand and shook her head at me.

      “I’m afraid this is the third time, Ms. Blair, and really, you’ve left me no choice. If I don’t have the money in another week, I’ll have no choice but to evict you.”

      As I gaped at her, Mrs. Hyacinth nodded, then held up her bony hand once more. “Goodbye Ms. Blair.”

      I watched her go with a sick churning in my stomach. How had she managed to come and make her ultimatum at the worst possible time? What was I supposed to do now?

      I turned to look at my bed, where my laptop was sitting open. Maybe that website would be my ticket through this, the windfall that would get me out of this shitty apartment and my hamster wheel of debt. I strode over to my bed, took one last look at my creation, and then flopped onto my bed beside the laptop.

      Maybe I didn’t have to worry anymore.
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* * *

      I slept the day and next night away, slept right until the next morning.

      The yellow numbers of my electronic clock read 9:30am when I woke up. I smiled at it. I hadn’t slept this late in years, weekend or otherwise. I had always felt guilty for sleeping in while in debt; as if money was slipping out of my mattress the longer I lay on it. But this morning? I didn’t have a care in the world. In fact, I may have even made a bit of money in my sleep.

      When I checked the website, my heart leapt. Four bids had come in, the first for $500, another for $3000, one for $3040 and then one for $11,000. I stared at the figure for a few minutes, imagining all the things I could spend that kind of money on. Most of it would have to go to my student loans and current debt, sure, but there would still be enough left over to take a vacation, maybe to Cancun like I’d always wanted to.

      The rest of the day I spent cleaning the apartment and happily lounging about. Even Romeo and Juliet’s fervent cuddling didn’t dampen my mood. I could get some nice old lady to adopt them, hell, I could pay some nice old lady to adopt them, get myself a loyal dog and a handy vibrator. Or maybe I wouldn’t even need to. Maybe after I got over this little setback, this big pressure-sex thing, maybe I could date like a normal woman, find a nice, normal man who liked hiking and camping and sitcoms like I did. Maybe I could find a nice place in the forest, a nice little cabin for one or two. Maybe I could buy my parents a boat, my dad had always loved sailing. Maybe, just maybe, this was going to change everything.

      Harmony called around 3 pm.

      “Hey Kristin, have you checked the news lately?”

      “No, why?” I chirped back.

      “Just, you might want to. I mean, it might be a good idea to.”

      “Harmony?”

      “Got to go, Damien’s calling, bye!” And then she hung up.

      I glared at the phone for a minute. Back when I’d first met her, Harmony had been the boldest of hippies, a brash tell-it-how-it-is firecracker. But once Damien had come into the equation, she had morphed into a soft-spoken little housewife who wouldn’t say boo to a goose. Clearly, I was going to have to find whatever news story she had wanted to direct me to myself.

      I clicked open a web browser, and then paused. I wasn’t really in the mood for whatever Harmony wanted me to see. The last time something like this had happened, she had suggested that I stop eating a donut for breakfast every day by linking me to a women’s health article she had found online. No, I wasn’t in the mood for anything but…dancing.

      Throwing open all the windows in the apartment, I cranked up the music and got moving. I was dancing with some lame juvenile moves (I hadn’t danced sober since I was a kid), but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t dancing to impress anyone, I was dancing to dance, to groove out this joy coursing through my body, to celebrate without having to actually leave my house, to let my body do the celebrating for me.

      By the time I was tired out, I only had enough energy to stumble back to my bed and collapse into its cotton depths.
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* * *

      I woke up in the early morning. Sitting up straight in bed, the realization hit me like a brick to the gut: what if Harmony had meant my website, what if…

      I stumbled out of bed. Grabbing my laptop, I opened it, clicked on the search bar, and typed: auction virginity. Immediately a recent news story came up. It read: Local Woman to Auction Virginity.

      My heartbeat rocketed up. I took a deep breath. This was just a coincidence, just a fluke, there was no way…

      That was when I saw the picture of the woman I knew all too well. In a haze, I scanned the rest of the article, reading the words but understanding none of them, seeing only that the story had already been shared hundreds of times on social media.

      I slammed my laptop shut, threw on some clothes and flip-flops, and raced out of my apartment, down the hallway to the elevator. I jammed the button about ten times, but the elevator came as slow as ever, and I took the stairs instead, thundering down to the lobby.

      Once out of the lobby and outside, I set off down the street, towards the nearest newspaper stand, which I was sure was two blocks or so down. There is was, in front of some dumpy houses and weedy lawns. It was a half-scratched yellow box. A cheery yellow, the yellow of lemon cake and sunshine. Hell, if happiness had a theme color, this would be it. It was, certainly not the right color for what lay inside. The last newspaper of a bunch, the rest already lifted out, read, absorbed. The rippled newspaper with the still-clear headline, the same as the online news article: Local Woman to Auction Virginity.

      For one stupid, desperate second, I considered leaving right then and there, not looking at it this time. But before I could look away I caught a glimpse of the picture, the picture of the sexy woman in the red skin-tight dress, beside the nice girl picture of me taken at a work gala.

      I sank to the ground as the realization that my world was over descended upon me.

      “Do ya mind?”

      Looking up, I saw an old man scowling over me, his neck wrinkles shaking irritably.

      “No, it’s mine,” I managed to sputter out as I took off back towards my building, pressing the horrific paper to my chest.

      Shit, shit, shit, SHIT.

      Every person I passed was staring at me. They knew, I was sure of it. I walked as fast as I could, making sure I always had something to fix my eyes on, a chipped-off corner of a building, a half-peeled-off ad on a bus shelter. There was always something to fix my gaze on, had to be. Anything was better than looking anyone in the eye.

      Inside my building, instead of waiting for the elevator and risk being seen by more people who would know, I raced into the stairwell and up, up one floor, the next and then the next. By the time I got to the sixth floor, I was out of breath and crying, shoving my key in the door and ripping it open. Immediately I flung myself on my bed, Romeo and Juliet hissing at me as they leapt off it. But I didn’t care; I didn’t care about anything anymore. My life was over.

      I shifted my gaze to the window. I might as well jump out of it, there was no way I could come back after this. Everyone—my family, my friends, everyone, was going to see this and know. Dating? Ha? What man would ever want me once he found out what I’d done? And that website, that goddam website. How could I have been so stupid?

      My eyes streaming, I clawed open my laptop, slapped the mouse pad until I was back on the page. The website coding, of course. I’d forgotten to remove my personal information.

      A mistake, that was what it was. A stupid, life-ruining mistake made by a pathetic drunk 28-year-old virgin. I rubbed my eyes and that’s when I noticed it: there were a hell of a lot more bids on the page now. There was something close to forty, with the prices rocketing up more and more: $12,000; $25,000; $57,000.

      But that was nothing compared to the latest offer, the one made mere minutes ago. I stared at it for a long time, squinting and rubbing my eyes, unable to believe that it could be true. But no matter how many times I refreshed the screen and adjusted the brightness, the same crazy amount was there, impossible as ever: one million dollars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      I fell asleep crying and woke up shaking. My phone was ringing.

      “Am I speaking to Kristin Blair?” a deep male voice asked.

      “Uh, yes. Who is this?” I asked.

      “Ms. Blair, I am with the Sacramento Star and I was wondering if you had time to answer a few ques—”

      I hung up, staring at the phone for a few seconds before bursting into tears. I’d shut the site down but it was way too late already; I had made headlines and was now I was even getting phone calls.

      I hurried over to the window. As I opened the curtain, the furry coil of Romeo and Juliet on the sill cast me unimpressed looks. But I wasn’t looking for them. No. Out the window, six stories down, waiting outside my building were what looked to be several teams of journalists, their video cameras and microphones at the ready.

      Sinking to the floor, another wave of anguish crashed over me. So, this was how it was going to be now. A pariah of society, a famous freak, I couldn’t even leave my building now without being accosted.

      My life as I knew it was ruined.

      The memory of the insanely high bid returned to me, but I needed to eat first. A look in the fridge revealed that I could, if need be, hide out in my apartment for a few days—there was yogurt, ham and bread galore. What I was looking for right now, however, was in the freezer and in a pink and green tub marked Strawberry Mint Ice Cream.

      I took the tub in my arms and grabbed a spoon out of the drawer and sat on the kitchen floor and dug in.

      It was a slow, miserable sort of eating. The kind that you can only half enjoy, since you fear that when it ends, there will be no more frozen sugar to numb the pain. As I ate, the memory of the million-dollar bid returned to me. It couldn’t have been real, could it?

      I brushed my hair out of my eyes. Well, now that my life was basically ruined, what exactly did I have to lose?

      I stood up, and carrying my ice cream tub with me, I made my way over to my laptop. It was still on my bed; the hated thing had been shoved to the far corner. When I opened it, my recently deceased site popped up, along with that crazy impossible bid: one million dollars. Spooning myself some more ice cream, I stared at it. Even though I had shut the website down, I could still contact the bidder.

      Yeah, contact the bidder, and have whatever 14-year-old sent it start trolling me. Or, maybe, just maybe, talk with a real man, a real interested man who actually was willing to give me a million dollars for a night with me.

      My spoon scratched the bottom of the ice cream tub. Sure, the bid might be—was almost definitely—a joke, but I had to find out. I had to at least try.

      Besides, what else was I going to do? The press waited like piranhas outside my building, and the thought of all the disapproving stares that would surely come my way filled me with terror.

      I clicked on the respond button and typed out a reply: Is this a real bid?

      I clicked send, finished off the ice cream, and, when I checked again, the buyer had responded: Yes. Would you care to meet me at Golden Era tonight, around 9? I’ll get a table under your name. No pressure, I just want to talk.

      I gaped at the response, while my spoon scraped at the bottom of the ice cream tub in vain. There were still nine hours to go until 9 pm. I could definitely make it. I should definitely go. But, as I sat there, a cold wash of fear rolled over me. What if it was still a joke—just some teenaged girl and her friends taking it too far? Or worse, what if it was one of those tabloid journalists down there outside my building, eager to get a juicy story and a big upset? Setting me up to be sitting alone at a table in a fancy restaurant so they could take my photo and laugh at me some more.

      I inhaled, and then exhaled slowly. All those things were possible, but what was also possible was that this bidder, this man, was real, ready and willing. At this point, it wasn’t like I had a reputation to maintain anyway.

      I clicked Respond, typed in “Okay,” and then shut my laptop.

      As I sat there, the ridiculousness of the situation once again occurred to me. Before I could stop myself, I was looking up the bar’s phone number and dialing it.

      “Hello, this is Golden Era, how may I help you?” a high-pitched female voice answered.

      “Hi,” I said, “Do you have a table booked for a Kristin Denton?”

      There was a pause, and I fretted as to whether the woman was wondering if I was the (now-infamous) Kristin Denton. But her voice came back as smooth as before: “Yes, Ms. Denton, are you calling to change your reservation?”

      “No, no,” I said, “I just wanted to check, thank you.”

      I hung up and put my phone face-up in my lap. So, the bidder, whoever they were, was serious. This was really happening.

      Lying in one ball of limbs on the floor, Romeo and Juliet were eyeing me warily. I walked over to the mirror and made myself smile at the pathetic mess I saw. Her hair was sticking out in five different places on her head, as if she’d been electrocuted, while her face was still red from crying, all puffy as if she’d been beaten up. There was pinky green ice cream smeared around her gaping lips, mascara smeared around her red eyes, which looked ready to cry again at any moment. But they would not cry again, no.

      I opened my laptop, searched for an “Uplifting anthems” playlist, and clicked on the first one that popped up. As an irreverent fuck-you of a punk pop beat blared on, I got to work. First was throwing out the ice cream tub, cleaning up the moderate mess I had somehow made in only a few depressed hours. Next was the harder job: cleaning up myself.

      A long shower worked wonders. Thirty minutes of spurting nice-smelling shampoo on my head then equally nice-smelling conditioner did the trick for my hair, while an after-bathing dose of vanilla skin cream all over my body helped combat the redness. Sticking my head out of the window on the opposite side of my building (away from the nosy press brigade) calmed me down enough to attempt the colossal task that was deciding what to wear.

      I didn’t want to wear the red dress from my website photos, that dress had betrayed me; now even the thought of it made my stomach turn.

      Opening my closet revealed that I had quite the job ahead of me. My closet was almost like a diary of my life these past few years—of slowly but surely giving up. It was made almost exclusively of shapeless drab shirts and ill-fitting pants and leggings. There were a few skirts, sure, but they were all either outdated or baggy. My old prom dress was even stashed in there somewhere, although there was no way I wanted to look at it, let alone touch it.

      I flipped through hanger after hanger, hoping that despite everything there would be one nice outfit I’d forgotten about, some too-fancy top or nice-fitting shorts that I had never had the occasion to wear. But the longer my search extended, the more hangers I shoved to the left with all my other failures, the more reality sunk in: I had nothing decent to wear, I shouldn’t even bother going. And yet, I continued searching, even as I knew there was no point.

      The possibilities dwindled until I was at the last hanger, the last failure wrapped up in a garment bag. I didn’t remember what was inside, but it hardly mattered. The past had already proven what would be in there: another unfortunate reject, another pathetic piece. I almost turned away. There was no point, really, in checking, but I did.

      I unzipped the garment bag and my jaw dropped. Hanging there innocuously, as if it wasn’t the only beauty in a sea of ugly, was a dress. A silver-sequined, glistening vision of a dress.

      Taking it off the hanger with trembling hands, I quickly undressed and slipped it on. Walking over to the mirror, I froze. The girl in the mirror was not me. She was rosy-cheeked with bright blue-eyed, porcelain skin, slight curves and was, undeniably, beautiful.

      I stared at the girl for a few minutes as, slowly, the two images coalesced into one: the pretty one in the mirror and the me I was used to seeing. Yes, that girl in the mirror was me. This dress was more than perfect; it was a life-saver.

      With this dress on, figuring out makeup was a breeze. I looked up a few online tutorials on how to do a smoky eye, dabbed and blended some black on my lids, put on my usual concealer and pink lips and bam, I was ready.

      Once I was done, I sat in front of the mirror for a few minutes, smiling at myself, at the pretty brave woman pictured there—the pretty brave woman I was.

      I could do this. Yes, I was going to do this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      I was late, but once she saw who I was she’d see that I had been worth the wait. Or not. What if Kristin didn’t forgive me?

      A pointless question, look at the amount I was offering her, after all. And I had arrived anyway. Walking in, I saw just how busy the place was. The Gold-Rush-themed bar was packed with people who look appropriately ritzy—gentlemen with cigars and tall tipping drinks, ladies with beadwork dresses and charcoal stares. Perhaps I should’ve asked what Kristin would be wearing, but…in the corner there, that couldn’t be her, could it?

      That silver sparkling dress, those big blue eyes that are looking at me… Why yes, yes it was.

      As I sat across from her, poor Kristin Blair was speechless. It was cute, so I waited, gave the girl time to collect herself.

      “It’s you…” she said in a low voice, which sounded surprised but not angry.

      “I’m sorry for keeping my identity a secret,” I said, “But I figured if I did tell you, you probably wouldn’t come.”

      Her eyes narrowed, then she nodded, laughed.

      “You’re probably right.”

      I took her hand and gazed into her eyes.

      “I know it’s ancient history, but I have to apologize, Kristin. I am truly sorry for what happened at prom. For standing you up.”

      Kristin nodded, drawing her hand away.

      “Thank you.”

      Our gazes met, then hers flicked away. Then, silence. It was weird; I would’ve thought she’d have been happier to see me. Most girls would kill for a date with Clark Denton, but maybe Kristin was still resentful about what had happened at prom.

      “Well, what have you been up to?” I asked.

      “I’m an IT contractor,” Kristin said, “Looks like all those computer science classes paid off.” She laughed. I had forgotten how pretty she was when she laughed.

      “And I don’t have to ask what you’ve been doing,” she said, with a shy, admiring smile.

      I waved my hand and shrugged, the magnanimous picture of humbleness.

      “Let’s not talk about me. Tell me more about yourself, you certainly have more going on than just your job I presume.”

      Irritation flickered through Kristin’s eyes, and then she shrugged.

      “What, other than the fact that I’m now an infamous tabloid celebrity?”

      I laughed.

      “Well, I was going to wait until dessert to mention that but…”

      At this, our waitress glided up.

      “Can I get you two anything?”

      “Two glasses of Pinot Grigio,” I told her, and the pert little blonde zipped away. Kristin was eyeing me steadily.

      “What if I didn’t like wine?”

      I grinned.

      “More for me, then. Now, tell me about this website.”

      Again, Kristin’s brow crinkled. I was about to tell her to forget it, when she said, “It was a mistake. I’m horribly embarrassed about it.”

      “So, what? The offer’s off the table?” I asked, and now Kristin looked downright angry.

      “What about you, Clark Denton? I presume you have more going on in your life than just work.”

      Her tone was sarcastic, so I give her an equally sarcastic answer.

      “Oh, you know. The usual, tropical vacations, a new girl about every week, a scrawny cat who doesn’t love me.”

      The last part came out accidentally, so I paused. Kristin was tilting her head at me, as if she wasn’t sure what to make of me. Then, she burst out laughing.

      “Really?”

      “Really what?” I asked.

      “You have a cat who’s indifferent to you, too?”

      I found myself grinning.

      “What, do you have one as well?”

      Kristin shook her head.

      “No, I have two. Two completely in love, completely indifferent to me cats.” We laughed and she continued, “I even spayed them, but that only made it worse: the hours-long cuddling sessions, the intense licking sprees. Though they were named Romeo and Juliet when I adopted them, so I don’t know what I expected.”

      “Here you go,” our waitress said, her fake nails flashing as she placed our wine glasses on the table with a clink.

      “What about you,” Kristin asked as she took a sip of her wine, “What’s your indifferent cat like?”

      I took a drink, then shrugged.

      “Just a scrawny princess, really. Can hardly stand to be in the same room as me, though it was my mother who got her for me, so she must have learned it from Mom.”

      Kristin nodded.

      “How is your mom?”

      I took a longer drink of my wine.

      “Oh, you know, about the same. My sister even has a kid now.”

      Kristin’s face lit up.

      “Oh yeah? A girl or a boy?”

      “A boy, really cute kid. His name is…” I paused, as I tried to picture the name of the fat-cheeked kid I saw on Yvonne’s Facebook. “Sam. His name’s Sam.”

      Kristin was looking at me oddly, but she only nodded.

      After another silence and sip of her wine, she finally asked, “Why did you come here, Clark?”

      As her blue eyes scanned my face I smiled.

      “What, you don’t think I came just for old time’s sake?”

      Now, Kristin was outright scowling.

      “Is that all this is to you, a joke?”

      I shook my head.

      “No, it isn’t a joke. I just…when I saw you online, I was reminded of what I’d done. I felt bad. I want to make it up to you, make things right; give you the night you were denied.”

      At my admission, Kristin’s face looked less thrilled then I’d expected; she actually looked like she was thinking it through! This was starting to get annoying.

      But then, in a small voice, she said, “Okay. But how will it work?”

      I flashed her a patented Clark Denton smile and told her my plan: “A date doing whatever your heart desires, then back to my house for the grand finale. You can even stay the night if you want. Then, in the morning, I’ll wire you the money.”

      Kristin nodded, chewing at her lip. “Okay,” she said, then smiled. “Okay, let’s do it.”

      “When?” I asked.

      “Wednesday?” Kristin asked.

      I nodded. “I can pick you up at 5.”

      Kristin smiled, and then rose from her chair.

      “What, going so soon?” I asked.

      “I’ve had a rough day,” Kristin said in a quiet voice. A shadow passed over her face, and I saw just how truthful she was being, “I’m going to go home and sleep.”

      I checked my watch. It was only 10:30 pm, but I would be getting her all night in a few days anyway.

      “All right,” I said, “Give me your cell number just in case, though.”

      Kristin nodded and gave me her number. Leaning in, she pressed a light kiss to my cheek, and then strode off. I watched her sparkling form go, enjoying the lingering looks she inspired as she passed the other bar patrons. Yes, in only a few days, I would have that in my bed. And yet, there was something about her, something different and a bit unsettling.

      I took a last swig of my wine, and then stared at the door she had exited from. Yes, I wasn’t sure how I felt about Kristin Blair now, and I didn’t much like it at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      The next few days were an exercise in hiding and killing time. I used big coats and elaborate wigs to get in and out of my apartment without having to deal with the army of paparazzi that seemed only to grow each day. I messaged my clients to tell them that unfortunately, due to unforeseen circumstances, I wouldn’t be available for work for a short period and hoped that they would understand as I recommended other freelancers. Meanwhile, I developed a policy of answering my phone only when I knew the caller; one which wasn’t even foolproof as it was.

      On Wednesday, just as I was about to get ready for my big date, my sister called.

      “Kristin,” she said in the usual, wait-until-you-hear-my-latest-greatest-life-happening tone. I exhaled, thinking I was off the hook until she said “Mom and Dad are beside themselves with worry.”

      “Oh,” I said, “Why’s that?”

      “Why Kristin, do I really have to say it out loud?” Veronica’s reply came back, sarcastic and harsh.

      “I mean,” she continued, “We all knew you were having… troubles, but we had no idea it was this bad.”

      I said nothing because I wasn’t supposed to.

      “Darling Kristin, if you really needed money you could’ve borrowed from Mom or Dad, or me, or—”

      “I already owe them thousands for school,” I said, even though she knew that already, “And it was all a big mistake; it wasn’t supposed to blow up like it did.”

      There was a silence, and then Veronica clicked her tongue.

      “Whatever, Kristen. Since you clearly can’t take care of yourself, we think you should move home for the time being. Just until this whole crazy thing blows over and you don’t feel like you have to prostitute yourself anymore.”

      I was silent as her words sunk in, with all their humiliating implications: move back home. Me, the 28-year old virgin, moving back home like the loser she was. No thanks.

      “Thank you for your concern, Veronica,” I said, trying to steady my voice, “And you can thank Mom and Dad too, for wanting to look out for me.”

      There was another long silence, then Veronica’s demanding voice: “Well, Kristin, you don’t mean to tell me that you intend to actually go through with this, now do you?”

      I let her listen to my own silence for a moment before I said “That is exactly what I intend to do.” And, just as her politely appalled voice came back, I hung up.

      In shock, I sat down, stared at my phone for a moment, and then turned it off. I looked at my hands: they were still clenched, the veins standing out.

      Had I actually meant what I had said? Was I really going to go through with the whole thing, sleeping with some guy for a wad of cash?

      I walked over to the window, climbed through it, and sat in my usual position, with my legs hanging down, gazing out over the trees. Well, it wasn’t just any guy and it wasn’t just any wad of cash. It was Clark Denton, who was, undeniably, incredibly attractive, even if he was clearly pretty full of himself nowadays. And it was one million dollars. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

      But the longer I sat there in my usual spot, the more I breathed in the fresh outside air, the more I wondered if I would really be able to go through with it at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      I picked her up at 6. She told me to meet her a block from her building, probably to avoid the press. This time I was on time and she looked even more beautiful than she had the other night. As she swept into my red sports car, her white dress fluttered in the wind a little. In the dying sunlight, I could see her freckles.

      “What is it?” Kristin asked, bashful under my steady gaze.

      “Nothing. You look stunning.”

      She blushed, beaming.

      “Thank you. You look quite handsome yourself.”

      I shrugged, and ran my hand down the front of the 800-dollar suit.

      “It was something I had lying around. Are you ready for tonight?”

      Kristin swallowed, gave me a valiant smile, and then nodded.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Did you decide where you want to go?” I asked and she shook her head.

      “Good,” I said, then pressed my foot on the gas.

      The top was down and the wind was whipping our hair up and around. Kristin said something, but the wind overpowered her words.

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Do I get to know where we’re going?” Kristin yelled and I laughed.

      With a tap of one finger on my nose, I shook my head, and then laughed again. Kristin could only maintain her pout for a few seconds before she joined my laughter.

      And it was funny, both of us in the car, the sun setting on the horizon, with a final red orange haze for the sky, the wind ruffling our hair up and out, while the two of us laughed our heads off about nothing. It was better than nice; it was something like forgetting, like riding horseback or the absolute climax of fucking, when the whole world goes blank.

      But then, after a few minutes, the sun set and it was dark, and we were pulling up to the little red-shaded building.

      “Cirino’s,” Kristin said as we stepped out of the car and walked up to the doors, “I’ve heard about this place.”

      “Oh yeah?” I said, holding open the door for her, “So you’ve probably heard that it’s the best restaurant in town.”

      Kristin smiled slightly, nodded.

      “Why do you do that?”

      “Do what?” I asked.

      “That, the…never mind.”

      Kristin frowned as the big hairy maître d’ approached us.

      “Mr. Denton?”

      I nodded and he turned to gesture further into the dining room.

      “Right this way, sir.”

      The place was as nice as I remembered: with a ceiling full of delicate lights, walls bearing expertly rendered scenes of Italy and little miniature streetlights for each table.

      Taking in our surroundings, Kristin turned to me with a smile. “Clark, you were right, this place really is great.”

      I nodded, and then took her hand. “What was it you were saying before?”

      But she only shook her head.

      “It doesn’t matter now.”

      Another awkward silence. Our waiter was taking too long to arrive. This was why I always ordered drinks first, or supplied them myself. Hello inebriation, bye-bye awkward silences.

      “Welcome to Cirino’s. My name is Ennio and I will be your waiter,” a man who looked identical to our maître d’ said. “Would you like to hear the specials?”

      “That’s fine,” I told him, “We know what we want.”

      Kristin shot me a questioning look, but I continued, “We would like two Main Street ribeye steaks and a bottle of Chianti please.”

      No sooner had our waiter left then has Kristin turned to me with an incredulous look.

      “I thought this night was for me.”

      “So…?”

      “So, shouldn’t I be allowed to at least choose what I eat and drink?”

      Taking her hand, I gave it a light squeeze.

      “Kristin, trust me. This is going to be delicious. I just want you to have the best evening possible, that’s all.”

      She nodded, but didn’t say anything, her limp hand in mine like a cold dead fish.

      Luckily, our waiter returned quickly with the bottle of wine, which he poured into a glass for each of us. Once he had left again, I raised my glass to Kristin’s for a toast.

      “To tonight.”

      Kristin gave a thin-lipped smile, repeating “To tonight” as our glasses clinked. After we had a glass of wine in us, we had an easier time of it. Kristin told me some more anecdotes about Romeo and Juliet—how, when she had had to take Juliet to the vet one time, Romeo had actually peed on her bed, as well as updates that her parents were retired and well, while her sister Veronica was “the same as ever.”

      “So, still a bitch?” I asked.

      A tense silence, where I was worried I had just ruined the evening. Then, throwing her head back, Kristin laughed.

      Amidst the tastefully quiet music of the restaurant, her laugh—loud and melodious and authentic—was out of place. Maybe that was what made it so attractive. Or maybe it was the way her freckled nose screwed up as her red lips spurted out giggle after giggle, her lithe fingers grasping the white table clothed table for support.

      Finally, she surveyed me with a surprised smile.

      “Clark, how did you…”

      Over the rim of my wine glass, I winked and smirked.

      “Everyone in school thought she was a first-class snob. And then how she turned me away after the prom incident…”

      Kristin’s eyes widened.

      “Wait. What?”

      “When I came to your house and asked to see you and you told Veronica to tell me to go to hell. I figured you were just still mad about missing prom, so I didn’t push it.”

      Kristin scanned my face incredulously.

      “What are you talking about?”

      And suddenly, I understood.

      “Veronica never told you I came by, did she?”

      Kristin shook her head.

      “That…bitch.”

      Catching my eye, we both burst out laughing. As I opened my mouth to say more, however, two plates topped with thick slabs of steak, along with glistening garlic potatoes and asparagus swooped down in front of us.

      “This does look amazing,” Kristin admitted with a gleam in her eye. Taking a bite of the steak, she declared, “Tastes even better than it looks.”

      With that, we dug in. Kristin’s face grew more delighted with every bite she took. For my part, I had forgotten just how delicious the food here was, the wine elevating it even further.

      I finished first, of course; I’ve always been a fast eater. Besides, Kristin was savoring everything, treating each bite as if it were a meal in itself. Her absolute delight was endearing.

      “What are you going to do with the money?” I blurted out before I could stop myself.

      Kristin’s face fell, and I immediately saw that mentioning our arrangement had been the wrong thing to do. If only Kristin had understood; I had just wanted to see that smile brighten further, those eyes light up more as she described all the wonderful things she could do with the extra cash. I hadn’t meant to break the mood but enhance it.

      “Sorry, you can go back to eating; you don’t have to answer now, or at all.”

      But the smile was lost and Kristin was shaking her head, saying absently “Other than pay off my debts, I hadn’t thought of it much but…” That smile rose up again. “Maybe I’ll go to Cancun. My friend who went there showed me some pictures and it looked gorgeous; the Mayan ruins, the little lakes—cenotes, I think they’re called—the beaches… I’d get someone to take Romeo and Juliet off my hands, maybe even find that lovesick couple a new home and get a cat who actually gave a damn about me…”

      As if finally remembering that I was there, Kristin’s voice trailed off, shaking her head, her cheeks going red again. She lifted her wine glass to her lips, and then paused.

      “I don’t know, I…I never would have thought my life was going to end up like this.” Her gaze flicked to me.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, and she set down the wine glass.

      “Why, Clark?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why didn’t you come to prom? Why did you stand me up? Why did you embarrass me in front of the entire school?”

      I took a drink of my own wine and ran my finger around the rim. I didn’t want to look at that face as I spoke.

      “It was the meeting for my first app, Reviewly. I was pushing to get it out as soon as possible, my family was having money troubles and I wanted to help. I was sure I was going to make it on time, I almost did. I didn’t stand you up, Kristin, I went to prom.”

      Now, Kristin’s face was curved with anger. Shaking her head furiously, she declared “No you didn’t. I was there, Clark, I was there. I was standing there in the hall when they called out our names and you were nowhere to be seen, all right? And you never came.”

      I nodded, still avoiding her eye. “I know, but it I did come—seconds too late. When I got to the door, the teachers at the door told me that you had just left. I tried calling but you didn’t pick up. I was so furious with myself that I just went home without going inside at all.”

      I chanced a look at Kristin to see that her eyes were full of tears.

      “You did come,” she said softly and, taking her hand, I nodded.

      “But I still failed you that night. And for that, I’m sorry.”

      Kristin sat there in silence. When I opened my mouth to speak, she only shook her head, stood up and disappeared in the direction of the bathroom.

      Several minutes passed. Kristin hadn’t finished her meal, but I didn’t let the waiter take her half-filled plate away. No, I sat there and waited, and wondered when she’d be back. And what I’d do if she never returned.

      Finally, when I was about to get up and go check the bathroom myself, she returned, with strange, distant eyes and a slight smile. When she sat down, I took her hand and she spoke.

      “All this time, I was holding a grudge against you for what happened at prom, for ruining my life. I thought you just couldn’t be bothered to come; I blamed you for everything, the humiliation I endured, the pain I’d experienced since. That night…that was supposed to be the best night of my life and it turned out to be the worst. The night…” She looked up, our eyes meeting. “That was the night I was going to lose my virginity to you.”

      I nodded, looking away once again; unable to bear the suffering I saw there, the suffering I had caused.

      “And all this time,” her soft voice continued, “I’ve blamed you for everything that followed. My grudge held me back in all my relationships afterwards.”

      Her pale trembling hand took mine, but her teary eyes were staring over my shoulder, not at something in the restaurant, but at something else entirely.

      “But now… I don’t know. Maybe it’s the wine or me being silly but I think, Clark, I think all along this grudge, this perceived hang-up was something that resided in me this whole time. I carried this bitterness, this fear within me since that night. Men failed me because I expected them to, boyfriends couldn’t take the responsibility of being my first and let me down time and time again because that was what I expected for them.”

      Our fingers were laced together; I couldn’t tell you what strange feeling my heart had right now.

      “And so, Clark, thank you for tonight, for telling me the truth. For everything.” Her eyes were still full of tears, but now, her lips were smiling.

      “What does this mean?” I asked. “Do you not want to go through with tonight?”

      She squeezed my hand.

      “Only if you want to. As far as I’m concerned, with these past two nights we’ve spent together and the insight you’ve given me, you’ve more than made up for what you did that night.”

      I squeezed her hand.

      “I want to if you do.”

      Smiling slightly again, Kristin took another drink of her wine.

      “How about we see how the night progresses?”

      I nodded and took a drink from my own wine glass, to obscure the smile working its way onto my face. Not long after, the waiter reappeared with the same offer for dessert as before. This time, I gladly accepted.

      “What would we like?” I asked Kristin and, her smile was glowing.

      “Chocolate mousse cake please!”

      It seemed only seconds of our easy, eager conversation and enjoyable wine sips had passed before the man’s chubby fingers were setting on our table a plate with a hulking slice of cake.

      And then we dug in, feeding each other little bites of the decadent dessert. All too fast did we devour the chocolate thing and ask for the bill. After paying, I held out an arm to Kristin, which she accepted, and then we were off. A few feet out the door, I realized just how much wine I had had.

      “Do you mind if we take a taxi or a limo?” I asked Kristin and she shrugged.

      “I’m fine with anything.”

      I paused, peering down the road.

      “What do you say about a walk? We’re only about twenty minutes from my place.”

      Kristin nodded and off we went.

      As we walked, she asked, “Isn’t this towards the woods?”

      With a smirk and another tap on her nose, I nodded.

      “Exactly.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      As we walked along the tree-lined road, it was funny, everything was fuzzy yet clear. The woods and the evergreen air were clear, but my thoughts, my feelings, Clark’s handsome face, were all fuzzy. Whether this was a good idea, whether I would actually go through with what we had planned, I couldn’t be sure.

      All I knew at that moment, as Clark held my hand and led me to his house, was that I was happy. We didn’t speak, only played with each other’s fingers. We didn’t need to say anything, the forest was saying it all for us with its the quiet calm, broken only by the odd hoot of an owl. No, we didn’t need to say anything because it was all perfect already.

      When we finally reached the tall wooden structure of Clark’s home, I was out of breath, though not quite so much that I couldn’t gasp when we saw it. It was the most beautiful house I’d ever seen.

      “Don’t expect to see Nala anywhere,” Clark joked. Seeing my awed expression, he took my hand and led me through the door, saying, “you haven’t seen anything yet.”

      Inside he led me up a stunning flight of marble stairs, then another flight of stairs, then down a long hallway. At the end, was an empty room. Well, a room that was not quite empty. It did have a broad window, a window Clark brought me to. Grabbing the handle and twisting it, he opened the broad glass pane. There was no screen in it, just like mine. Then, in one fluid motion, he got up and sat on it, balanced on the thick windowsill with his legs dangling down into thin air. Patting the space beside him, he asked, “Will you join me?”

      Without a word, I hopped up too, and sat beside him in the same position, my legs dangling down.

      I was silent for a minute before, finally, saying “You too?”

      Turning to me, Clark smiled. “You too?”

      I nodded, glancing away from his intent gaze although I couldn’t as easily escape his sincere voice, sounding into the night.

      “Sometimes, I don’t know why, it all seems…too much I guess. So, I sit up here and I don’t really think of much, I just breathe in the air.”

      He had taken my hand, but I couldn’t tell if it was because he really felt the strange poignancy of our shared habit or if it was just because that was what you did next when you were trying to sleep with a woman.

      “Doesn’t it ever make you feel—sitting up here, I mean,” I started to say, “I don’t know…lonely and hopeful and sad all at once?”

      Clark’s answer was bullet-fast and sharp. “No.”

      Silence, and then, haltingly, he said, “Maybe. I don’t know what it makes me feel.”

      Another silence, and then he said, “But tonight—will you look at that—the view, it’s gorgeous.”

      And then, all the way up there, our hands clasping once more, we took in the Sacramento cityscape miles below.

      “Gorgeous” was too weak a word for what we saw, for the symphony of little lights laid out before us. Hauntingly, heartbreakingly beautiful might have been more accurate. Maybe. Because the sight before us, the cool wisp of wind, the forest-fresh air, the warm hand of the man beside me—all of it was enough to bring tears to my eyes.

      Sitting there, the view somehow reminded me of the past few days, and all the crazy things that had happened. Me, making a website to change my fate. Me, humiliating myself. Me, getting up after the latest disappointment and trying again. And, the craziest thing of all, the man beside me, the man I had once thought ruined my life—Clark Denton, the conceited jerk, the uncaring bastard—proving himself to be a sensitive, considerate man who maybe, just maybe, I could sleep with after all.

      “You’re crying,” Clark whispered, his lips at my ear. “Are you sad?” he asked, pausing, his dark eyes scanning my face, looking downcast himself.

      I only shook my head, and whispered, “Right now, I’m happy.”

      And then his lips touched mine, and I forgot what I felt, I forgot who I was, I forgot everything. Everything except those soft lips pressing against mine, and that equally soft tongue, licking and flicking and sliding around mine, into my mouth, ever so gently.

      Mouths locked, we hopped off the windowsill onto the floor, made our way down another hallway. The next thing I knew we were in a bedroom with a bed with white silk sheets and we were on it, in it, in those white silk sheets. Clark’s hands were sliding all over my body, my arms, my legs, and my face. My body was giving in to him entirely; everything was a relaxed following of what came before, was only natural. My white dress joined the white sheets, and now Clark was covering me with kisses, soft sucking kisses. My whole body was trembling, but he had only just begun.

      Yes, now he was running his fingers through my hair, undoing my bra, slipping his hands where the cups had been. His fingers were so gentle on my breasts. Massaging them in long confident strokes, it seemed like he could feel them forever. Then, his hands were sliding down, were around my panties and I knew it was time.

      This was it. This was when I made the choice, whether to do what everything had been building towards, what would decide it all.

      And yet, as his hands slid over and under my panties, as they slipped them off ever so gently, only then did I understand. That this was a natural following of what came before. That the choice had already been made the moment I agreed to a date with Clark, the moment his lips had met mine. That this had been inevitable from the first moment we had laid eyes on each other.

      Because, with his light, sweet touches, it was clear. For all his bravado, this was a man with a kind, caring heart. A kind heart that cared for me, too.

      And so, now that my white lace panties had merged with the flow of white sheets and dress, the next thing was for Clark to slip in a finger between my legs, then another. He smiled at the wetness between my legs, pressed his mouth to mine and we swirled our tongues together.

      His finger was just as gentle, just as gradual as his other touches. The slowest of slow ins then outs, ins then outs. And it felt wonderful, warm, fuzzy, but my moans were probably telling Clark that already. And when his pace accelerated, when his finger inside of me transitioned from a stroking to a pumping, when warm hot pleasure started spreading through me, what followed it was what had to follow.

      Gently, Clark slipped out his finger and, his whole face flushed with arousal, his eyes under heavy lids, he asked me “Kristin, are you sure?”

      But this question wasn’t for my mind, not even for my mouth. It was for my body, my more-than-ready body, which pressed itself to him for its answer.

      Next he was pressing himself to me, inside of me, and we had done it. We were one. We were one pulsing, sliding, moaning, wonderfully perfect body. We were the in and out, we were the lovers, the feeling. We were free.

      He built his pace gently, kissing and kissing me, until he was sliding into me with force, ramming the pleasure deep within me, and I was moaning, and my whole body was screaming, shaking with a scream of pleasure of its own. Clark’s pleasure flowed into me and then we both collapsed back, into the silky white sheets, spent, whole, and free.

      We lay there, in the dark, cool, beautiful room, still joined, still free. He wrapped me in his arms and my last thought before drifting off, was how perfectly this had all gone, how very lucky I was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      Waking was a rude stream of light into my eyes. I blinked, rolled to the other side of the pillow, but the stream of light followed me. No, there would be no sleeping now.

      Grudgingly rising, I opened my eyes to see that the curtains were open. Clark must have opened them when he got up, which seemed pretty inconsiderate when I had clearly been trying to sleep. Where was Clark, anyway? I scanned the room, then walked out of the room into the hallway, but there was no sign of him.

      Hearing a far-off voice, I went back to the room to pull on my dress, and then went down the marble stairs in the direction it was coming from. I found Clark in a dark office room, his tense face lit up by the laptop he was furiously typing on. Catching sight of me, he smiled and nodded, before returning to his typing frenzy.

      I stood there for a moment, the heat rushing to my cheeks, wondering what to do.

      “I guess I’ll be going, Clark,” I finally said, turning on my heel to go.

      “Kristin, wait!” Clark said, and I paused.

      “You never gave me your bank account number,” he said.

      I gaped at him, at his crass easy smile, then came to the desk and scrawled it on a piece of paper.

      Putting the pen down, I looked up, only to find him focused on his laptop, typing away.

      “It was great to catch up with you,” he said to his computer.

      I said nothing. I padded upstairs, grabbed my purse, put on my bra and panties, pulled my dress over my head and left.

      As I walked away from the massive wooden house, the light streaming on my dress revealed that it was still pure white and clean. Which was funny, since I felt as dirty as ever. I felt dirty and disgusting and stupid. I felt tricked.

      The sun was beating down on me, burning in the realization that this morning made obvious, shoved in my face in all its undeniable form. Clark didn’t care for me in the slightest. I was just another distraction to keep him occupied when he wasn’t working. I was just a hit of nostalgia to beef up his already considerable ego. That was all.

      As I walked along the road, my phone rang but I didn’t answer it, didn’t even look to see who was calling. Did it matter?

      And here I had thought my humiliation couldn’t get any worse. This, here, now, having slept with a man who didn’t care for me, this was worse.

      By the time I got to the end of the forest road, I called a taxi and waited. I was in no mood for searching out a bus. I just needed to go home now.

      When the taxi pulled up, I threw myself in the passenger side. Avoiding the friendly blue-eyed gaze of the driver, I told the window my address, and then we were off. I held back my tears for the entirety of the ride, imagining the ruckus of paparazzi who would be waiting for me, who would somehow know what had happened already, who would twist the knife in my heart even more.

      It seemed like hours had passed before we finally pulled up to the curb a block down from my building and I paid the driver. I approached the building cautiously, thankful that there was no press outside. I rushed up to my apartment and with a twist of the key I had done it. I was inside my apartment, safe.

      Now that I was alone, the tears came. As I took off my shoes and sat on the floor, they rolled down my face and dribbled onto my stupid white dress.

      Romeo and Juliet, roused from their sleep, trotted up to me to demand food, which, in an unthinking autopilot, I poured out for them. Then, the only thing to do was hurry to my room and throw myself in bed.

      When I woke up it was dark out, and I had three voicemail messages on my phone. The first was from Clark: “Hey, you left without saying goodbye. Anyway, if you check your bank account, you’ll see that I transferred you the money. I had a great time with you Kristin, and I’d like to see you again. Would you be free to go away this weekend? Pack some clothes if you’re up for it!”

      After staring at my phone for a minute, I replayed the message several times, each time trying to see if I was just imagining the eagerness in his voice, the affection.

      Could it be that I had overreacted, that Clark really did care about me after all?

      I opened up my laptop and opened a browser window. In any case, first things first: I had to see if Clark had really kept his word, if that impossible sum—one million dollars—was really in my bank account.

      As soon as the page loaded, my jaw dropped. There it was, the impossible sum. Now, my bank account statement read: $1,000,075, courtesy of the big fat $75 I had had in there before. Clark had kept his word and now, my troubles were over.

      I glanced at my phone and the litany of texts I had yet to respond to, some from work friends and a ton from Veronica. Thanks to Clark’s payment, all my money problems were at least over.

      I stood up and walked over to my window and opened it. The fresh air brought me some clearer thinking, made this whole thing seem more real. Now, however, came the question of if I would take Clark up on the other part of his message—whether I would agree to see him again. He had acted rudely the morning after we had had sex for the first time—the morning after I had had sex for the first time at all—and I was angry about that.

      I replayed his message again and sighed.

      Perhaps Clark had just been unsure what to say that morning, or had had some urgent one-time business to attend to. After all, I had never asked him about what he had been doing, or even given him a chance to explain himself. Yes, that’s what I would do. I would get an explanation on Friday, and then make my decision then.

      So, I texted Clark: Friday we can meet. Where? and then set about taking a shower and getting myself some food. The shower’s hot water was another wake-up boost, the little beads of warmth relaxing me and reassuring me that, as far as Clark was concerned, I had made and was making the right choice. The food—raisin toast with ample margarine—improved my mood even more. By the time I went back to check my phone, I was in such high spirits, that Clark’s quick response, Great, I’ll pick you up. I’m really glad I get to see you again! had me skipping around my room.

      The next few days were more waiting and avoiding. I paid my outstanding bills and then I set to getting ready. I packed and repacked my suitcase three or four times, splurged on a few new outfits to see me through the weekend, and also tried out different makeup styles on myself. Romeo and Juliet were restless too, and had taken to pacing as I did. Meanwhile, I was still getting the odd call from tabloid reporters and Veronica, none of which I answered. My clients seemed to have accepted that I would be away from work for the considerable future.

      By the time Clark’s red sports car pulled up in front of my building on Friday, I had practically gone stir-crazy from being all cooped up. So, I ran up to it and hopped in. As we took off, Clark turned to me with an easy smile.

      “I have a confession to make.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      “We’re going to Cancun,” I announced, and Kristin’s smile froze in place. I glanced at my phone and continued, “In less than two hours, we’ll be on a plane.”

      Still Kristin’s face was frozen in that unnatural expression.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked and, suddenly, she burst out laughing.

      Turning to me with gleaming eyes, she said, “You can’t be serious!”

      I grinned, put my hand on her arm and squeezed.

      “I sure am. I’ve been meaning to go for ages and when you mentioned that you had always wanted to, well that settled it.” Still Kristin had that silly grin on her face, so I kissed her. When I broke away, she giggled again.

      “It’s like a dream.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      She nodded so hard her honey brown ponytail bobbed behind her.

      “Yes. My life, this, you—everything,” she squeezed my hand tightly. “Thank you, Clark.”

      I squeezed her hand back. “I’m just glad I get to spend more time with you.”

      The rest of the car ride was a sunny sing-along. I cranked up the radio, rolled down the rooftop and we sang our heads off to old rock classics that we only half-knew. By the time we pulled into the airport parking lot, we were grinning stupidly at each other.

      Taking her hand, I led the way through the huge building, which was really just a collection of massive windows laced together with metal.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kristin said, lagging behind.

      “No time,” I said, tugging her along, “We’re a bit late. I should have left earlier, but you know how work is,” I explained. My smile, however, went unreturned.

      By now, we were nearly at the gate. The flight attendant glanced at our tickets, and then shot us a you-had-two-minutes-to-spare glare, though I knew that already. On the plane, when we arrived at our first-class seats, Kristin squeezed my hand once again.

      “Wow… I’ve never travelled first-class before,” she said.

      As I sat down, I smiled at her. The way she delighted in everything, it was almost like a child, like seeing it all myself for the first time. So, this flight, I enjoyed more than any other, as Kristin proceeded to be ecstatic about the sumptuous food, drinks and stellar service.

      “How can you stand it?” she asked me finally.

      “How can I stand what?”

      “Everything being so great and perfect. I’d die of happiness if my life was like this.”

      I nodded, her words dropping at my feet like a dead mouse. I thought of Mom and Eugene, and even ever-frowning Yvonne, too.

      “Everything isn’t great and perfect, no matter how rich you are. Your problems just change.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked.

      I gazed out the window at the wispy clouds. “It’s like, no matter what you are, who you are, there will always be problems, the type just changes. For instance, I don’t always get a lot of time to spend with my family because of the work I do.”

      Kristin nodded, and then said “So you’ve made quite a lot of… sacrifices in your personal life to be professionally successful, is what you mean?”

      “Everything takes sacrifices,” I said, and then closed my eyes. Luckily my phone was on airplane mode, so I wouldn’t have to answer the barrage of texts from Sandra and the others that had been piling up since Wednesday. I should have gotten Carla to respond to them, but for some reason I felt sick every time I was about to tell her to.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I glanced over at Kristin. Now, her eyes were closed, she was sleeping peacefully.

      Yes, this trip should do the trick. I just needed to get Kristin out of my system, have my fill of her, and then I should be good to go. I should be good to go back to my old life, nice and scheduled and predictable. I couldn’t afford to feel how I was feeling now, as I looked at the sleeping woman beside me, the one who was so very beautiful, even as she slept.

      Our plane arrived in Cancun late, but only by a few minutes. Kristin slept through the landing, hardly stirring as the wheels touched down.

      By the time we finally made it off the plane, I was just about ready to pass out. So, I bought a chocolate donut, steered Kristin through the never-ending airport, and, finally, hailed a taxi.

      “The Beloved Playa Mujeres,” I told our smiley driver and he rocketed off.

      As our clunky car drove along palm-tree lined roads, Kristin rested her head on my shoulder and closed her eyes. I tried to do the same, but found myself keeping one eye open, on the lookout for anything suspicious. It was ridiculous but I had to make sure that nothing bad happened to this woman.

      The journey was less-than-relaxed for me, and when our cab pulled up to one of the resort’s many tall buildings, I was alert and ready to move. I paid the driver his money, he smiled his broadest smile yet, and I took our bags and led her out of the cab.

      The marble-floored lobby was another gorgeous sight Kristin stopped to take in while I dealt with the front desk staff. They handed over the key as soon as I gave my name. Then, it was a quick walk outside to our own personal villa where we could flop onto the bed and I could finally breathe a sigh of relief. Cancun. We had made it.

      To my surprise, as we lay there, Kristin began kissing me. She gave me soft, sweet thankful sort of kisses, her adoring eyes never leaving my body.

      “I don’t know how to thank you enough, Clark,” she murmured, as her hands moved in synch with her kisses, slipping off my shirt, then my pants.

      Then, with one last shy, affectionate look at me, her kisses started making their way down my bare chest. They paused at my boxers, and she glanced up at me with a worried, frightened look.

      “What is it?” I asked, and she averted her eyes.

      “I want to… I’d like to give you a…” Her gaze flickered to my crotch, and then she shook her head, embarrassed. “But I don’t know how.”

      I nodded, stroked her hair and sat up to kiss her cheek.

      “You don’t have to if you don’t feel comfortable. But if you want to, then I can tell you how.”

      Kristin gave me a small smile.

      “You sure?” I asked, and she nodded.

      Slowly, Kristin resumed her kissing of my chest, while my pulse rocketed up with what was to come. God, her kisses felt so sincere, so hungry. Now, her hand was slipping under my boxers, sliding them down, over my feet and off. And now, this sweet sexy woman, she was crouched between my legs, face to face with my dick.

      Her kisses continued, and I felt myself hardening by the second. When she paused, I stroked her hair, told her, “Kiss it.”

      She followed my instructions, kissing tentatively, then, once she saw that I liked it, longer and harder. She paused and I said, “My balls—kiss them, suck them—gently.”

      And then—oh fuck yes—she kissed and sucked my balls, while I groaned in enjoyment. After she was done, she paused again so I instructed her, “Lick my dick, every inch of it”, and, as she did so, and I arched my back with the pleasure of it.

      It was so hot, seeing this sweet, sexy girl with my dick inside her cheek. By now, she was getting into it, licking and kissing my dick and rubbing it all over her face, practically moaning herself, but I couldn’t wait any longer. So, I grabbed her head, and hissed “Suck it now.” And then, she did.

      Her lips locked around my dick and she slid down it, as far as it would go in her little mouth. After all the build-up, it felt like my dick was going to explode, but I urged her on. As she sucked I grabbed her breasts over her top, told her “More.” And so, she sucked on and on and soon I was on the edge, but she was pausing, looking at me questioningly.

      “Suck it, suck it as far down as it’ll go,” I commanded, and she took it in her mouth, all the way down and further. I could feel—oh fuck, yes—my dick nudged against the back of her throat.

      And then I was cumming, and she was holding herself there, swallowing it down, my hot delicious orgasm tremoring through both of us.

      Afterwards, she flopped to the side and I kissed her on the cheek. My darling, my dirty surprise, my innocent Kristin.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Thank you,” she said, burrowing her head into my chest.

      It was ridiculous; I was about to say, “I love you” for some reason, but I stopped myself just in time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      Waking was a rude stream of light into my eyes. Feeling vaguely like I’d had this morning before, I blinked, rolled to the other side of the pillow and found my lips meeting Clark’s. I jerked back and opened my eyes to find him there, smiling at me.

      “Morning, sleepy.”

      I grinned, and then kissed him again.

      “So it wasn’t a dream.”

      Clark shrugged, rose, and strode naked through our luxurious suite.

      Gesturing with a lean arm he said, “I don’t know; this seems pretty much like a dream too.”

      Looking down, I noticed that I was naked too. Shyly, I wrapped myself in more blankets.

      Grinning mischievously, Clark strode over and, in one swift yank, tore the blankets away.

      “Hey!” I protested, but his grin only broadened.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked, “It’s not like I haven’t seen it before.”

      I could only ruefully agree and then, vengefully, heave a pillow at him. Clark, however, caught the floppy, cotton-cased thing easily. He turned to me with a dangerous gleam in his eye.

      “Oh no,” I said, scrambling off the bed. He continued advancing, pillow out, ready to strike.

      “Oh yes.”

      I dashed out through the room and into the bathroom. But it was too late; Clark was inches away, striking me with the soft pillow, roaring with laughter as I shrieked in protest. Cornered in the kitchen, I held out my hands to stop the onslaught of pillow strikes in vain. Soon Clark swept me up in his arms, and carried my struggling form to the bed and tossed me onto it. There, pinning me down with his naked body, he kissed me while I laughed and shrieked.

      “Clark, let me go! Let me go! Why are you doing this? Stop it, stop—”

      Clark paused. Still pinning me down, he lifted his body a bit to get a good look at me.

      “Because…” His gaze flicked to my lips. “Because…” Suddenly he frowned, and then rolled off me. “Actually, we better get going. We have a busy day ahead of us.”

      With that, he strode into the bathroom and shut the door.

      I stared at the closed ivory exterior for a minute, wondering if that was how it would always be with Clark. A door that opened only fleeting, only temporarily.

      By the time I had gotten dressed and put on a touch of makeup, Clark was out of the bathroom and raring to go.

      “We can have breakfast at the resort—if we don’t get out of this room now, we’ll never leave,” Clark joked. His smile seemed easy enough, although there seemed to be something behind it. I didn’t reply, but I returned his smile, and he seemed to relax just a little.

      Soon we were outside on the plant-filled terrace, along with a few other sleepy-looking guests. We served ourselves buffet-style, chowed down the delicious eggs, bacon, and army of pastries, and then it was time to head out.

      We were walking out of the resort’s front doors when I asked Clark “What happens now?”

      Taking my hand, he kissed me on the cheek.

      “What happens now is ca-knot time!”

      At my blank stare, his face went red and he looked away.

      “I said it wrong didn’t I?”

      Giggling, I patted his arm.

      “Maybe, if I had any idea what exactly it is you were trying to say. What is this “ca-knot” exactly?”

      Clark gave a rueful smile.

      “Those lakes…the holes of water you talked about on our date.”

      While he pouted, I burst out laughing. After a minute, I searched his face incredulously.

      “You remembered that?”

      His smile was even broader now.

      “Wait till you see the next part of today!”

      And, as we waited for the car Clark had ordered, I squeezed his arm and into his ear, I whispered “And, babe, they’re called cenotes.”

      Clark could scowl only for a second before he too was cracking up at his mistake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      As we drove along to the cenote, Kristin couldn’t seem to keep her hands off me. Every second she was stroking my arm or kissing my cheek, or resting her head on my shoulder, or murmuring marvels in my ear how I had gotten an attendant to pack up our bathing suits and things without her even noticing. I kept my head turned to the window so she wouldn’t see the smile on my face.

      I felt lazy, stupid. I felt like we could be in this rumbly car like this, with our grumbly bare-faced driver and his jangly dashboard gorilla, just traveling to our destination, not going anywhere and not doing anything, that we could do this forever and I would be happy. More than happy, I would actually prefer it, not being separated from the honey brown-haired girl resting her head on my shoulder.

      I sat up straighter and leaned forwards to ask the driver: “Are we close?”

      The driver grumbled something I couldn’t understand in reply. It could have meant anything from “yes, only five more minutes” to “no, I took a wrong turn and we’re actually headed towards Acapulco.”

      Less than five minutes later, we had our answer. The car pulled into a parking lot, with a sign that read, Sistema Dos Ojos.

      “Clark…” Kristin said quietly, shooting me a worried look and indicating the empty parking lot.

      “I might have booked the whole place so we’d have it to ourselves.”

      Kristin let out a disbelieving laugh. “You didn’t!”

      Then, tearing out of the car while I paid the driver, she saw that indeed I had. After a quick talk with the attendant at the stand, we got changed into our bathing suits. Then, we hurried down the wooden staircase and we were there. The Sistema Dos Ojos. Or rather, one of the many entrances, according to the front desk attendant I’d talked to at our resort.

      “This place is huge,” I told Kristin, “I think so far they’ve found 28 cenotes in the whole system. So, it’s best if we stick together so you don’t get lost.” Putting her arms around me, Kristin kissed me. “I wouldn’t mind getting lost all that much.”

      I kissed her back and grinned.

      “Oh no?”

      She only kissed me in response.

      The first stop we reached was more of a cave than a cenote, it didn’t have any water, but boasted an impressive array of stalactites. Kristin oohed and aahed, but this wasn’t what we’d come here for. No, we’d come here for the next cavern, the one we had to swim through several minutes to get to: a real open-air cenote.

      “Oh wow,” Kristin said, swimming into the sunlight.

      “Oh wow” was the least of it. The light streaming down, the crystal-clear water—hell, even the clean, clear scent—it was stunning. The floor was slick rock, the walls the same smooth perfection. And the light, the light streaming around the woman who was herself a light, the light throwing that beaming face into an almost heavenly halo. This was perfect, she was perfect.

      We stayed in the cenote for an uncountable amount of time. Kristin twirled and laughed and soaked up the sun, while I watched, there for her to kiss and hold, but nothing more. To do anything more, even to respond to Kristin’s stroking of my chest and advances, seemed like it would have been too much. Right now this moment was already so ideal, to do anything seemed like it would disturb it.

      Finally, my stomach began to growl, and when Kristin asked if I wanted to get some lunch, I couldn’t refuse.

      Back at the stand with the floppy-haired, tanned attendant, were the lunches I had ordered in advance. Sitting under a palm tree, Kristin and I ate chicken stir-fry to our heart’s content and, when we went to rise, we found that we didn’t want to.

      “I’m tired,” Kristin said, flopping back onto the grass with a lazy smile. I flopped back beside her.

      “Looks like it’s time for part two of today’s adventure,” I said, and she grinned.

      Helping her up, I led her to our driver, who had been waiting, flopped in his car with his phone out. Then, we were in the car and back on the road again. Much of the journey was scenic, with lush forests on either side of the road. Even if it weren’t for that, the ride would’ve been more than enjoyable, with easy conversation with Kristin about nothing in particular.

      At one point, she asked “When do I get to find out where we’re going?”

      I kissed her cheek. “When we get there.”

      And it wasn’t long before we were pulling into another parking lot. This one had a small wooden cabin further off, marked “Coba.”

      Getting out of the car and looking around, Kristin squeezed my arm.

      “Clark you didn’t for this one, too! You did it again, booked it for us. A Mayan pyramid to explore all alone!”

      I took her in my arms and pulled her into my chest.

      “I just wanted you to get to do everything you wanted in Mexico in the best way possible.”

      “But this all must have cost a fortune!” Kristin protested, but I waved my hand.

      “Don’t you worry about that. You just worry about having the best possible time here and seeing all the sights.”

      And so, we did. We walked all over the expansive, thankfully tree-covered grounds. We gazed and marvelled at the towering pyramids and stone structures, many which were impressively intact. We took a ride in a cart pulled by an eager, shaggy-haired boy named Antonio. He told us stories of Coba, of how it had been an ancient Mayan city and now was part of the largest network of stone causeways of the ancient Mayan world.

      When we reached the main pyramid, which he told us was called Nohoch Mul, he left us to climb it alone.

      We stood at the bottom, gazing up the huge stone structure. Once Antonio had left, Kristin cast me a sidelong glance.

      “Are you sure that we’re supposed to climb all the way up it? That you’re not just tricking me since no one’s here to stop us?”

      I poked her in the side.

      “What? Are you chickening out?”

      With a furious glare, Kristin set to climbing. Luckily, the pyramid was laid out in stone steps, although that didn’t make the steep ascent much easier. The steps themselves were small and crumbling and every step was an act of vigilance, requiring focused attention. Once I had caught up to her quickly ascending form, I made sure to hold Kristin’s hand; I wasn’t about to let anything happen to her.

      Slowly but surely, we ascended the stone structure, one step at a time. By the time we reached the top, we collapsed and leaned against a stone house structure on the summit. There, leaning on each other, breathing in and out deeply, it took us a minute to notice.

      “Clark, look!” Kristin exclaimed and I did.

      At once, all words left me. For there were no words, not for this awe-inspiring view. There was the steep ramp of the stone pyramid, the very incline we had just walked up. There was the sea of green trees with little flecks of the gray tops of other ruins. There was the smooth blue and fluffy white celebration of sky and cloud. And then there was this beautiful woman here in my arms, her eyes teared-up with the majesty of it, with the glory of it, of seeing this and being here and feeling this.

      “It’s beautiful,” I finally said. But her gaze was fixed on the horizon, on the sprawling sight before us. She didn’t see that I hadn’t been looking at the horizon at all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We stayed up there for a long time, reveling in the view from different angles and sides, kissing when we got bored. Eventually, we grew weary with all the walking and decided now was as good a time as any to make the equally perilous descent. This time we held onto the rope provided, since it was even harder descending the steep incline of stone.

      At the bottom, Antonio was waiting for us, cart at the ready. So, in we climbed and off he went, through the trees, past the monuments we’d already seen, back to our car with our driver who was waiting, once again, hunched over his phone.

      The drive back to our resort was one of interrupted sleep, of finally falling asleep, only to be woken up by a particularly sharp bump in the road. By the time we finally got back to our room, we only had enough energy to collapse in bed before falling fast asleep.

      Thanks to my phone’s alarm, we woke up at 11 pm.

      “Clark…” Kristin groaned sleepily and I kissed her cheek.

      “Babe, it’s 11,” I said, and she sat up straight in bed.

      “Really?”

      I nodded and showed her my phone.

      “There’s one more thing on the agenda for today—if you want.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I want to take you out dancing.”

      Kristin smiled.

      “But where?”

      I got out of bed and held out my hand to help her out too.

      “The only place to go: Coco Bongo.”

      She took my hand.

      “Then let’s go.”

      I smiled and got out of bed, there was no time to waste.
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* * *

      We got a different driver to take us to the club; he was equally ill-tempered, although his speeding us there made up for it. By the time our car pulled up to the huge lit-up sign with its giant fake palm tree, there was already a sizable line out front. Luckily, I had planned for this. Walking to the front of the line and ignoring the protests of those in it, I flashed the bouncer my VIP ticket. With a curt nod, he stepped aside and we were in.

      Inside, the place was vibrating with an overpowering, wall-shaking beat. Every person was drunk with it, gyrating and laughing in time to the irresistible thump-thump-thump. The first thing to do was obvious.

      Making straight for the bar, I bought Kristin two Sex on the Beaches and myself two beers.

      “How did you know?” she asked, sipping at her orangey pink drink.

      “Babe, when will you get it?” I replied, sipping at my beer, “I remember things. I care about you.” And it was stupid. I had meant it half as a joke, but it had come out strangely sincere.

      Kristin paused to look at me. To really, fully look at me. I looked away. She kissed my cheek. And, into my ear, she whispered, “I know. More than you think.”

      And then I took her hand and we were lost in the surge of the crowd. Downing our drinks happened fast enough, it was all part of the beat, the “more,” the sweat and alcohol and cologne and perfumed heat wafting around everything.

      The music was relentless, the bodies were one constant throb, and more alcohol was handed over and gulped down. I was pressing Kristin to me; she was pressing herself to me. We were kissing, but even our lips were locked into the beat. We got pool noodles from somewhere; we were thrusting them up to the beat. Kristin and I twirled together, parting the waters of the people. We were surrounded but alone. Enveloped but free. I kissed her and she was laughing, glistening in sparkles from somewhere, her eyes half-shut with glee.

      This girl is different, I thought. I watched her, and my drunken thoughts spoke to me. This girl is the one I want to marry.

      The rest of the night was one long dance, more drinks, more pool noodles, and more kissing. At some point we were outside, we found a cab. The cab delivered us to the resort, although the beat had followed us there. We were kissing and then we were in our room and then we were naked. And then I was inside her, and it was nothing like I’d ever felt. And we were in and out incarnate, cumming and yelling it out and kissing again before finally, the beat released us, and allowed us to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      I woke up in Clark’s arms. Last night was a hazy, pleasant memory, but now I was here with him. I kissed him and we cuddled, until the growling of my stomach ruined it. Patting my midriff, Clark gave me an amused smile.

      “Is that your way of saying I should order us breakfast in bed?”

      No sooner had I smiled then was he on our room’s phone, ordering two stacks of blueberry pancakes. When he hung up, grinning, I asked him “How did you know?”

      With a theatrical sigh, Clark kissed me then asked “Do I really have to say it again?” So we only laughed and cuddled some more, until our food arrived. We gobbled down the pancakes in record time; I was hungrier than I’d even thought. Then we got changed, although this time I made sure to pack my bathing suit and things myself, just in case.

      Clark brought me back to the lobby, where he talked to the front desk attendants and returned with snorkeling gear. “We’re going to look for Nemo,” he said with an eager grin.

      I cast an incredulous look at him. “Just on the beaches here?”

      He nodded, and I continued “And have you snorkeled before?” When he shook his head, I giggled and took his hand. “Good, then I won’t be the only one who sucks at this.”

      And yet, as it turned out, the whole snorkeling thing wasn’t all that difficult. Swimming by the shallow beaches, we saw incredible sights—fish that were every color of the rainbow, the reef and coral that looked like it had been plucked from the background of a cartoon.

      I loved the quiet of it, under the water, how all you could see were the bright flashes of colorful life. I loved how, just when I began to lose myself in it, the breathtaking sea life all around me, Clark squeezed my hand, as if to remind me that he was here, spellbound by it all too.

      By the time we were finished, we lay out in the warm soft sand and curled up into each other. We were pretty much left to ourselves on this far-off beach, or so I thought. As Clark was about to kiss me, his phone rang. Clark froze. The phone rang again, and he dashed to where we had left our bags. He lifted his phone to his ear and began talking animatedly. I wandered back in the water and swam around. The water was nice and cool, just the right temperature, and there was a faint smell of flowers in the air. I wasn’t worried. Whatever it was, Clark would be back soon enough.

      When he returned, however, his face was dark.

      “What is it?” I asked, stepping onto the shore, but he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “A work emergency,” he said to his phone. A silence, during which I assured myself that what he had said did not mean what I thought it meant.

      “We have to go back,” he said, and I sunk down in the sand. I closed my eyes and covered my face.

      “I’m sorry, Kristin,” Clark was saying. “My hands are tied here.”

      I wiped my eyes, and sat up, but I couldn’t look at him.

      “When do you have to go?”

      “Now,” Clark said, and I rose. I blinked back the oncoming tears, took a deep breath and I told myself: Shut up. Don’t say a word now, you have your answer. You have your answer if he really cares, so don’t you dare say another word.

      And I didn’t. No, as Clark said some more things, some more things that weren’t the right things, I said nothing. As we packed up our stuff and left the gorgeous room we had only had two nights in, I said nothing. As our taxi took us to the airport, I said nothing. And, for the whole flight, all eight hours of it, I said nothing.

      It was only once our taxi had pulled over in front of my building that I spoke. Holding the door open, pleading with me once again to say something, to please forgive him, that he would make it up to me, finally, Clark asked me “Kristin, will you ever forgive me?”

      I stared into his dark eyes—the same eyes that had apparently been upset the night of the prom, the same man who had disappointed me once again—and I said, “I don’t know”, because, really, I didn’t.

      And then I was walking into my building and into the elevator, returning home once again. Back with my unimpressed cats, who hadn’t touched the food I’d left them, back with my phone (with five new messages from Veronica and more tabloid reporters most likely) and my sad little life.

      I sank into my bed and put the covers over my head. With this latest disappointment, I didn’t even want to think about what I was going to do with all the money Clark had sent me. No, I just wanted to forget I had ever met Clark and his lying, closed-off self.

      I spent the next week avoiding Clark’s calls. Although I did listen to his messages, to every one of his “I’m so sorry. I swear I’ll make it up to you. I swear I’ll make this right” messages. Until, finally, when I actually heard his voice waver, I gave in; I picked up the next time he called.

      “Kristin!” he said as soon as I answered, “You picked up. Oh, thank God you picked up.”

      I smiled in spite of myself, and then frowned once again.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t hang up.”

      “Because I want to see you again. I need to see you. I want to take you out on dates. I want to see you again, not just again, I want to see you every day. I swear to you, anything you want, I’ll do it. To make up for it. We can go back to Cancun, we can go anywhere, do anything that you want.”

      Just then, another incoming call popped up. Veronica.

      I hit the ignore button, suddenly knowing what would, maybe, make up for it.

      “Come with me to a family dinner.”

      “Okay, of course,” Clark said immediately, his eagerness audible, “Just tell me when.”

      “Okay,” I said, trying to keep my own eagerness out of my voice, “I’ll text you.” And then, I hung up.

      As I sat there, I tried to stop the smile working its way onto my face. Already triumphant images of the family dinner, with Clark and I at the head of the table while my Mom, Dad and siblings barraged us with questions, were seeping into my mind.

      I called my mom and braced myself for the worst, but the conversation went better than expected; she was worried, clearly, but didn’t share Veronica’s over-the-top sentiments about how I had disgraced the family and so on (as conveyed in one of her latest vicious texts). She agreed to a dinner at New Moon Café that night, and assured me that the whole family would be there. When I mentioned Clark, however, she went silent. After a minute, she finally said “But honey, are you sure?”

      “Yes, Mom,” I said, finding that smile back on my face once more, “Yes, I am sure.”

      I hung up still smiling. Because I was sure this time. Clark wouldn’t dare disappoint me again. Not if he cared about me. And he did, I knew he did; it was in his extended looks on me when he thought I didn’t notice, it was in how I just had to half-smile for him to full-out grin. He cared about me, I know he did.

      I had to find something to wear, but first, I had to text Clark: 6 pm, at New Moon Café.

      Immediately, the response came back: I’ll be there.

      Then, I began to get ready. A chipper rock playlist was my soundtrack, vanilla was the scent, and blue was the theme of the night’s preparations. I chose a nice blue dress, one with a choker neck and a full skirt. My eye shadow I made a deep grey, which I paired with a light pink lip. Then, some fresh water for the cats, a quick pack of my overnight bag and I was ready to go.

      Outside, it was so warm and sunny that I decided to walk there. I wanted to enjoy this feeling. This eager anticipation, happy expectation.

      I could almost see their faces now: Mom and Dad’s happily pleased with my recent success—in money and in love. Veronica’s would be curled and snarled with jealousy, Bill and Diana’s suffused with shared happiness with me. And, most of all, Clark’s jubilant face, his hand in mine, his ecstatic gaze on me, happy, so happy, to be a part of this meal, to be there beside me, to be with me, that I had given him a second chance at all. Really, it’s a third chance this time, a disgruntled voice in my head reminded me, but I ignored it. Clark was going to come tonight, make things right, and everything was going to be perfect. Tonight was going to be perfect, I could tell.

      The café was only a fifteen-minute walk from my apartment, and all around me, there were bright blooming flowers and blue sky as far as the eye could see. Traffic was scarce, and the birds were warbling out pretty tunes; the whole world was celebrating with me.

      When I stepped onto the porch of the café, a cold gust of wind slapped me in the face. I shivered. What if Clark didn’t come? But then I took out my phone, read his message again, his I’ll be there, and I knew, he was coming. He had to.

      I was five minutes late, but my whole family was there, waiting at a table outside. Seeing me come in alone, their faces grew worried, though I smiled wide.

      “Clark’s just late. He is the CEO, so he has a crazy amount of work.”

      Mom and Dad nodded, although I could tell they didn’t believe me.

      As soon as I sat down, our waitress buzzed over. “Well, hullo, hullo. Now that everyone’s here, would y’all care to order?”

      I shook my head.

      “Not yet, thanks. We’re just waiting for someone.”

      She nodded her strawberry-blonde-pigtailed head.

      “Drinks then?”

      “Just water for now, thanks.”

      And then, she was gone, and I was once again left with my family’s stares. Billy and Diana shifted nervously in their seats, while Veronica looked like she had just won the lottery.

      “So, dear,” Mom said, trying to smile, “How are the cats?”

      “Oh, you know,” I said, “The usual. They love each other, but can’t stand me. What can I say.” I tried to laugh, but it came out strained and unnatural-sounding. Checking my phone revealed that it was now 6:11 and Clark hadn’t texted me.

      “Here,” I said to the table, “I’ll just text him now.” Once again, my voice came out so awkward-sounding that I wondered who I was trying to convince—them or myself.

      As soon as I’d sent the Where are you? text to Clark, my mind started hissing with doubts of its own: How could you ever have expected him to come, after what happened last time? How could you ever have been so stupid?

      “So, Billy,” I said, turning to my brother who was poking the ice in his cup with his straw. “How are Kiana and Kyle?”

      At the mention of his tubby two-year old twins, my brother’s lowered eyes brightened.

      “Oh, they’re great, just great. Blabbering all the time and sleeping better than ever. And Rain’s just the best, I love her more every…” He fell silent, lowering his eyes again, as if the mention of his happy love was an insult to me.

      “That’s great!” I said with a determined smile. I checked my phone. It was 6:17 and still, no text from Clark. I was beginning to feel a vague twist of anguish in my stomach, a rumbling of déjà-vu. I’d experienced this before.

      I shoved my phone in my pocket and smiled determinedly at my family. Clark would come. He had to.

      “So, Kristin,” Veronica said in a patronizing tone, the way you talk to a three-year-old, “Are you sure Clark said he’d be able to make it.”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” I snapped back. Of course, at this very opportune moment our waitress decided to make her reappearance, sweeping my water in front of me with a pert, “So y’all are ready now?”

      Everyone glanced at me and I sunk into my seat, murmured “Sure.”

      Everyone ordered, while I stared at my phone, at the time, ticking from 6:21 to 6:22 to…

      “Kristin?”

      “Huh?”

      It was Veronica, sneering at me with a faux-kindness.

      “Want us to order for you?”

      I shook my head, avoided her jeering gaze.

      “No, I’ll wait.”

      “You sure?” she asked and I said nothing. Then, the waitress was gone and I was on the phone, calling him—the jerk, the liar, the idiot—no, I was the idiot.

      He picked up on the fourth ring.

      “Kristin I’m so sorry.”

      “Are you coming?”

      Silence.

      “Are you coming, Clark? Tell me right now, are you coming?”

      Silence, then, “No.”

      I ended the call and then stood up. My family had heard everything; no one was meeting my furious gaze. Tears were prickling at my eyes; I had seconds before they fell.

      “He’s not coming,” I told them, before I turned on my heel and left. I could hear them calling after me, so I didn’t walk, I ran. I ran out of the restaurant, full of the people who were staring, who probably knew me, recognized me, knew what was happening even now. My latest embarrassment, my most recent making a fool of myself.

      I couldn’t take it.

      I ran through the parking lot and down the street, reflecting dully that once again history was repeating itself, and that I should have learned my lesson the first time. As my legs ached and my eyes poured, I cursed myself. For believing him again and again. For opening my heart enough to be hurt again.

      As I ran, I scanned through my phone until I found his number. I deleted it, then blocked him. Then, I made a promise to myself: never would I forgive him. This time, this was too much. Never would I forgive him for this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      I woke up at dawn. That was when the workday begun. When did it end? When my head hit the pillow, that was when. That was the price of success. That was the price of this life I led.

      I reminded myself of this as I ate my breakfast in the car that was taking me to my office. Today was the same as all the other days, the days since her. I would be productive, complete each task, go to sleep with the help of a few pills. Wake up, work, sleep then repeat.

      Today, Carla was on the phone.

      “It’s your brother,” she said and I went to my office to pick it up.

      “Clark, it’s Eugene,” he said. He paused.

      “Yes?”

      “I’m outside, come meet me.”

      I glanced at the window. It was sunny out, but I really wasn’t in the mood for another one of the biannual familial reprimands.

      “I’m afraid I’m terribly busy, Eugene. Can’t get away, little brother.”

      “Okay, I’ll come up,” he said and then hung up.

      I glared at the phone, then, with a sigh, I leaned back in my chair with my hands behind my head. What could be up with Eugene? He’d never demanded his way into my office before. In fact, I hadn’t spoken to him at all in months. A knock on the door, then Eugene was inside my office.

      “Shut the door behind you, please,” I said and he did so. Whatever the hugely big deal was, I didn’t want Carla taking notes to use against me when I finally got around to firing her.

      “I know,” Eugene said, striding up and stopping at my desk. I couldn’t make out what kind of expression he had on his face. “Clark, I know,” he said, more forcibly this time.

      I stared at him evenly.

      “You know what?”

      “I know what you did for that girl.”

      I chuckled, and then cocked a brow at him.

      “Which girl?”

      “Kristin Blair.”

      My smirk fell and I turned my chair so that it was facing the window. It had been two months since my last conversation with her; two months since she’d blocked me from her life.

      “What do you know?”

      “I know that you gave her a million dollars and went out with her for a few dates. I know that you messed up again, missed her family dinner. And I know that you’ve regretted it ever since.”

      I addressed my answer to the impassive rectangles of buildings outside.

      “You don’t know anything.”

      Now, it was Eugene’s turn to laugh, a jarring, high-pitched sound. I could almost see his wide nose scrunched up with it.

      “Clark, I saw you.”

      I wheeled around to rise and face him head-on.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “That night, at prom, I saw you. How you came home all hollowed-out like. How you spent weeks in your room, made the family phone bill astronomical because you were nonstop calling a certain girl who wouldn’t answer, how you snuck out with the family car to try and get her to see you. I remember, Clark. I saw you.” His face was defiant, insistent, but I only shrugged.

      “That was a long time ago.”

      Eugene shook his head.

      “That was a long time ago, but I saw what it did to you. How you threw yourself into the work even more, how you haven’t let anything come between you and it since. No, not since…”

      I strode over to the door, ripped it open.

      “I don’t want to talk about it, Eugene. I don’t know what you heard—”

      “I talked to Billy.”

      “I don’t care. You can leave now. I don’t have time for this.” But Eugene didn’t budge.

      “I don’t care either. I’m going to say what I came here to say. And what I came to say, Clark, is that I’ve been quiet—we all have—as you’ve slipped further and further away from us, as you’ve thrown yourself into work so deeply, we’re lucky if we get a text every six months. But not for this girl—this woman. She’s different and you know it. I’m not going to sit here and say nothing while you mess this up too, Clark. You probably already have, who knows. But I just wanted to say, that me, that none of us agree with this, with you using work to avoid feeling, with you pushing everyone else away.”

      Now, Eugene strode up to me, staring into my face, his bulging eyes insistent. I didn’t meet his gaze. His words were stupid, ridiculous, clasping at me with sticky hands and pathetic grasping fingers. I wouldn’t look at him, wouldn’t answer him—couldn’t.

      “Just think about it,” Eugene said before he strode away.

      I slammed the door behind him and stormed back to my chair. Too bad Eugene had come for nothing. Because I wasn’t going to think about it. Not for a second.

      I opened my laptop to the article on a Sacramento news site that had caught my eye: Local IT Whiz Makes It Big, with a picture of Kristin smiling oh-so-happily underneath. My gaze hovered over her beautiful face and then, slowly, I closed my laptop.

      I had an idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      Three months wasn’t so long when you thought about it. That’s what I told myself as I woke up after once again dreaming of stupid Clark Denton. Him, pinning me to the bed, kissing me, touching me. And to think I had thought the dreams had stopped.

      Shaking myself, I rose to find Romeo and Juliet sitting on the end of my bed in the exact same position, staring at me as if they were deliberating whether I would make a good meal nor not.

      I went to their food bowls to find them empty. This was less-than-surprising. Both had simultaneously, at some point in the last two months, decided to get fat; no matter how much food I piled into their little smiley-faced bowl, they gobbled it down in record time. The funniest part was that they were growing fat perfectly in sync, their cuddling lick-fests apparently only enhanced by the extra rolls.

      After I had doled out more food for them, I opened the fridge to get some food for myself. Inside was a big slice of cake from Harmony’s birthday party the day before. I stared at it for a good minute before I reasoned that if dreaming about the man who had broken your heart and humiliated you didn’t warrant a nice big piece of chocolate cake, nothing did.

      I opened the window and sat down in my old favorite spot, cake in hand. I gazed over the trees and reflected over the past few months. Really, I shouldn’t feel all that bad about my dreams about Clark; it wasn’t as though I could control them. And, when you looked at what I could control, what I had accomplished over the past few months, it was nothing less than astounding.

      Three months ago, I had been broken, dejected, betrayed, and ruined. Three months ago, I had lost all hope and still, I had gotten back up. Still, I had kept on trying. And it had paid off. I had built my own IT business, started volunteering for the local homeless shelter, and successfully avoided getting back in touch with Clark or Veronica despite their repeated attempts. Veronica’s attempts at reaching out had involved family manipulation, while Clark’s had consisted of constant calls from different phone numbers, as well as driving by my apartment building repeatedly. And, despite the pang in my heart whenever I heard that familiar voice on the other line or saw that familiar red sports car, I had stayed strong. I blocked each new number, and began to leave my building by the back entrance. And I had gotten on with my life.

      I finished my cake and took one last breath of fresh air, then hopped off the window and returned to my laptop. It was Saturday, but I liked to get my emails over with before I set off for the day. A quick scan of my inbox revealed something from my old high school. Attention, Class of 2007, the subject line read.

      I clicked on it and read it through:

      Grass Valley High School would like to welcome back all students of its graduating class of 2007 for a reunion. Food, drinks and music will be provided. Many of the former staff will be present. We hope to see you there!

      I moved the cursor over to the delete button, but couldn’t quite click it.

      Why should I go? I asked myself. Did I really want to go back to the school where I was still doubtless remembered as the girl who was stood up at prom and now, tried to auction off her virginity?

      Because, I told myself, of what you did, despite that. To show them that these setbacks hadn’t broken me. On the contrary, I had built myself up in spite of them. I was the owner of a successful business. I had everything to be proud of.

      I closed the tab, and then my laptop. In any case, I didn’t have to decide whether to go or not now. The rest of the day I spent wandering round the neighborhood, stopping in shops and browsing through things I didn’t need. A nice long walk through the forest raised my spirits, but the whole day, I felt indelibly as if I was avoiding something.

      In the middle of the night, out of a dead sleep, I sat up straight in bed.

      I stumbled through the dark to my laptop and opened it. Reopening my email tab, I found the reunion email and RSVP’d.

      YES.

      “There,” I told myself as I lay back in bed. “I’ve done it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      Is this really going to work?

      As the limo zipped along the highway, I shook the thought away for the fifth time. This was going to work, it had to. I’d tried just about everything else to get in touch with Kristin at this point.

      But showing up at her building unannounced, demanding that she come with me to our high school reunion—wasn’t it a bit much? Gazing out the window revealed the sky was an ominous-looking grey. I looked away. Maybe this all was a bit much, but I had to try.

      The closer we got, however, the more the question returned, the more the anxiety closed up my throat. By the time we pulled up to the familiar off-white apartment building, I was practically hoarse and had almost crushed the corsage box in my hands. When I got to the building receptionist, I parried requests to call Kristin’s apartment with the old man’s stoic refusal to do anything that “wasn’t by regulations,” before finally paying him off with a fifty.

      “Tell him there’s something here for her,” I told him as he rung her, and he did so.

      Sure enough, a few minutes later, Kristin was walking into the lobby. Her gaze stopped on me, and her face fell. I was speechless. Kristin looked even more gorgeous than I remembered. Maybe it was just not seeing her for so long, or maybe it was the chiffon and jeweled mint glory of a dress draped around her body, but I was utterly frozen. Until she turned around to walk away from me.

      “Wait,” I croaked, and she paused.

      “Is that…is that the dress you were going to wear—”

      “For prom, yes,” Kristin declared, whirling around to deliver me an icy glare.

      I nodded dumbly and Kristin demanded “What are you doing here Clark?”

      I looked at her sheepishly. Judging by her enraged reaction, I was beginning to wonder that myself.

      “Well?” Kristin asked and the words poured out of me.

      “I just wanted to see you. I thought that maybe, I don’t know, you were going to the reunion too. And if you were then maybe I could give you a ride.”

      Kristin’s frown didn’t budge and showed no signs of doing so, so I continued.

      “It’s just a ride. You can ditch me when we get there, if you want.”

      Kristin’s glittering eyes surveyed me coolly, while I tried to give her an easy, reassuring smile. Apparently appeased by what she saw, she nodded and strode ahead of me outside. At the door of her building, however, she’d stopped.

      Turning to me with a smile, she said, “Oh Clark, you didn’t!”

      Clearly, she had spotted the limo waiting outside for us. I took her arm with a shrug. “It seemed appropriate.”

      At the limo, I waved the driver aside and opened the back door myself so she could climb in. I climbed in right beside her and the driver pulled away from the curb. I glanced over to see that Kristin, for all her indifferent bravado, was clearly flustered at sitting so close to me.

      “So…” she said, staring determinedly out the window, “Why would you bother going to the reunion?”

      Edging a bit closer, so our knees were touching, I asked, “What do you mean?”

      She turned to look at me, her gaze flicking down as soon as it met mine.

      “Why bother?” she said to her sparkly nails. “When everyone knows your success already, what’s the point?”

      I put my hand on her arm. Leaning towards her, in her ear I whispered, “I have some unfinished business there.”

      While I waited there, so close to her, Kristin stayed immobile. Her hand was trembling, her body urging her to do what her mind was clearly so against.

      But all she said was a quiet “Oh,” so I moved my hand away.

      The rest of the ride was more enjoyable and Kristin opened up when I asked her about her company’s recent success, and we even shared a laugh about our cats.

      “They’ve gotten crazy fat!” Kristin exclaimed and we burst out laughing.

      “No way,” I said.

      “What?”

      “My cat, Nala. She got fat, too. I think the maid has been slipping her treats.”

      Kristin laughed some more.

      “Both Romeo and Juliet are chunky, now they cuddle in all their blobby glory. We should have a cat playdate sometime.”

      At her artless suggestion, she fell silent, her gaze flicking back to the window.

      “Yes,” I said softly, taking her hand, “Yes, we should.”

      Kristin said nothing. Her hand was trembling, but she didn’t move it away. The limo rolled to a halt and the driver came over to the door and opened it. I waved him away once again.

      “We’re going to need a minute.”

      Kristin said nothing, and I took her other hand.

      “Kristin, please. Just hear me out. Whatever happens tonight, whether you even want to talk to me after you step foot out of this limo, I just wanted to apologize. I want you to know how sorry I am for failing you like that. For disappointing you and proving that all of the horrible things you thought about me after prom were true. For embarrassing you and hurting you again, when you were the last person I ever wanted to hurt.

      “After that night, after prom, I wanted to explain it to you, but even now, Kristin, my darling, I’m afraid there’s no explaining it. How utterly different I feel in your presence—how light, authentic…how free. How your laughter is contagious and your smile even more so. How, after we reunited this past year, as my thoughts turned to you more and more, an equally powerful current rose within me—that of fear.

      “Yes, Kristin, I feared you and what you did to me. And that night, that stupid, horrible, mistake of a night, as I sat in my office, as I watched the clock tick from 5:50 to 6 pm, I was afraid. I was afraid of going to you and losing myself, of giving into the overwhelming affection that I could already hardly resist. And so, I sabotaged it. I sat there and, while everything in me urged me to go, fear urged me to stay. I thought of the weeks after the prom, the breathless, painful weeks that I only got through by using work as a drug to escape the pain, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to take that helpless feeling again. No, I couldn’t bear it; I wanted you out of my life; I wanted this horrible vulnerability gone for good.”

      Kristin’s hand stopped trembling.

      “And I almost got my way,” I continued, “You know, I almost pulled it off. As I sat there, and 6:20 became 6:25, I had almost convinced myself that I was doing the right thing; sparing you the disappointment of being with me. Still, I couldn’t stop myself from calling you and begging for your forgiveness; but I was even a bit grateful for your refusal to talk to me. I was actually relieved. As the days passed, I figured that was it; that I’d gotten away with it, that all I needed was a few more days, and you’d be out of my system.”

      I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it.

      “But Kristin, I was so wrong. Because, you see, hours stretched into days, stretched into weeks, stretched into months. You want to know what changed with all this time, all this distance? Not a damn thing. If anything, I missed you all the more, I ached for you—a physical urge there was no escaping. I realized that I hadn’t gotten you out of my system at all, I had simply thrown away my last chance at happiness.”

      And then the words were out and Kristin’s eyes were shining. I let go of her hands and helped her out of the limo. Taking the corsage out of the box, I tied it on her wrist.

      Then, with my hand on her back, I said, “So come on, Kristin, let’s go inside so that you can have the time of your life. Ignore me if you must; never speak to me again if you think it’s right. But just know this: that a thousand words can never express how sorry I am, and that I will never stop loving you.”

      Her blue eyes were bluer with tears, but I wasn’t going to make my move now that she was so vulnerable. No, she deserved better than that. For once, I was going to the right thing.

      So, giving her a light kiss on the cheek, I strode away from her side and into the old high school without looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        Kristin

      

    
    
      Why on earth did he do that?

      I stared at Clark’s back as he walked into our old high school without me. Everything he had just said, everything he had done up until now, none of it added up.

      “Kristin, you came?”

      At the sound of my sister’s incredulous voice, my shoulders sagged. Once again, it wasn’t even her year and yet here she was, in all her ruby-dressed, fuchsia-nailed glory.

      “Hello, Veronica,” I said. She looked me up and down, her thick eyebrows arcing, a malevolent smile making its way onto her deep red lips.

      “Now, that isn’t the same dress…”

      I lifted my chin to look her in the eye.

      “It is.”

      She warbled a laugh, and then tilted her head at me like I was the most pitiable thing she’d ever seen.

      “Well, let’s hope tonight goes just a bit better.” As her friends joined her, Veronica took a theatrical look around. Her charcoal lined gaze stopping on me, she said, “At any rate, history seems to be repeating itself; Clark is nowhere to be seen!”

      As she and her friends swapped snide smiles, I strode past them. Heading for the high school’s rotating doors, I tossed my answer over my shoulder: “Actually, he’s in there now.”

      And then I was through the doors and hurrying to my favorite hideout, the single stall girls’ bathroom that was tucked in the corner.

      I shut the stall door and sat down on the toilet. Huh, its old gray door even had the same graffiti as it had ten years ago: the same fat purple heart swooped around Nicole and Anatoli, whoever they were. In thick pink scrawl, someone was telling me God was here, while someone else, in a thin black angry slash, was telling them to go fuck themselves. Yes, being in old Grass Valley High like this, sitting here now, it was like being in a time warp. The only problem was that the last thing I wanted to do was go back in time to my high school, where my greatest memory was prom—the night my whole world had come crashing down around me.

      I stared dully at the stall door. Really, I had just hurried inside the school to escape Veronica; I still hadn’t made up my mind whether I was actually going to go through with attending this thing. It had been bad enough with the possibility of everyone knowing about the infamy of my virginity auction and remembering my prom humiliation. But now that Veronica was here, with her posse of snobs, did I really want to torture myself by being anywhere near them? And Clark, regardless of what he had said, did I really want to be around him now—the man who perpetually disappointed me?

      I opened the stall door. The woman in the mirror was all dressed-up and ready to go, but in reality she was more afraid than the girl who had worn the same dress had been, because she knew better. She had watched the girl get beaten down time and again, she’d watched her be humiliated, betrayed; she’d watched disappointment became the girl’s sad sort of creed. So now, the smart thing was obvious: learn the lesson, leave, save yourself.

      I took a deep breath, in then out. Yes, leaving would be easy, it would probably be the smart thing to do. The only problem was that the woman in the mirror, the woman I was, wasn’t only smarter than the girl she’d been—she was braver, too. All the hardships hadn’t just ground her into the ground, no—they had chiseled her, like a fine marble statue, into someone that could withstand pain, that could take risks and live with the consequences, into someone that could do this.

      So, I did. I walked out of the bathroom, down the hallway and followed the scrawled signs to the gym. There, I stepped back down memory lane. The gym was decorated with the exact same decorations as it had been for our prom in 2007, transformed into the same silver wonderland. The floor and walls were reflective metallic silver, while the ceiling fluttered with silver streamers. There were even the same mini brownies on the banquet tables.

      It looked as though even the same crowd was there too; none of my old friends could be seen, while Veronica and hers were eyeing me with thinly veiled glee. Clark was nowhere to be seen, he had probably left already.

      “Well if it isn’t Kristin Blair.”

      I turned around to see another one of the last people I wanted to see at the reunion. Gary Vanderchuck looked much the same as he had in high school, with the exception of having more of a beard on his chin, and less hair on his head. He was eyeing me with the same condescension he had at prom.

      Yes, history was repeating itself. My instincts had been correct. This had been a terrible, horrible mistake.

      I forced a smile, “Hi, Gary,” and then I fled towards the banquet tables in the far corner of the gym. The mini brownies. This time I took five; I had less than high hopes at this point, I had none. So, I flopped onto a wobbly classroom chair with my pathetic bounty and started to dig in. The soundtrack to my latest humiliation was, appropriately, the same music they’d played at prom, the same mockingly upbeat poppy hits.

      It was hardly surprisingly when I caught Claude’s lanky still shaggy-haired form making his way to me. However, he didn’t quite make it. He was intercepted by a broader-shouldered form, one wearing a crisp, expensive suit and an easy smile.

      “May I have this dance?” Clark asked me, holding out his hand while I gaped at him. His face fell. “You’re still mad aren’t you?”

      I glanced to the empty dance floor, the disco ball rotating sadly, and the spotlight flickering on no one. “There’s no one dancing.”

      Clark followed my gaze, and then shrugged. His hand still stuck out, he said “Looks like we’ll have to start it.”

      I nodded, but didn’t move. Really, Clark wasn’t asking me just for a dance. He was asking me to forgive him, for another chance— another chance for him to let me down. Hadn’t I learned enough?

      “Hey, Kristin?” Clark asked.

      “Yeah?”

      “If you want to reject me, then reject me, but my arm is getting tired and I look pretty ridiculous.”

      I glanced around to find many of the gym’s occupants looking our way. Giggling, I rose and took his hand.

      “Okay, let’s dance.”

      Clark led me to the middle of the dance floor, under the revolving disco ball and multicolored flickering lights. And he put both hands on my waist and I put my hands around his neck and the beat took over from there. It swayed us in a circle, tapped our feet in time, even our smiles were rhythmic.

      Clark smelled really good, a musky scent I vaguely remembered, although I had never actively noticed it before. As we swayed there together, glancing in each other’s eyes, all I felt for this man was jumbled about—attraction, affection, resentment, love. Yes, as one song gave way into the next, as he gazed at me with adoring eyes, as his words back in the limo replayed in my head, I knew. There was no denying it anymore. I loved him.

      At some point, I wrested my gaze from his to see that the dance floor was now full of rotating couples. Clark and I hadn’t only started the dance floor, we had made it.

      Clark turned my head to face his. “What are you thinking?”

      I gazed into his eyes, his insistent, eager, caring brown eyes and felt the words bubbling up my throat. The I love you that would ruin everything, that would throw me into pain once more, that couldn’t be said.

      “I think I need a break,” I said, extricating myself from his embrace and walking off the dance floor. As I made my way back to my chair, I noticed a table with sheets of paper on it.

      “What’s this for?” I asked the woman behind the desk.

      “The prom king and queen!” she trilled and I felt my heart drop.

      Not this again.

      As I turned away, Clark joined me.

      “Kristin, what’s the matter?”

      I looked up at him and shook my head.

      “They’re voting for the prom kind and queen. They’re doing it again.”

      Clark shot me a puzzled look.

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      Tears pricked my eyes, but I would not let them escape. I turned away, addressed my frustration to my shaking hands.

      “Are you kidding me? You think that I want to be reminded, that I want everyone to be reminded of my humiliation?”

      Silence, then Clark took my arm.

      “Damn, Kristin, I’m sorry.”

      I paused there, feeling myself give in to his grasp, his sympathy, his affection. But then my gaze caught a girl at the edge of the gym, a girl on a wobbly classroom chair, eating some brownies to avoid the pain, a girl who looked like I had that night.

      I wrenched my arm away. “I’m sorry, I can’t do this.”

      As I walked away, he followed me. “Kristin, please, just—”

      “No, Clark, I’m sorry. It’s just been too much. I can’t trust you anymore. Please leave me alone or I’m going to have to leave.”

      As I walked away to the chairs in the corner, the most ridiculous thing was that some part of me wished that he had followed me.

      It didn’t matter now, though. I was back at my old seat; in my haste I had even left a mini brownie on my plate. As I ate, the music died down and those on the dance floor dispersed. A minute or so later, our old principal, Mr. Hartery, hobbled to the stage.

      Into the microphone, his wobbly voice said, “Okay folks, I hope you’re enjoying the reunion so far. I know I sure am. Now, our organizers thought it would be a nice idea for everyone to vote for the prom king and queen, just for old time’s sake. But first, a word from our organizer and sponsor, without whom none of this would have been possible. Let’s hear it for Grass Valley’s own Clark Denton!”

      As the gym erupted in applause, I gaped at the far-off suited figure that strode proudly to the stage and up to the microphone. Under the spotlight, he was so handsome that it almost hurt to look at him.

      “Thank you, everyone,” he said, “I never made it to prom, so for me, I have to admit the whole prom king and queen thing was pretty selfish. Even my own high school graduation—I never made it to that either. I guess I wanted to do this to make up for everything I missed—or at least try to. So, you shouldn’t really be clapping for me. You should be clapping for yourselves, that you weren’t stupid enough to miss out the things that mattered, so that you were years later forced to have a high school reunion to have them.”

      There was a smattering of laughter, and then he continued, “In all seriousness, the other reason I organized this reunion was community. These days, no matter where you are, we’re getting busier and more loaded down than ever, with less time for our friends and family and just having some good old-fashioned fun. So, I thought this would be a nice way to combat that—not just for me, but for everyone.”

      As more applause rumbled through the room, Clark paused, and then scanned the crowd. His eyes seemed to stop on me, but I was probably imagining it; he was probably searching out his next conquest.

      “The main reason I held this reunion,” he was saying, “I will reveal in a few minutes. But first,” he held up a silver envelope, “let’s give it up for the prom king and queen nominees. Everyone whose name is called, please come to the stage.”

      After the applause had died down, Clark began reading off names: “We have Veronica Blair and Gary Vanderchuck.”

      I had to stifle a laugh as the two most conceited people in the room strode up to the stage, smiling and waving to nobody. Maybe Veronica had had something with Gary and that explained some of her resentment of me back then.

      “We have Lisa Connery and Devin Davedos.” More applause, as a blonde girl from my grade 11 science class strode to the stage with a chubby man I didn’t recognize.

      “Then we have Stella McCarr and Paul Prescott.” Another couple I remembered from high school, looking as in love as always, glided up to the stage. With their rosy happy faces and clasped hands, there was no doubt who would be the winners tonight.

      But Clark wasn’t quite done yet; he was reading off the last nominated couple: “And then we have Kristin Blair and,” he chuckled, “me.”

      A stunned silence followed his words, and then the gym burst into murmurs and broken applause. I was frozen to my seat, wishing I could sink into it or at least hide under it. But there was no escaping the roving spotlight, or Clark’s own insistent voice in the microphone:

      “Now, we’re just waiting on Kristin Blair. Kristin, wherever you are…” He sounded worried and he should be—I was wavering between just striding out of the gym and into the night air, away from the school, away from everything.

      But instead, my legs were carrying me towards the stage. Before I knew it, I was striding up the steps and Clark was grasping my hand.

      Out of the corner of my mouth, not looking at him, I whispered, “You planned this?”

      “How else was I supposed to get you to see me?” his whisper came back.

      “And now you’ve even rigged the votes too, I presume?”

      “Hey,” Clark turned to face me, “Do you really have such low expectations of me? I may have organized this whole thing, but I let people vote how they wanted to. Stella and Paul will probably win.”

      “Since our organizer turned out to be one of the nominees,” Mr. Hartery said, chuckling, “I will read out the winners.”

      Taking the silver envelope from Clark, he opened it, his little blue eyes lighting up, and announced, “And the winners, your prom king and queen, are…Clark Denton and Kristin Blair!”

      Another shocked silence, then an eruption of applause, and a thunderous roar filling the gym, reverberating through my head. It was a good thing Clark took my hand and led me to the microphone, because I would have been rooted to the spot with shock.

      “Thanks everyone for this,” Clark was saying, “It really means a lot to Kristin—and especially to me.”

      He lifted our clasped hands, and then it was my turn to speak. The only problem was that I was utterly speechless. Sweat was running down my spine, something between a hysterical laugh and a whoop of joy was bubbling in my chest and I was afraid which would come out.

      “Can I say something too?” Clark was saying. “It’s about Kristin and I. It’s meant for her but the rest of you are going to have to come along for the ride.”

      Clark took the microphone in his hand and turned to me.

      “Kristin, ten years ago, I was the reason that your prom night was ruined, and the reason you never got to be crowned prom queen. And you really, truly should have been. You should have been crowned prom queen because you were a good person—you brought everyone around you up. That was one of the things I always loved most about you—your kind and giving heart; one that never stopped seeing the best in people. I used to be one of those people, until I failed you worse than I could have feared failing anyone.”

      This time I couldn’t stop the tears from spilling down my cheeks, but Clark just kept talking.

      “That night, I failed you in a way that was unforgivable; and so, I don’t blame you for not forgiving me. What followed for both of us was in part due to that very mistake of mine, you lived your life under the shadow of it, while I lived my life in the cycle of it—perpetuating the mistake time and again, choosing work over my family, my friends, my life more and more as time went on.

      So now I’m here, tonight, to say: fuck it. Fuck work and fuck anything that gets in the way of you and I being together, Kristin. And I know this is ridiculous and I really shouldn’t be saying it on a stage where over a hundred people can witness me crash and burn, but here it is: I love you, Kristin Blair. I love you with your freckled nose and your kind blue eyes and the kindest heart I know. I love your forgiving heart and open mind and, I guess what I’m trying to say is, that if you don’t give me one last chance to make it up to you, to be there for you in all the ways I should’ve been, then I don’t know what I’ll do with myself. Because I love you. Call me a fool and show me all the mistakes I’ve made—and I’ve made a lot—but I love you. I love you with all my heart and soul, with everything that I am and everything that I’m going to be. I love you.”

      This stunned silence stretched out, and I waited with the crowd, my heart so full it could burst, my eyes streaming with the tears I failed to hold back. Suddenly, it occurred to me just what everyone was waiting for—me. Clark, tears in his eyes, his hand with the microphone outstretched to my lips, the crowd with their heads angled up towards me, they were all waiting. Waiting for my answer.

      I took the microphone, breathed in and out.

      “I…” I started, just as Clark’s phone rang. He froze, his face falling.

      Our eyes met. Together, we grabbed the black little thing and, in one great toss, threw it as far as it would go. It landed on the floor with a sickening crunch. As we laughed, I lifted the microphone to my lips.

      “I say yes.”

      Now the crowd was roaring its approval once more and Clark took my face in his hands and kissed me. Everything went silent, and all there was were those soft, loving lips pressing to mine. And then it was over and the crowd was still clapping and Clark was tugging me away, but I wasn’t finished yet. No, now, I finally had something to say. I turned to Clark and began to speak.

      “It’s funny how your life can change in a split second. Clark, my darling, Clark. I hated you for a very long time. The last time I was wearing this dress, I had a very different prom experience; in fact, that night was the worst night of my life. I was humiliated, betrayed, hurt beyond all reason. And while it was certainly unfair, it was equally unfair of me to accuse you of ruining my life.

      “After that night, instead of picking myself up and moving on, I let that humiliation define me, I let it grow into a dark cloud that always followed me, blocking out the sun of possibility. I let it be the reason for all my failures, whether in love or in my business. I let history repeat itself time and again, all because I refused to learn the lesson. But these past few months, it’s all become clear to me, thanks to you. You showed me what a second chance looks like, not just for forgiving others, but for believing in myself. You brought back the past with all its snarling implications, shoved the mirror in my face—and you want to know what I saw?”

      Silence. I smiled.

      “I saw a frightened little girl. A little girl who was so determined to avoid getting hurt that she assumed the worst of people and life before she’d given either of them a real chance. She ensured herself failure, so she wouldn’t have to deal with the disappointment of missing success. She put all her power in an event that had happened over ten years ago, instead of keeping the power where it had always been—in her two hands.

      “What I’m saying is that we can’t control the tragedies that befall us, but we can always control what we do about them. And you taught me that, Clark. You with your truth and your forcing me to make hard choices.”

      I bit my lip and paused.

      “You forced me to grow as a person, to learn what true forgiveness is—and true bravery. Because this, all of this, has been nothing short of terrifying. The whirlwind dates and your 100-mile-an-hour courtship and just…you. You’ve taught me about conquering my fears and opening myself up to be hurt again. Because that’s what’s this has all been about, really. Opening myself up to be hurt again by you, time and again—forgiving you and believing you and being brave, despite everything in me shrinking back from these overpowering feelings, this love.

      “I guess what I’m trying to say is how my love for you scares me and exalts me in equal measure. How hours disappear into breathless seconds with you. How my whole body thrills at even the thought of you. How every single day I feel as though I can’t love you more, and every single day I’m proven wrong. And I just want you to know, here and now, that you are far greater than you know. Not just in terms of how sexy and charming you are—which, let’s face it, you are fully aware of. It’s more than that. It’s your kind heart, and your funny irreverence. It’s the way you squeeze my hand, the way you look at me when you think I don’t notice. So, I guess what I’m ranting on about, is that it’s you, Clark Denton. You’re the one for me.”

      Now the applause was more like an earthquake, one which Clark joined in. He clapped exuberantly, while his face looked happier than I’d ever seen it. Next thing I knew, Mr. Hartery was putting the crowns on our heads and a familiar song was coming on.

      “Now, for the first dance,” Clark said and that’s when I realized it. This song had been playing when my name was announced last time, when I was humiliated.

      And, as Clark took my hand and led me to the once-again empty dance floor, I understood. History wasn’t repeating itself, no, it was righting itself. With his hands on my waist and my arms around his neck, with our foreheads pressed together, everything was happening as it should have ten years ago. I closed my eyes and Clark kissed me again.

      I opened my eyes as Clark whispered, “What are you thinking?”

      “I’m thinking that everything—absolutely everything—is perfect.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        Clark

      

    
    
      She said “yes.”

      As I gazed into the eyes of the beautiful woman in my arms, the realization kept repeating in my head. She said yes—and my life was never going to be the same again.

      Yes, the longer we twirled on the dance floor, the more certain I was becoming. This was the start of the rest of my life.

      She looked so stunning in that dress that I wanted to take her face in my hands and kiss her. I wanted to kiss and kiss her and let the kisses lead me where they would. As I smiled at her and she smiled back, it took everything in me to resist this urge.

      It only grew when we dashed into the photo booth and took photos with every prop they had, when we raided the food stand for handfuls of mini brownies. So, as we sat side by side, my arm slung around her, I did it. I kissed her.

      I kissed her and everything went quiet—the music, all the murmurings of our classmates, even the whirr of the overhead fan. It went quiet and, drawing back, in her ear I whispered, “Want to get out of here?”

      Still mid-chew, Kristin grinned and declared, “I wanted to leave ten minutes ago.”

      I grabbed her hand and we left, speed walking out of the school, smiling at everybody and nobody in particular. The whole ride back to my place, we could barely keep our hands to ourselves, but by the time we pulled up to my house, we were just getting started.

      As the car rolled to a stop, Kristin pressed herself to me.

      “I can’t wait,” she said breathlessly. “Let’s do it now, here.”

      The way her lips parted as she said it, her half-lidded eyes; there was no resisting her. When the driver opened the door, I leaned over to hand him a stack of $20 bills.

      “If you would be so kind as to allow us another hour or so.”

      The man’s aquiline face betrayed no emotion, he only gave a curt nod and then closed the door again. The next second I was on her, kissing the lips I loved so well, my hands tracing the body I had missed so much. Her dress slipped down easily, revealing a rhinestone-covered bra underneath. Now, Kristin was kissing my neck, nibbling and sucking and goddamn, I was ready to take her right then.

      But there was still the rest of her dress and her bra and underwear between me and her. I undid and removed the bra easily and she helped slip off the dress and underwear. And then, there she was, completely naked and completely beautiful. My Kristin. Her porcelain skin was as soft and cool as marble, although her pussy was hot to the touch. I only brushed against it with my fingers as my lips devoured her neck.

      Her moans were soft, but my dick was hard. I guided her hand to its spot in my pants, and she began running her fingers along it. While she undid my belt and pants, I teased her, slipping one finger in her pussy and out, enjoying the blossoming wetness. When I slipped a finger all the way in then all the way out, she paused to give me a desperate, furious look.

      “What’s that?” I asked, teasingly, doing the same full in-out pump.

      She pouted and the word came out: “More.”

      “Oh yeah?” I said, repeating the motion.

      Lips parting, hands working away at undoing my pants, she nodded. Grabbing my bare dick now, she got up in my face, bit my lower lip.

      “More.”

      So, I did it, I pushed both fingers in and got pumping while her delicate little hands slid all over my dick.

      “Spit on it,” I instructed her, “Make it wet so you can jerk it nice and smooth.”

      She did as she was told, and now I was groaning too. Both of our hands moving and our pelvises twisting with pleasure, the next thing to do was obvious. Taking both her hands in my one hand, I pressed myself onto her in a kiss. As my lips met hers, so did my dick meet her pussy, the tip nudging into the tight cleft.

      Pushing me back, Kristin’s gaze on my now rock-hard dick, she directed her demand to my dick: “Now.”

      I tilted her head so it was face to face with mine.

      “What was that?”

      In response, Kristin shoved her pussy onto my cock. Gazing into my eyes with a wild, desperate look, she murmured, “Fuck me. Please.”

      I had no choice but to comply.

      In and out I thrusted, while her pussy clasped my dick. Her pussy was so tight, such a perfect fit, I thought I was going to cum right then and there. But when I heard her breathing go shallow and saw her start to arch her back, I knew I had to keep going. So, on I pounded her, as hard and deep as I could. And—fuck, it felt so good—I was almost there, but she was almost there too. Her whole body was shaking with the oncoming orgasm.

      I kept going until we were both on the edge, breathless with pleasure, locked in motion, thrusting and clasping and thrusting and I grabbed her hair, looked her in the eye and shoved my tongue down her throat. Pulling away, she came—in gasps, in body-shuddering cries. As our bodies continued their harried pulse, as I streamed load after load into her, as she cried and I groaned, and we came as one beautiful body of pleasure.

      Afterwards, both of us trembling with the aftershocks of pleasure, I slipped out of her. And then, she naked and me half-naked, we sat there on the limo’s cool leather seats, probably supposed to leave minutes or maybe even an hour ago. It didn’t matter. Now, there was nothing to do. My arms were around her, her body leaned into me, this was enough. There wasn’t another thing we wanted to be doing. Just her and me—that in itself was enough.

      The rest of the night in my house was more of the same. Our bodies were never not touching, except when one of us slipped off to the bathroom. Eating, bathing, sleeping—everything was just an opportunity for more physical contact, for more adoring looks and soft smiles. We talked but of what I couldn’t tell you. It was a constant conversation, a never-ending laugh, and a grin in word form. We were love incarnate; we were making love in between whispered conversations in bed. We fell asleep the same way, clasped in each other’s arms and talking until the sun came up and we passed out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When we woke up, she looked so beautiful; I had to devour her once more. My kisses made their way to their favorite place.

      Her pussy was just as drowsy as she was: under half-open eyes she watched me kiss and suck her outer lips. I thrust my tongue into her slit, rubbed her clit with my finger, and then switched, pumping her pussy while I licked her clit. In and out and around and around I went.

      She opened her legs further, thrust her pussy into my face, her soft landing strip rubbing against my forehead. I, however, was locked in motion already, deep in her sweet-tasting pussy, licking and sucking every part of it, always returning to the finger thrusting and clit licking that had her twisting in pleasure.

      On and on, I thrust and licked and sucked, my pace building gradually, irresistibly. Her coos intensified into moans, moans which became howls, which grew to one shriek as she came, hard; her whole body tensed, then, finally flopped back.

      I let her lay there for a bit, allowing her recover and open her eyes before I told her: “This is where you’re living now, you know.”

      A lackadaisical smile slid onto Kristin’s glowing face. “Oh yeah?”

      Nodding, I took her hand.

      “Yeah.”

      “So, I have no choice then?”

      I tapped the tip of her nose.

      “Exactly.”

      She giggled.

      “What about my cats?”

      “I thought you didn’t like them anyway.”

      “Yes, but still.”

      “They can make friends with Nala. The girl needs a new outlet for ignoring me, after all.”

      We laughed, then Kristin continued “And all my stuff?”

      Leaning in to kiss her, I whispered in her ear “Kristin, have you seen this place? I may have an extra room or two.”

      And then I helped her up and we stood there, me looking at her and her looking at me. This time she was the one who kissed me and, after taking my hand, led me down the hallway, to the empty room with the big window. She opened it, sat down and patted the spot beside her.

      When I sat down, smiling, she declared, “Well, I guess that settles it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      Who would have thought to celebrate our one-year anniversary that we’d have ended up here, of all places?

      As I looked down the table, I smiled to myself at the improbable scene. On one end of the table was my family, Mom, Dad, Billy and Diana; even Veronica had graced us with her presence. It had taken my family some convincing, but half a year ago they had agreed to give Clark a chance, for me. Now, as they all threw their heads back with laughter at something he’d said, you’d swear they were old friends.

      On the other end of the table was a group that would have been equally unlikely a year ago: Clark’s family. His brother Eugene, and his sister Yvonne, sipping their drinks with slight smiles, his mother beaming. These days, every other word she said to me was “thank you.” For the change Clark had undergone, the caring and giving man he had become.

      I watched him now silently, reflecting on the hundreds of ways these past months have transformed him before my eyes. The former workaholic who now had to stop himself from taking too many breaks to kiss his girlfriend (I took most of the credit for this). The closed-off man who now shared his views with anyone who’d listen. The distant son who now visited his family every week and called his mother every few days. Yes, everything had ended up wonderfully, better than I could’ve even hoped for.

      “Are y’all ready to order?”

      Our waitress was here, the same one as last time, with even the same strawberry blonde pigtails. And this time, we all chorused, “Yes!”

      Once she had taken our orders, Clark raised his glass.

      “To our upcoming vacation,” he said.

      Everyone, including me, gaped at him blankly. But Clark’s smile was unwavering.

      Turning to me and taking my hand, he announced to the table: “This should come as no surprise, but this past year has been the best one of my life. And I owe it all to this incredible woman here. From day one she has been steadfastly supportive and patient, honest and caring. This woman whose hand I’m holding has done nothing less than single-handedly save my life. So, today I wanted to announce to everyone, the little I’m going to give back to her.”

      Clark turned to me, beaming.

      “Babe, we’re going back to Cancun.”

      There was a stunned silence, and then the whole table broke into excited whispers and murmurs of approval. Clark held up his hand.

      “I should probably mention that we leave tomorrow.”

      At this, both of our families whooped, raising their own glasses with smiling faces.

      I turned to Clark with a searching look.

      “Babe, what about the cats, work?”

      He tapped me on the tip of my nose, grinning.

      “It’s been taken care of.”

      And just like that, it was official. We were going back to Cancun and I was, without a doubt, the luckiest girl in the world.

      The food was as delicious as you’d expect; everyone tried bits of everyone else’s dishes, although the general consensus was that my ravioli was the best. Conversation flowed as easily as the wine; it was hard not to enjoy yourself and eat a little bit too much when Clark was footing the bill. By the time dessert had arrived however, Clark’s leg had started brushing mine in that way he did when he wanted something very particular.

      “Well,” I said, rising, “We should get back home and pack.”

      Everyone protested, but in the end, waved to us with big smiles. Clark drove us home and, once there, in our bedroom, I stopped in the door.

      Eyes on him, I took off my blouse and let it drop to the floor. I slipped off my skirt and let it drop around my ankles. Next was my bra and then, finally, my panties. Now, standing in the doorway stark naked, I raised an eyebrow.

      “We should pack.”

      With his eyes all over me, Clark strode up to me and took me in his arms.

      “We really should.”

      The next thing I knew, his lips were over mine, his hands fondling my breasts. One breast, then the other, then both; soon he had me pressed to the wall. Slipping my nipple in his mouth, he slipped his hand between my legs. He stopped his sucking to say, pleasure lighting up his eyes: “So wet.”

      Then his mouth was sucking my other nipple, his fingers pumping me, slowly, lazily, unhurried. As I moaned, he turned me around and continued pumping my pussy with his finger from behind.

      “What do you say?” he murmured into my neck, “We try something a bit friskier?”

      I pushed my ass out in response and, as he slid his fingers in and out of my pussy, his other hand started kneading my ass. Long, leisurely massages that had my whole body trembling. Meanwhile, he had upped the pace of his fingering and had started running his other finger up and down my crack.

      I froze. Was he about to try what I thought he was about to try?

      Clark rubbing his finger against my asshole was my answer.

      “It’s okay,” he said, patting my head, “We’ll go slow.”

      More pumping in my pussy, deeper pressure of his finger into my ass. It felt weird, wrong and yet…the deeper in he went, the better it felt.

      Clark’s finger was vibrating inside my pussy now, and his other finger was in deep too, and it felt weird and wrong—but I liked it. Suddenly, Clark paused.

      “Want me to stop?”

      In response, I shoved my ass out further, warm and fuzzy with pleasure. Behind me, I heard a squirting sound and I turned to see Clark lubing up his dick. He caressed my wide-eyed face, whispering in my ear, “Slow and easy, that’s how we’ll go. Nice and slow for the tight little ass.”

      And now, his fingers were inside me again, in my pussy and in my ass, pumping faster and faster now. My moans were something of an unending howl at this point, they didn’t even sound like mine at all. It was the weirdest sensation, this painful pleasure. And yet, I was twisting around on the carpet with the glory of it. When Clark paused to slip out his fingers, I knew it was time.

      My body tensed, and for a moment I wasn’t sure what I wanted. And yet, when Clark said, “I don’t know, maybe we should just leave it,” my body reacted on its own. My ass shoved higher, and a desperate, “Please, Clark” gurgled out of my lips.

      Pressing his dick against my hole, he paused and said, “You sure?”

      I shoved my ass out further.

      “Okay, if you say so…” Clark said, pressing his dick inside me.

      Jesus fuck it was tight and it hurt and yet, if it didn’t feel really fucking good too.

      Together we thrust, forward and back, in deeper and deeper. And it was crazy, it was dirty. It didn’t make sense—but the deeper in he went, the more painful it was—and pleasurable. And by the time he was in all the way, it was my ass that was rocking back and forth on his rock-hard dick, needing it deeper, harder, howling for deliverance.

      Clark’s whole body was draped over me, pressing me into the floor. His dick was merciless, in and out, and over again, my whole body was throbbing with pain and pleasure, some blissful fusion of the two. Together we rocked, harder and faster, and better, until, with one final thrust to end all thrusts, Clark came. His pulsing rod shook an orgasm into me too, so it was both of us cumming, him on top of me, his cum spraying into me, while I soaked onto the carpet below.

      We lay there for a while, and when Clark finally slid out of me, he told me to wait. I did as I was told, even as I heard water running in the bathroom. When Clark came back, he picked me up and carried me into the bathroom. There, he deposited me into a tub that was filled with rose petals. He climbed in after me and wrapped his arms around me. There we were joined once again, there was no need for conversation now that our bodies had said so much.

      Now was the time to feel: the hot oblivion of the tub water, the cool breeze from the open window. Now was the time to smell the flush of the rose petals floating all around us. Now was the time to be thankful for it all, to thank God for Clark Denton, for all the hard years I had endured so that now I really appreciated what I had.

      “I love you, Kristin Blair,” Clark said suddenly, and the whole room echoed with it, our little tune, our big love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      CLARK

      The next morning, I served her breakfast in bed.

      “I made your favorite: raisin toast and scrambled eggs,” I whispered and she kissed me.

      We ate it together, the eggs and margarine-saturated bread, she feeding me when I wasn’t feeding her. By the time we were supposed to be leaving, Kristin was still naked and I had nothing but my boxers on. A quick call to the airport fixed that, however; I had bought my own jet a few months ago.

      “We have another hour,” I announced to Kristin as soon as I hung up the phone.

      “First, let’s check on the cats,” she said.

      We went to our office, the felines’ current favorite hangout. As if it wasn’t enough that Kristin and I worked there (with breaks for sex and cuddling), lately the cats had taken to flopping together there, too.

      This morning, sure enough, Kristin’s instincts had proven correct: all three cats were now curled in a warm pile of fur and fat. We surveyed them with incredulous grins.

      We had introduced the cats to each other gradually, sure there would be conflict. But Romeo and Juliet had welcomed Nala as easily as if they had always known her, and Nala had quickly taken to eating like mad and curling up with the couple. Now, months later, she was just as fat and just as likely to be curled up with them.

      “Okay,” I said after a few minutes of our amusing fat-cat cuddle show, “Should we get dressed now?”

      But Kristin shook her head.

      “There’s one more thing I want to do.”

      “Oh?” I asked, but she only took my hand. Leading me up the stairs, she took me to the empty room with the window.

      “It’s a while since we’ve been here,” she said softly.

      She opened the window, climbed up and sat down in our old position, her legs hanging down over oblivion. I climbed up beside her, put my arm around her. I was reminded of why she liked it up here.

      “It’s not just the beauty of the view, or being out in the fresh air, is it?” I asked. “It’s because sitting here like this reminds you of it, doesn’t it?”

      Kristin nodded.

      “It reminds me of sitting here just over a year ago and feeling the view reduce me to an insignificant speck, reminding me of just how lonely I was. Now, though, it makes me feel even more lucky to be sitting here and feel so differently, to have such a different life—such a full, vibrant and exciting life.”

      I turned to her, because her words were as good as mine—better, because it was like our brains were hooked up on the same weirdly high wonderful line. And I kissed her because it was the only thing left to do to her, my Kristin Blair, my soulmate, and the love of my life.

      And, as I drew back, I surveyed the landscape, clasped my love’s hand and thought: today was the day.

      Yes, today was the day that nothing could get better.

      

      
        The End
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          Chapter One

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      Inhaling a shaking breath, I steel my nerves as I apply my makeup, my reflection scowling back at me from the mirror above the sink. Here I was, straight out of college and knee-deep in debt, and the time had finally come to move to my dream town of Seattle.

      When I say dream town, that’s not an exaggeration. Ever since I was a girl growing up in the small town of Colfax, it’s been an aspiration of mine to live the good life in the city.

      Sure, I could work as a grocery store clerk or something, but sue me for wanting something more. I worked hard at Washington State, earning my marketing degree, while my art-major friends partied their way through college. My hard work paid off, it seems, as I’ve just landed a prestigious internship at a multibillion-dollar real estate company. As you might have guessed, it’s in my dream city of Seattle.

      The company, SharpeFocus, is notoriously guarded about its internships. I know I’ll be serving under the lead marketing director, but beyond the initial job description, I’m clueless. You don’t ask questions when a job like this is dangled under your nose. You just reach out and snatch it in your claws, as perfectly manicured and painted as they may be.

      It might seem like I have everything well in hand, that I’m confident and sure of myself, but the truth is that I feel like a fish out of water. Seattle is about as unlike Colfax as you can imagine, and while my dreams have always been huge, living them out is proving to be a bit more stressful than I expected.

      All the same, I must be doing something right to even be considered for the internship. Obviously, getting in on the ground floor isn’t the most glamorous way to begin my career, but I’m more concerned with what awaits me at the end of the tunnel.

      But unless I get my ass out of this apartment, the end of the tunnel won’t be coming any time soon.

      My expression looks no softer than when I started applying my makeup, so I try a smile. I find myself looking more demented than anything, but maybe that’s my nerves talking. I’ve been told that I’m attractive, and while every girl has days where she feels less than pretty, most days I feel pretty confident in what I see in the mirror.

      Pulling my long blond hair back, I allow a strand to frame either side of my face. One more attempt at a smile, and I don’t look half bad this time. I take a moment to internally celebrate the small victory, then, pulling my purse over my shoulder, I grab my keys and slip out of my new apartment.

      Considering how lonely I’ve been since moving out here, it occurs to me that it might have been nice to find an apartment that allowed pets. I’ve received my share of calls from family, mostly my father sounding terrified that some criminal from the big city will lay hands upon his only daughter. Unfortunately, the calls do nothing to replace the company of another living being.

      Shaking off the thought, I make my way down to the lobby, cursing the steep flight of stairs that I have to ascend and descend every day. I’m not out of shape by any means, but it’s a change of pace—I’m used to descending two steps, off of the porch of my childhood home. My younger brother would have already beat me to the door at this rate, but he’s always been far too energetic.

      My gorgeous, red, classic muscle car sits waiting for me in the parking lot, and I can’t help but breathe a sigh of contentment. I approach the driver’s side, unlocking the door and easing comfortably in the seat. The one thing that has remained reliable in my life is my car, the trooper that she is. We fiery-spirited girls have to stick together, after all.

      The engine thrums, seemingly in time with my heartbeat as I start the car, smiling a toothy little grin to myself. Coming out of college, my car was the one extra expense I allowed myself. Every other paycheck has gone towards funding this move.

      Hopefully, my persistence will pay off.

      I shift the car into reverse, pulling out of the lot and onto the main street. I’m not awfully familiar with the route to my workplace yet, but I know it will come in time. In the meantime, I set my GPS to take me to SharpeFocus headquarters. A peppy song plays on the radio, and I tap my fingers along to the beat.

      Pulling up to the skyscraping offices sooner than I expect, I thank my lucky stars that I chose an apartment that was close to the office. Finding a parking space is a bit harder than I had originally expected, and it becomes increasingly clear just how many employees work in this building.

      I find parking about a thousand miles away from the office, but at least it’s a little cheaper. Stepping out of my car, I move as quickly as my high heels will allow, checking my watch all the while. I have time, but not as much as I had hoped.

      When I step into the building, I stride over to the front desk, smiling and presenting the letter I’d been told to bring with me. The receptionist is an older woman who considers me with vague interest. I try not to fidget beneath her gaze, and she gestures away with a gnarled finger.

      “In front of the camera, Miss…” she trails off, looking over the letter.

      “Rhodes. Aimee Rhodes,” I quickly supply, shrinking back as she turns hard eyes upon me.

      “Right,” she drawls, tapping a small camera on the top of her desk.

      I step far enough back for her to get a decently angled picture, and moments later, she provides me with a badge. My picture is atrocious, and I’m briefly tempted to ask if I can retake it, but she’s speaking again before I can ask.

      “You head on up to the twelfth floor. Your manager’s office will be down the first hall, to the left,” the receptionist says coolly. I smile nervously before edging away towards the elevators.

      I rush once I’m out of the receptionist’s sight, jabbing the button to summon the elevator. It dings pleasantly before the doors part for me to step inside. All at once, a flood of people storm out of the elevator, while another crowd stampedes towards it. I lurch inside before I’m trampled, desperately hitting the button for my floor.

      I lean against the back corner of the elevator, trying to ignore my anxiety when faced with the close proximity of what I can only assume are other SharpeFocus employees. One or two people file out at each floor, and the car is nearly empty by the time we reach my floor. I put on my best smile as I step out of the elevator, breathing a deep sigh of relief.

      Now, to meet my manager.

      I march in the direction the receptionist had directed me, finding a door with a name that’s barely legible on it. It appears to be ‘Jack’ something, but the last name is long and hard to pronounce. While I’m considering it, the man in question steps out, not looking remotely pleased to see me.

      “Can I help you?” he asks.

      “Yes, Mr…” I trail off, averting my gaze.

      “Jack is fine,” he grumbles, gesturing for me to continue.

      “My name is Aimee Rhodes. I’m the new intern. I was told to meet with you,” I smile awkwardly again. He considers me for a long moment, humming under his breath before nodding and slipping past me.

      “You’re just in time, Miss Rhodes. I’m just on my way to a staff meeting and I’d like you to accompany me,” Jack announces, and I raise a brow before rushing to fall into step behind him.

      “A meeting? Already? I hardly think I have anything to contribute,” I mutter uncertainly. He chuckles, pausing so I can catch up.

      “It’s just the department heads, a standard meeting. All you have to do is sit still, listen closely, and take notes. Keep quiet, and you’ll have no trouble,” he says calmly.

      I swallow a lump forming in my throat, nodding my head obligingly as we walk back to the elevators. We step inside, and he hits the button for the top level. I can feel myself growing dizzy just at the thought of how high up we’ll be, but I manage to keep my composure.

      The elevator opens to a much more sparsely populated floor. Jack steps out, gesturing for me to follow. I jog to keep up with him as he briskly walks down a maze of hallways. After what seems an eternity, he opens a set of double doors and gestures for me to step inside.

      My eyes widen as I take in the massive meeting room, wondering how I managed to get this far in over my head. Everyone smiles as Jack and I step inside, however, and I can only hope the group is as friendly as they seem. Jack takes his place at the table, pulling out a chair beside him, presumably for me. I sit down, casting my gaze across the crowded table. I don’t really recognize anyone, but…

      Wait…

      Holy shit.

      There, at the head of the table, sits the man who had forged this empire. Carson Sharpe, the namesake of SharpeFocus.

      My God, he’s gorgeous…

      Keeping my eyes off of the CEO is a challenge, but he seems not to notice me. I listen absently to the conversation that’s taking place, though most of it flies over my head—lots of real estate jargon that I’ve yet to familiarize myself with.

      Carson Sharpe glances from department head to department head, looking somewhat troubled by the course the conversation is taking. I blink for a moment, tuning in as the meeting gets more heated. Carson slams a fist on the table, his gaze pointed as he scrutinizes each of his employees. He looks past me entirely, and I can only guess he doesn’t consider me relevant for the time being.

      “Come on, people. Property values on the east side are dropping like crazy, and we’ve invested too much time and effort into our own lot to sell it for less than it’s worth,” Carson says icily, and I glance towards my manager as he stares intently at his hands.

      I honestly fail to see why the marketing team has even been brought in for this particular meeting, but everyone looks shamefully lost as to what to suggest. I hesitate for a moment, biting my lip.

      “If the property values are dropping, why not buy out the area? From there, you can improve the lots you own and hopefully drive up the value of all of them and the surrounding area,” I say with uncertainty in my voice, and Jack turns angry eyes upon me. For that matter, the eyes of everyone in the room are locked on me in that moment, including those of Carson Sharpe himself.

      I shift uncomfortably, and Jack turns an apologetic look to the CEO.

      “I’m sorry, Carson—she’s new and you know how they can be, these interns thinking they’re hot sh—” he begins, only for Carson to cut him off.

      “What’s your name, young lady?” the billionaire says abruptly, his eyes capturing me in their snare. I give pause for the briefest of moments before speaking.

      “Aimee Rhodes, sir. I’m sorry if I was out of line,” I manage, and he considers me for a moment before grinning.

      “An insightful suggestion on your part, Miss Rhodes. We’ve been clumsy to overlook that possibility. Rick, get on the phone and see about buying out some of the other properties for rock-bottom prices,” Carson commands, drawing his eyes away from me for a moment to consider another man in the room who nods his head obligingly.

      He turns to look at me again, seeming to drink me in, almost staring into the depths of my soul. There’s something less-than innocent about his stare, and I feel warmth pooling in my gut at his attention. “All right, team, get on the project immediately. This meeting is adjourned,” he announces.

      A collective sigh of relief seems to wash over the group, and Carson rises and leaves the room before anyone else. Slipping away to his office, presumably. I still feel shaken by the sensation of his eyes upon me, but I try to take my mind off of it. Jack watches me with a vaguely contemptuous air as we trek back towards the marketing department.

      “You lucked out, kid,” he says dryly.

      I nod my head quietly, resolving to keep my head down for the rest of the day. Even if I’d impressed Mr. Sharpe, I’d hate to get on the bad side of my direct supervisor.

      Unfortunately for me, getting the image of those bewitching icy blue eyes out of my head is a fruitless task. I just know they’ll haunt me for the rest of the day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        Carson

      

    
    
      The new intern caught my eye the moment she walked into the room. Now, as I sit in my office, I simply can’t get my mind off of her. Those brown doe eyes framed by pale blond hair would be enough to bring lesser men to their knees, I’m sure. I like to think that my personal fortitude goes beyond that of a normal man, but even my heart is pounding while my mind wanders to places better left unsaid.

      It’s entirely unprofessional, but as I sit alone, I can do little more than weave intricate fantasies about the young woman and myself.

      Aimee Rhodes, a name that I can taste the most saccharine sweetness within. I know her lips would be equally delectable on mine. I lean back in my chair, propping my feet up on my desk. I would love nothing more than to have her on this desk, doing things considered unspeakable between employer and employee. With the look she had given me—those warm eyes capturing me from the first moment—I can’t deny the feeling that she has perhaps been entertaining equally salacious thoughts.

      Many would think it strange, a young woman like Miss Rhodes entertaining fantasies about a man in his forties. I don’t like to think of myself as a vain man, but my physique could belong to a man half my age. I treat my body like the temple it very well is, honing it with hours spent in the gym.

      This might sound exorbitant, but I’m a man of specific tastes. I hold myself to a standard that others could never hope to reach, and what time I do not devote to my personal health is bequeathed on the success of my empire. There isn’t an aspiring CEO worldwide who hasn’t heard of SharpeFocus. It’s my pride and joy, but there are some things that a strong business ethic simply can’t provide.

      Loneliness has never been an issue for me. Women come and go, although in the past, I considered them entirely disposable. I was married for a short time in my twenties, but apparently she’d felt neglected in the face of my “relentless” work schedule. The marriage lasted less than a year, but I feel no regrets regarding the turn that the relationship took.

      Just a year after the divorce, I signed the contract that would take SharpeFocus into the major leagues. Now, business professionals from across the planet seek my services. A plan with Russia is in the works, one that will bring my company to peaks even I thought were out of reach. Everything on the business end is as spectacular as one could hope.

      That being said, an empire means very little without a queen to stand by my side. This isn’t the first time I’ve considered pursuing a love interest of sorts, but it’s never been serious. I’m known to my inner circle as something of a womanizer. Now, however, I want something more.

      Though it seems sudden, I know what I want. Even if she isn’t the one intended at my side, I have to have her, for a time, at least. I tell my secretary to call Jack and tell him to report to my office immediately, insisting that he bring Miss Rhodes as well. While waiting for them, I sit upright in my chair to focus properly. While fantasies are well enough while I am alone in my office, I don’t want to seem distracted when my employees step through the door.

      As unprofessional as my thoughts may be, I want to keep my desires under the surface. At least, for now.

      I pretend to immerse myself with something on my computer, but really I’m just typing idle notes. I glance up with a carefully-structured expression as a knock sounds on my door.

      “Come in,” I call, keeping my voice light. I hear a shuffling on the other side of the door, and a soft murmuring that seems to be growing increasingly irritated.

      I can only guess that Jack expects me to lay into the both of them, though that’s the last thing on my mind. I clear my throat, repeating my order for them to step inside. Jack pushes the door open, looking as disgruntled as always. Aimee’s expression is guarded, though it’s obvious that she’s received her share of verbal lashing already.

      “Yes, Mr. Sharpe, I came as soon as I was able to round this one up,” Jack grumbles, glancing quickly at Aimee. Aimee looks somewhat troubled, and it’s obvious how much her job in this office means to her. She refuses to meet my gaze, and I inhale a steadying breath as I look between the two of them.

      “Take it easy on her, Jack. You were new once, too,” I say coolly, and Jack mutters something under his breath. “If you have something to say, speak up,” I continue, unable to keep the slightest edge of venom from creeping into my voice. The balding thirty-something sighs, raising his eyes to meet mine.

      “And I knew my place,” Jack gripes.

      “As you should very well know your place, now,” I shoot back.

      Jack blanches, and Aimee looks as if she’s struggling to smother a self-satisfied smirk. I like that spark within her, her obvious tenacity even in the face of adversity.

      “Aimee, do you know why I’ve called you into my office?” I inquire, tapping my fingertips on the top of my desk. She hesitates, looking between Jack and me.

      “I was under the impression that I would be reprimanded for speaking out of turn. I wanted to…apologize,” she manages, though the words are obviously forced.

      I nod slowly, pretending to give some thought to what she’s saying. Truthfully, my eyes are more drawn to the hint of cleavage visible through her blouse. My fantasies from before surge to the forefront of my mind, and if I were less confident, I may very well be blushing like a schoolboy. Thankfully, neither of them seems to notice any change in my demeanor.

      “Oh, you mean that very useful suggestion you offered at the meeting? Why on earth would I reprimand you for that? Who would be that insecure in their abilities?” I reply, shooting a brief, but pointed look at Jack. He seems to take the hint that he’s treading on thin ice, his expression withdrawn.

      “Well, Jack suggested that it would be prudent for me to show some respect,” she answers with a small smile. It seems she’s just as aware of Jack’s misstep as the man himself is, and she looks all too pleased to be off the burner. Out of the frying pan and into the fire, though I realize she has no means of recognizing it yet.

      “I see. Jack, do you have anything to say for yourself?” I demand, though it’s all a farce at this point. A game of give and take, that I should hope ends with me taking what I want from both of them.

      “Don’t speak to me like I’m a child, Carson. She was out of line, and you know it as well as I do. So, if we can move past this little spectacle, I’d like to put her to work in the marketing department,” the man spits.

      I raise a brow, fighting to keep the sneer off of my face. Aimee looks between the two of us, as if watching a tennis match. She seems to realize that she’s the ball in this equation.

      “I certainly didn’t mean to cause such a fuss. I’m sincerely sorry, Mr. Sharpe,” she says, and I offer her a warm smile that sets her cheeks alight.

      “Please, Aimee. Call me Carson.” I grin. “As for the fuss, it’s not entirely your fault. Jack, here, tends to be a bit hot-headed with the new interns. Which is why I’m taking you off of his hands,” I casually announce.

      Their eyes widen simultaneously, and Jack looks furious.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” my balding employee demands, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “You seem to have forgotten who is in charge here. No matter. Instead of working under you in the marketing department, Aimee will instead be working alongside me. I’ve been in need of a personal aide, after all,” I tell Jack.

      “Don’t you think her abilities would be better put to use in marketing? She has no experience as a personal aide, and for that matter, she would be invaluable to my department,” Jack argues boldly. I vaguely appreciate his tenacity, but he’s not the one I have my eyes on.

      “I have to agree with Jack on this, Mr. Sharpe,” Aimee says with slight uncertainty. I smirk, brushing a hand through my salt-and-pepper hair.

      “Allow me to change your mind. Jack, please leave us. I need to speak to Miss Rhodes alone,” I say firmly.

      The balding man sputters for a moment, but when I narrow my eyes at him, he deflates. He steps out of the office, and I’m left alone with my brown-eyed beauty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      Considering me with a perturbed expression, Aimee seems to be weighing her options before speaking. I can tell that she’s worried about upsetting me, and in spite of her previous comment, I expect her to give in to my offer with little fuss.

      “I really don’t think I’m suited to be your personal aide, Mr. Sharpe,” she says finally, looking resolved in her position.

      I raise a brow in amusement, but she doesn’t look pleased that I’m taking her lightly. I tilt my head at her, forming my expression into a quizzical one.

      “Tell me, Aimee, why do you think that?” I ask, allowing a vaguely sultry note to slip into my tone. I’m testing the waters, so to speak, and her eyes widen almost imperceptibly. It’s not the obvious reaction I’m vying for, but it’s clear that she has some idea of my intent. Her cheeks flush, and she averts her eyes.

      “From what I’ve been able to gather, I beat out thousands of applicants for this internship. I’m overqualified for the position you’re offering instead, and to be frank, it’s a bit insulting that you expect me to give in so easily,” she declares bluntly.

      I fight a chuckle, settling on a faint smile as I look her up and down. It’s not often that someone is so upfront with me. I find myself charmed by her brusque attitude, but it’s obvious that she’s the opposite of charmed in that moment.

      “You mean to tell me that you’d turn down a position directly under the man who put the Sharpe in SharpeFocus?” I say smoothly.

      She bites her lip, exposing straight, white teeth. Good, she takes proper care of herself as well as having a fiery attitude. If it wasn’t obvious from the meticulous detail of her makeup, or the body that nearly has me salivating, it’s obvious now. I want someone who will be able to keep up with me in all departments, not just in brilliance.

      “Mr. Sharpe…” She pauses, seeming to reconsider. “Carson. I’m honestly curious as to what you would find so fascinating about me, and why you’d want to steal me away from the marketing department,” she says slyly, stepping closer to my desk. There’s intent in her gaze, although I can’t be sure how she expects me to react. If she expects me to lose my cool, she’ll have to play a much harder game than that. I allow the vaguest of smirks to creep across my lips as I rest my chin in my palm.

      “It’s a matter of placement, dear,” I murmur. Her expression turns incredulous, and it’s all I can do not to laugh out loud. I’m loving every minute of this game, and though she is hard to read, I’m sure that Aimee will come to enjoy my company as well.

      “Placement?” she repeats, none too pleased with my self-assured dominance in the conversation.

      I nod, slipping out of my chair and circling around my desk towards her. I expect her to retreat, but she stands her ground, and I find myself more and more taken with her with every moment that passes. I’m so close that I can nearly feel the heat radiating from her cheeks, combating the icy chill of her stare. I’d like nothing more than to capture her lips with my own, to gather her in my arms, to…

      I take a deep breath. Back to the matter at hand.

      “I like to see my employees in the best possible position for their personal growth,” I manage, my mouth drier than I’d like to admit.

      “It seems that you’re more concerned with growth of your own,” she says with a cheeky little smile. The cold persona she’d been presenting seems to have warmed slightly, but I can tell the battle is not yet won. I’m nothing if not persistent. One doesn’t build a multibillion-dollar empire by being passive.

      The lewd undertones of her suggestion catch up with me a little too late, and she looks satisfied with herself at having surprised me.

      “My concern is the growth of my company, Aimee. What on earth would give you the idea that my intentions are any more insidious than that?” I purr. I pause for a beat, then lift a brow slyly. “However, I’m afraid that your implication is nothing short of unprofessional. I would almost think you harbor some sort of…attraction,” I say boldly.

      Her mouth opens and closes like a fish caught out of water. I keep my expression calm, deceptively so. Her cheeks burn with what is likely a mix of righteous anger and embarrassment, and she looks as if she would either like to slap or kiss the smug expression off of my face.

      Can you blame a man for being a little indulgent, especially with such a pretty young thing? The passion burning in her gaze is enough to send tingles down my spine, to places I dare not mention.

      “Of all the self-absorbed—” she begins, cutting herself off abruptly. She meets my gaze, holding it for a long moment before—God help me—she offers a sultry little smirk. “Well, Carson, if you think I will be unable to maintain an air of professionalism in your presence, I wouldn’t hold it against you if you chose to send me back to marketing,” she quips.

      I feel my own eyes widen, and for a split second I feel snared in my own trap. Well, if she wants to play in the kitchen, she’ll have to learn to take the heat.

      “If you can’t keep yourself under control, I’ll see you stripped of any title within my company’s reach,” I say gruffly, and her eyes widen as she realizes she’s made a bit of a misstep. “You should consider yourself privileged to be offered a position at my side, Miss Rhodes. Working with the CEO could teach you things you could only dream of, otherwise,” I add with a stern expression. She has no means of knowing that I’m bluffing, both about firing her and regarding the potential learning experience.

      Once she’s in my grip, I want to tease her a bit. I’m not one to jump straight from the appetizer to dessert. There’s an entire four-course meal at my disposal, and I plan to enjoy every bite, both literal and metaphorical.

      “Fine,” she says tersely, her lips drawn into a taut line. “I’ll accept the role as your assistant. It would be an honor, Mr. Sharpe,” she hisses. She looks furious, and while I might have expected her to feel defeated, she doesn’t appear as such. The fire that burns within her will be much harder to extinguish than that. Good.

      “Very well, Miss Rhodes. I’m glad we could come to such an amicable conclusion. You must understand, I hate stirring up bad feelings amongst my staff,” I smirk. She narrows her eyes, scrutinizing me to an almost uncomfortable point. “As I explained, this is a privileged position, and if you play your cards right, you’ll be well prepared for placement in higher-tiered jobs down the line,” I say, circling around to the other side of my desk. I sit in my plush office chair, clasping my hands on the surface of the desk in front of me.

      “I expect nothing less,” she retorts, considering me carefully. “So, I’m assuming you have a crucial task of some sort to assign me,” she continues drolly.

      I take a slow breath, weighing my options. I can immediately reveal the farcical nature of her employment terms, but there’s no fun in that. I’d rather let her stew for a bit and allow her to struggle with the concept of working with me for the sake of personal gain.

      From my treatment of the young intern, it likely seems that I’m a cruel man. I assure you, it’s only because I’m wise to the game. I know every trick to play this woman like a fiddle, and in spite of the disdain in her gaze, I also see a dark desire in her eyes.

      “For now, I’ll see that an office adjacent to mine is cleared out for you. Feel free to explore the lower floors, and—” I pause, reaching into my desk drawer. “Add your number into my phone. When I need you for something particularly important, it will be easier if I’m able to text you,” I tell her.

      While my reasoning for the time being is innocent enough, I can see how her phone number could be an asset in my plans. She seems to realize this as well, drawing her lip between her teeth and taking the phone from my hands.

      “In spite of my attitude, I really appreciate you offering me a position in your prestigious company. I do hope that I can learn a lot from my time at your side,” she says shakily, handing the phone back over to me and offering me a hesitant smile.

      The unprofessionalism of the game I’m playing hits me like a ton of bricks, and I grip my phone tightly in my hand before ushering for her to leave. She is immediately overcome with relief, a sigh spilling past her lips as she turns her back to me and rushes towards the door.

      I almost reconsider my plot to take her as my own. However, she pauses at the door and turns to face me with a final look of consternation. Her anxiety seems to shift to a rather unexpected excitement, and she smiles at me. A warm, genuine smile.

      “Oh, and of course, don’t worry about any hard feelings, Carson. Perish the thought,” she says slyly. Then, of all things, she winks at me before slipping out the door. The little minx!

      I can only wonder who is playing whom in this game we’re indulging in. I find myself growing more intrigued by the minute with this enigma of a young woman.

      Does she want me? Is she only playing into my hands to keep her job? I suppose only time will tell. Until she gives express indication that she’s grown weary of my antics, I plan to continue my pursuit. Professionalism be damned.

      I bring up the word processing document on my computer, smirking to myself as I compile a list of ever-so-important tasks for my pretty new aide to accomplish. She can enjoy her victory for now, but the ball is in my court, and I don’t plan on letting that opportunity go to waste. Game on, Aimee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      I step out of my new boss’s office breathing a sigh of simultaneous relief and disappointment. I’m not entirely sure what to think of the situation—when I think he wants to grab me and kiss me more passionately that I’ve ever been kissed, he swiftly shifts gears to indicate that thought couldn’t be further from the truth.

      I can’t say I would mind if he swept me up in his strong arms. I can only blush at the thought, resisting the desire to scold myself for how unprofessional I’m being. I’ve never been so immediately enamored with someone before, and I realize it can’t be anything more than primal lust.

      All the same, with the way those beguiling blue eyes bore into my own, I don’t imagine he’d mind having some…fun, for a while. More specifically, I think he’d like to have a toy of his own. I’m under his spell, hypnotized by the thought of being with the handsome older man.

      Ever still, I can’t allow myself to be entirely swept away. I’ve worked hard for this job, and I don’t intend to let a surge of fleeting arousal steal it away. If he wants to have me, he’s absolutely welcome; I’m just not going to be the one to initiate any sort of intimate encounter.

      For now, I’ll focus on the job at hand. It’s not the marketing internship I worked so hard towards, but it’s something. Perhaps he wasn’t being completely deceitful in the assurance that I would learn much from this position.

      Granted, I can think of positions I would rather be in. Take that as you will.

      Swept up in my thoughts, I scarcely notice when my phone begins to vibrate in my pocket. Drawing it out and swiping the lock screen, I see a message from a number I don’t recognize. I realize who sent it as soon as I read the message.

      According to Mr. Sharpe, running across the building accomplishing menial tasks will completely prepare me for a better job in his real estate empire. Of course, he didn’t say as much, but the implication is clear enough.

      I message him a short response, irritation creeping up my spine as I scan over the list he sent. First and foremost, apparently, the break room needs to be replenished with coffee filters.

      I try to keep contempt out of my expression as I make the trek to said break room. I recheck the text, making sure that I’m heading to the correct floor, only to realize that he’s sent a second text to amend the first. I’m to replace the coffee filters for every break room, and see that the recyclables are sorted through.

      Fighting the desire to roll my eyes and only partially succeeding, I storm towards the first of many stops for the day. The employee lounge on the top floor is relatively clean, but I can’t begin to guess how unorganized things may get as I journey down through the building. I check the coffee pot, opening the cabinet above it and noting with some disdain that there seem to be plenty of filters. I withdraw the large box, weighing whether it’s worth risking my job to skip this room.

      This is likely the first place he’ll check, however, and I’m reluctant to make such a rookie mistake so early on. I snap a picture of the box of coffee filters with my cellphone, intent upon getting the right brand. Then, I step towards the recycling bin in the corner. From what I’m able to gather, Carson is rather strict with his policies regarding keeping the company as green as possible. At least, I would gather that from the task I’ve been assigned.

      The inside of the recycling bin is another story entirely. It looks as if half-empty paper cups have just been thrown in willy-nilly, and old coffee coats the entire bottom of the bin. I try not to gag, unable to keep a vaguely-disgusted expression off my face. I look around for some sort of cleaning supplies, growling under my breath as my phone vibrates again.

      “What the hell,” I swear, yanking my phone out of my pocket and reading the message. Apparently, the cleaning supplies need to be restocked, as well. Great, amazing, fantastic.

      Before I’m able to stop myself, I type out a snide reply. I ask the man—with good reason, in my opinion—what on earth cleaning break rooms has to do with learning about real estate, let alone marketing. I move to slam my phone onto the counter, but it vibrates in my hand before I can do so. I fumble to keep my grip on it as it continues to buzz.

      It would seem I’m receiving a call, this time.

      “Miss Rhodes, are you having trouble with your assignments already?” Carson says by way of greeting.

      I grit my teeth, smothering the angry retort I’d like to make.

      “Of course not, Mr. Sharpe. I simply fail to see the relevance of these tasks—” I begin, only for him to cut me short mid-sentence.

      “I have about a dozen stops to make around town today, and as such, won’t be in the office. Our day-shift janitor is out sick, so I thought instead of dragging you around the city, I should allow you to acclimate to your new surroundings,” he says coolly.

      My initial reaction is to call him on his bullshit, but I manage to stifle my retort.

      “Would my assistance not be better served…actually working with you?” I manage, somehow keeping my tone somewhat measured.

      “You have to learn to walk before you can run, my dear,” he answers condescendingly. Balling my free hand into a fist, I feel my face twisting into a sneer and thank the stars that he can’t see it.

      “Of course, Mr. Sharpe. I’ll see to my assigned tasks immediately,” I say with a level of grace I could only hope to truly achieve at this rate. If I was expecting some sort of positive response, I’m sorely disappointed when he hangs up.

      Resisting the near-overwhelming desire to throw my phone across the room, I stride towards the elevator with purpose. If he wants my first day to be spent as a janitor, I’ll make the filth in this building my bitch. Nothing is going to come between me and success. Not even my billionaire boss and his scheming ways.

      I don’t see Carson for the rest of the day, and I’m not sure if I should feel relieved or incensed. By 7 p.m., the time he sends a text to inform me that my workday is over, I’m exhausted, covered in grime, and all-too-eager to go home. As much as I would like to give him a piece of my mind, I’m simply too tired to reply beyond a simple ‘okay’.

      Stepping out of the building and into the cool evening air, a sense of joy washes over me as I realize that I’ve somehow made it through my hellish first day. I’m not sure if he’s testing my limits, but as angry as I’ve found myself getting with him, it only serves to make my passion for him burn hotter. I’m not sure if that’s his intent, but I know it’s only a matter of time before one of us breaks. I’m determined that I won’t be the one to give first.

      The interior of my car is hot to the touch after sitting in the blazing sun all day, and I curse under my breath as I grab the seatbelt to buckle myself in. The skirt I wore today seems painfully short as I realize the scorching leather material is burning up the backs of my thighs. I smother a discontented grumble, starting the ignition and pulling out of the parking lot.

      Driving home isn’t an awfully long process, though I’m nearly ready to fall asleep behind the steering wheel. I pull into the parking garage of my apartment complex, allowing myself to sag against my seat. It’s all I can do to keep from falling asleep right then and there. Somehow, I manage to unfasten myself, lurching out of the car and fumbling for my keys as I make my way to my apartment.

      My feet are killing me after wearing high heels all day, and the first thing I do as I step into my apartment is kick the shoes off. I’ve done a lot more walking than I expected today.

      Walking to the bathroom, I strip off my clothes before stepping into the shower. My thoughts have been consumed with all the lewd things I’d like to do with the man who has been driving me insane all day, but now that I have a moment to myself, I want nothing more than to get clean and sink into my plush mattress.

      I keep my shower short, and as I dry off, consider blow-drying my hair, but realize I’d rather deal with the wet pillow in the morning than waste any more time. I shimmy into my pajamas, glancing into the mirror in hopes of seeing a vaguely more refreshed expression. I’m nothing if not disappointed. Oh well. Maybe tomorrow will be an easier day, though I have my doubts.

      Slinking to my bedroom, the aching in my feet seems to return tenfold. I groan, flopping face-first into my bed. Intent upon getting a good night’s sleep in spite of my hard day, I play some soothing music on my phone as I drift into what I hope is a pleasant slumber.

      A few hours later, however, I jolt upright in bed, covered in sweat. I’d kicked the blankets off, and it takes me a moment to realize what had made it so difficult to sleep.

      Pressing my thighs together, I throw my head back against my pillow and grumble under my breath. Slowly, the dream that woke me up pieces itself together, and one image sticks out particularly in my mind: Carson’s ice blue eyes peering up at me from his place between my thighs.

      The dream itself isn’t what alarms me, not really. My raging desire for the older man has been clear since I laid eyes on him. The one thing that truly bothers me is how badly I wish he would discard the pretenses of professionalism and make my dream a reality. I can only wonder if he’s having similar dreams about me…

      Turning over in bed, I squeeze my eyes shut and force myself to ignore the almost painful throbbing between my thighs. If I don’t get a few more hours of sleep, I’ll be entirely useless in the morning. In spite of what I can hope is a mutual desire, I don’t want to mess up my chances of landing a job with more prestige. When sleep claims me once more, my dreams take me to a familiar office, to the polished wood surface of a familiar desk.

      Boy, am I in deep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      A week passes and I can’t help wondering if I’ve misread Carson’s intent. As much as I wait for him to make a move, he’s nothing but professional. The work I’m doing now is much less intensive than that first day, and I don’t know if I should be grateful or not. At least I’m not wearing my feet down to the bone every day, but I feel almost…neglected. It’s not like I can run up to the handsome billionaire and demand that he continue his strange torture, just because I’m in need of attention.

      Don’t get me wrong—he isn’t ignoring my existence entirely. He is assigning me the sorts of tasks you would expect for a personal assistant: fetching files, sending emails, the whole shebang.

      I suppose what bothers me most of all is the lack of playful, high-stakes banter we had shared on my first day. It’s not that I’m not putting myself out there; I feel like I’ve made it almost painfully obvious what I’d like from him. He simply watches me through those all-seeing eyes, lips curved in a benign smile as he sends me to my next task.

      Expecting to miss my internship in the marketing department, I’m relatively surprised at the ease in which I fall into assisting the handsome CEO. Admittedly, I feel like my talents are a bit wasted with the work I’m currently doing, but who’s to say I won’t actually learn something useful?

      One troublesome issue is the constant whispering of my coworkers when I’m at Carson’s side. It seems as if everyone in the office knows something that I don’t, and I can only wonder if my desire for the CEO is more obvious than I’m aware of. Granted, I’m not totally stricken by the idea that it may be obvious. Apparently, it’s not clear enough for the man himself to notice.

      Which finds me here, in my large corner office, sitting at my desk facing a window that allows the warm sunlight to filter in. The view is astounding when I find time to stare out the window, but I’m more concerned with the view inside the building. I breathe a sigh that is filled with more longing than I care to admit, forcing my eyes back onto the computer screen before me.

      Idly tapping my nails on the top of the desk, I bite my lip as I try to wrangle the wild machine. My computer and I have been having our share of issues, but it’s likely because of the unfamiliar software installed on every computer in the building.

      An unexpected perk of my new job is that I’m one of the few employees with permissions to add and delete files in Carson’s private network. Currently, I’m trying to find a specific file that my boss had instructed me to copy into his personal account, but he hadn’t been clear about which sub-section the file would be in. It seems like I’m going to have to scour the entire server to find this one tidbit of information.

      I’ve only been through about twelve out of approximately one thousand sections, one for each employee. I’m frantically trying to locate the search feature on this particular server, but it’s like reading another language.

      I’m not even entirely sure what I’m looking for. Apparently, it’s vaguely related to a Russian property deal that Carson is supposed to be finalizing in the coming days. I have no doubt that Carson can pull off the deal; he has a way with people that I could only hope to someday achieve.

      Getting caught up in my infatuation with the CEO, however, won’t serve to locate this file I’m agonizingly searching for. I exhale an entirely unladylike snort through my nose, glancing towards the window for a moment. I idly click the button that will take me to the next directory, taking a moment to rest my chin in my hand.

      As I move to draw my hand away from the mouse, I accidentally bump my keyboard. I jolt in surprise at the loud clacking sound, staring plaintively at the peripheral device for a moment before groaning and returning my attention to the monitor.

      Wait…

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake!” I find myself screeching, bordering on hysteria. As I watch helplessly, the computer chugs along, deleting over ten thousand files in the directory I’ve clicked over to.

      I fumble with the keyboard, trying to find a way to reverse the action. It seems I’m helpless, however, as more and more files are wiped from the system. In a panic, I grab the phone on my desk, dialing for tech support.

      “Tech support, how can I help you?” a bored voice mumbles, and I can hear the clack of a keyboard in the background. As calmly as I’m able, I try to think of an un-incriminating way of finding out if there’s a way to restore the files that still in the process of being deleted.

      “Yes, just a quick question. I’m new to the cloud server system, and I accidentally deleted a file from…my personal directory. Is there a way to restore it?” I ask shakily, trying to keep my voice under control.

      The man on the line breathes a weary sigh, and I feel my heart plummet into my stomach.

      “Well, sure. For your personal directory, it should be pretty easy to restore a file. You’d be out luck if it was one of the private directories, but good luck getting access to those,” he snickers.

      I draw in a sharp breath, and hesitate for a moment before managing to find myself.

      “Not that it’s of any relevance, uh, but…why wouldn’t we be able to recover a file from the private server?” I say with as much disinterest as I can muster.

      The man chuckles, and I hear his keyboard beginning to clack again.

      “For security reasons, Mr. Sharpe has insisted that files on the private system be utterly and completely purged upon deletion. He’s very picky about who gets access, so I guess he figures it’s safe enough to have such a precaution in place. Not entirely sure it’s wise, considering how finicky the system is, but try telling Carson Sharpe anything. Anyway, do you need me to walk you through recovering your file?” he asks disinterestedly.

      My breath comes out in shuddering gasps, and I inhale a quaking breath before I can manage a reply.

      “Actually, I think I figured it out. Thanks for your help,” I say in a rush, hanging up the phone with the intense fear that he can somehow trace the call. Of course, as far as anyone else knows, everything is just fine and dandy. If I can keep my head down, maybe this whole thing will blow over.

      Ha, yeah right. I just deleted the entire directory related to the Russian real estate deal. I had been able to surmise that much as I watched the server systematically destroy the files, what with the hundreds of ‘IMPORTANT!!!’ headers. The file names had been clear about what was contained within each document, and it’s with a sense of bitter irony that I realize I had just so happened to find the right directory at the entirely wrong time.

      Stricken by the desire to rush out of the office with an imaginary migraine, I sink into my office chair and groan loudly. Carson has billions of dollars at his disposal, and I have no doubt that this deal would have served to line his pockets even more comfortably. This is an offense beyond being fired. I’ll be lucky if he doesn’t sue me for every penny I have, and then have me thrown in prison. With his cash, he’d have no problem paying off the police, lawyers, anyone…I’d rot in jail for the rest of my life.

      Blind fear grips me as the severity of the situation crashes into me at full force. Rotting in jail forever might be a bit of an extreme reaction, but nevertheless, I don’t want to face him when he finds out what has happened. I pull my phone from my pocket, hesitating for a long moment as I try to come up with a reasonable excuse to step out for the day. Desperate as I am, I’m almost willing to play the explosive diarrhea card.

      Before I can enter the message, however, my phone vibrates and a message pops up on my lock screen. I swear my heart stops when I see that it’s a message from Carson and, expecting the worst, I swipe my screen to read it. It’s an innocuous enough message, but the simplicity of it sends a jolt of fear down my spine. He’s saying he wants to see me in his office as soon as possible.

      Glancing towards the window in my office, I briefly lament the fact that I’m not desperate enough to throw myself out of it. I could, however, just escape the premises and not stop until I’m home in Colfax, sobbing on my mother’s kitchen floor. It seems to go against everything I’ve worked so hard for, but hell, everything seemed to be in the shitter at this point.

      A lump rises in my throat as my phone vibrates again. Another message from Carson. Apparently this meeting he wants to arrange is urgent.

      God, please strike me down now.

      Irrationally, I find myself cursing the fact that I won’t be able to get the billionaire in my bed once I’m fired.

      Bracing myself, I decide to face the music and deal with Carson in whatever way I am able. I have no doubt that as soon as I step into his office he’ll tear me limb from limb, but at this rate, I’m only delaying the inevitable. I stand up from my office chair, my legs feeling like jelly as I walk towards the door. A funeral march plays in my head, and it’s all I can do to not burst into tears.

      The walk to Mr. Sharpe’s office seems both agonizingly long and far too short. There’s silence on the upper floor, and I realize that most of the other employees on this level have departed for their lunch break. Thoughts of him having me right there and then creep up on me unexpectedly, and I laugh almost hysterically at how inappropriate they are.

      “Quit being ridiculous, Aimee,” I whisper to myself, pausing outside the door to Carson’s office. The door seems to loom over me, large and imposing. Perhaps it’s the fact that I’m walking to my doom, but I’m borderline hysterical at this point. Scratch the borderline part—I’m entirely hysterical, and internally lamenting the fact that if I had just kept my mouth shut in that first meeting, I wouldn’t be in this position.

      In another lifetime, I could be in my simple marketing internship, happy as a clam to have the chance of a lifetime. Now, in one fell swoop (or more precisely, with the tap of a single button) I’ve thrown my entire future into the garbage.

      I can only hope that Mr. Sharpe will find enough kindness in his heart to let me down gently. He holds the power in his hands to see that I never land another job in real estate, marketing, or the entire Seattle area. God only knows how far his reach extends. I would have to move back to Colfax. Everything would be over.

      Swallowing my fear, I knock lightly on the door, then grip the doorknob and step inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        Carson

      

    
    
      Wondering what has my sweet little Aimee looking so melancholy as she steps into my office, I offer her a warm smile that she nervously returns. I gesture towards the chair directly in front of my desk, looking away from the computer screen to study her face. She quakes slightly, and now that I can see her closely, I can see that she looks vaguely ill. I can only guess what has her so troubled, but it’s of little consequence for the time being.

      “Aimee, I’m glad you could come and see me,” I say warmly. She laughs, and it’s an awkward sound, but an endearing one.

      My eyes follow her every move, every quake of her body, the slight pout of her lips. She sits in the chair I’d gestured to, and it strikes me all at once how dearly I’d missed this young woman over the past week. I had been wrapped up so tightly in work that I’d had little time to indulge in our game.

      The desire to toy with her is strikingly absent as I take in her nervous movements. Am I the source of her anxiety? Have I been pushing her too far? I can only hope that my peace offering will soothe her, though it hadn’t been intended as such.

      “Sorry I took so long to reply to your message. I was, um, swept up in work,” she quietly explains, seeming to have no idea what to do with her hands as they fidget on the top of my desk. I can’t help observing her with a small smile, which she seems all too aware of. “What is it that you need, Mr. Sharpe?” she inquires, almost too softly to hear.

      I reach out across the desk to rest my hand atop one of hers in what I hope is a comforting gesture. She starts at first, but relaxes into the touch and smiles sincerely for the first time since she entered my office.

      “It’s perfectly fine. I actually had a small inquiry, in regards to the work you’ve been doing,” I begin, and her smile falters. I quickly move to reassure her. “You’ve been working very hard; that much is obvious. I think a vacation of sorts would serve you well.” I pause, gauging her reaction. She appears troubled and confused, so I tighten my grip on her hand.

      “A vacation?” she repeats with uncertainty in her voice.

      “I was hoping you could join me on a business trip. I know it’s not what most would consider a vacation, but—” I begin, cut short by a squeal of delight. Aimee turns those wide and soulful eyes upon me, and my heart begins to pound in my chest.

      “I’d love to join you, Carson,” she replies with a broad smile, holding her hand to her chest. I make a valiant attempt to keep my eyes focused on her face.

      When I force my eyes back up, her cheeks are flushed, and she’s considering me with a hard-to-read look, her lower lip caught between her teeth. Seems I’ve been caught in the act, but she doesn’t appear to be too bothered by the fact that I’m ogling her. Just the opposite, as a matter of fact.

      “Wonderful. I’ll be closing a deal in Russia, and if everything goes as planned, my employees can plan to see a substantial raise,” I announce grandly, and she looks briefly hesitant, her lips parting as if to speak. However, she simply snaps her mouth closed and smiles.

      “That’s amazing. I’ve never been to Russia before. I have to say I’m excited, even though this is probably just another day in the office for you,” she giggles.

      My heart swells, and I rest my elbows on top of my desk, leaning in to speak softly.

      “Oh, even I’m not as fortunate to close a deal of this magnitude very often. And the fact that you’ll be there makes the trip all the more exciting,” I say with a cheeky smile. She titters, burying her face in her hands in an attempt to mask her embarrassment. “So, to celebrate the deal and your first trip to Russia, maybe you’d like to join me for dinner this evening?” I ask casually.

      Aimee draws her face out of her hands, watching me with a shy smile.

      “Sounds like a plan,” she readily agrees.

      “It’s a date, then,” I begin, pausing to glance at the time. “Oh, dear. I’m sorry to have kept you from your lunch break. Finish up what you were taking care of in your office, and take the rest of the day off. I’ll see you this evening,” I say with a grin.

      That slightly worried expression crosses her face once more, but she nods and rises to her feet. She pauses, considering me fondly.

      “See you this evening, Carson,” she murmurs, turning her back on me and slipping out of my office.

      Shaking off thoughts of the possibilities, I return my attention to my computer, searching for the number of my favorite Italian restaurant downtown. Placing a call and making a reservation for the best table in the exclusive venue, I tuck my phone back in my pocket.

      A smile tugs at my lips as I lean back in my office chair. I expect tonight to be one of the best nights I’ve had in some time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After an uneventful afternoon, I leave my office as the clock strikes six thirty, giving myself a bit of extra time to change before picking up my date.

      At least, I’d like to consider her my date for the evening. At the same time, I feel a bit of guilt at the idea of taking advantage of the young intern. However, when she so clearly wants me, it seems difficult to think of it as taking advantage.

      In my previous experience, dating employees has never ended well. I don’t want to get ahead of myself, though. Her desire for me may be obvious, but it’s less clear whether Aimee sees me as anything more than a conquest. I’m not one to have self-doubt often, but Aimee brings out a new side of me, and I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not.

      Pulling into the lot, I walk briskly towards the elevator to my penthouse apartment. I keep an eye on my watch as the elevator moves up through the numerous floors. I’ll have to move quickly if I plan to pick Aimee up on time, and I have no intention of standing her up. As soon as the elevator reaches the correct floor, I stride into my apartment.

      Taking a brief moment to sift through my wardrobe, I grab something refined yet more casual than my work attire. I then walk into the bathroom, spraying on some cologne and swiftly changing clothes. As I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I realize I look more excited than I have in…hell, possibly years.

      Checking my watch a final time, I rush back to the elevator and to the parking lot. I bypass my everyday car, moving to where my black sports car sits in its usual spot. I reserve this car for special occasions, and if this isn’t a special occasion, I’m not sure what is.

      The trip to Aimee’s apartment is a short one, especially traveling at twenty miles over the speed limit. Pulling in front of the apartment complex, I text Aimee to let her know I’ve arrived. I step out of the car, circling around to wait for her.

      When she steps out of the building, my breath catches in my throat. She’s dressed in a simple black cocktail dress, and though it’s not an extravagant garment, I’m certain that I’ve never seen anyone so attractive in my life.

      “I didn’t know what was appropriate—is this okay?” she inquires shyly. I nod fervently, unable to find my voice for a long moment.

      “You look beautiful. I’ve made reservations at Luigi’s,” I say, feeling bizarrely nervous. Her eyes widen, and she wrings her hands nervously.

      “Isn’t that the super expensive place downtown? I’m not sure I can afford…” She trails off as I bark out a laugh, pulling open the passenger-side door for her.

      “It’s on me tonight,” I say resolutely. Aimee looks as if she might argue, but she simply steps forward to grab me in a tight embrace before sliding into the car. I try to ignore the reddening of my cheeks, hoping it’s not as obvious as it feels.

      Luigi’s is packed to the gills as usual, but we’re taken to our table in short order. Aimee is looking around the place with a sense of wonderment in her gaze, and my heart swells.

      “I feel so out of place, here. Everyone is so well-dressed,” she chuckles, smiling sweetly as I pull out her chair. I pause, leaning in closer to her.

      “Well, I think we make quite the pair ourselves, don’t you?” I breathe into her ear. She reddens, and I circle around to my seat, waving down a waiter to order a bottle of wine.

      I pretend not to see how wide Aimee’s eyes grow when she sees the price list, and I waste no time ordering the finest vintage they have available. I plan to make this evening as enjoyable as I can.

      “I certainly don’t fit in here. You’re the most handsome man in this place by far, but little old me?” She smiles coyly, and I can’t help but chuckle.

      “Oh, please, Aimee. You’re absolutely gorgeous. Everyone is probably wondering what you’re doing with a geezer like me,” I retort. She looks taken aback before letting out a laugh that is decidedly loud and unladylike, and I find myself even further enamored with her.

      “You’re ridiculous. You’ve just got experience under your belt; no woman in her right mind would complain about that,” she teases. The waiter pours our wine, leaving the bottle and taking our dinner order. “I certainly don’t mind,” Aimee continues as he walks off.

      I’m unable to smother the smug little grin that curls over my lips, and she looks adorably pleased with herself.

      “Well, experience does go a long way in the real estate world,” I say, playing oblivious to her true meaning. She hums softly in acknowledgement, sipping her wine.

      For the first time, she seems entirely at ease in my company. What I would give to have her look so happy every time we’re together.

      When our food arrives, the banter between us slows a bit. She savors her food, and I savor her company.

      “That was delicious. You really are too good to me, Carson. There has to be some way I can pay you back,” she says as she finishes her meal. She dabs at her perfect pink mouth with a napkin, her lips curled into a smirk.

      It doesn’t take a genius to realize what she’s implying, but I can’t help feeling hesitant. I meet her gaze, pursing my lips as I struggle to formulate a response.

      Do I want to sleep with her? God, yes. Of course I do; any man with a bit of sense would love to have her. I just don’t want to be the dirtbag I’ve been in the past. I’ve had enjoyable flings, sure, but I’ve never really felt a connection like I feel with Aimee. I don’t want to take advantage of her infatuation with me.

      I brace myself to tell her as much, but the desire in her eyes is sending a very distracting tingle throughout my body.

      If I refuse her, that might just make her want me more, so how do I handle this?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      Carson is obviously torn by my proposition, and I appreciate that, to an extent. However, when he looks as if he’s ready to let me down gently, I reach out to rest my hand atop his. His parted lips close, and he looks at our joined hands. I curl my fingers around his, stroking my thumb against the back of his hand.

      “Something is bothering you,” I murmur, and he exhales sharply.

      He shifts his hand to grip my own, meeting my gaze earnestly. The warmth of his touch sends pleasant tingles through my body, and I draw my eyes upwards with an easy smile.

      “Am I that obvious?” he asks, looking entirely displeased with his transparency. I chuckle, idly stroking his hand as I grow hyper-aware of the people surrounding us.

      “Is it that you’re not attracted to me?” I inquire hesitantly, not sure I want to hear the answer.

      His eyes widen and he shakes his head fervently. I smother a giggle, trailing off into a quiet gasp as he raises my hand to his lips. He brushes his lips across the back of my knuckles, and I watch the subtly shifting emotions that cross his face.

      “Of course not. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” he breathes, resting his cheek against my palm.

      I take the cue to cup his cheek, caressing my thumb against the slightly stubbly skin there. He allows his eyes to flutter shut, lips curled in a soft smile.

      “I’ve never been as attracted to a woman in my life,” he says with ease, and in spite of myself, I hold no doubt that he is being sincere. I can only wonder what troubles him about my advances when he seems so at ease in my company.

      “Then what’s bothering you?” I ask, giving voice to the thought.

      He draws away from my touch, keeping his grip on my hand. It’s almost comical how large his hands are in comparison to mine, but I focus on his face. He appears to be heavily weighing his options, seeming to debate whether to be upfront about what, precisely, is on his mind.

      “Come on, Carson. We’re past the point of being shy around each other, wouldn’t you say? You can tell me what’s on your mind,” I assure him. He seems to consider my words, breathing a sigh.

      “I just don’t want to be some sleazeball boss,” he mutters, and I tilt my head, encouraging him to continue. “I’ve dated employees before. It’s never gone well. Granted, I’ve never felt as enamored as I feel with you…” he trails off.

      A brief surge of jealousy washes over me, but I realize that there is little I can do but take him for his word. I can only believe him when he says I’m somehow different.

      Granted, since I first met him, it’s become clear that it isn’t his first time around the block. While I can only hope I present something new and exciting, I can only muse that Carson could have any woman he desired. Then again, perhaps that’s what makes this so special. The fact that he’s chosen me.

      Carson seems sincere in his desire to treat me as an equal, and not as though I were just any woman he’s encountered previously. I have no doubts regarding how intensely I want him, and it’s obvious from the dark desire in his eyes that he wants me just as badly.

      “If I didn’t trust you, I wouldn’t suggest…” I trail off, not wanting to be awfully blunt in the crowded restaurant. I’ve never exactly considered an older man sexy before, never been with someone more than two years older than me, but I find that I’m tempted to make an exception for Carson Sharpe. “I want you,” I say more quietly, putting as much feeling as I possibly can in my assertion.

      He lifts a brow, looking vaguely taken aback.

      “I just want to be certain that you’re sure,” he says quietly. “I don’t want you to regret this. If we were to return to work, unable to face each other…I don’t know that I could properly handle that.”

      I chuckle softly, meeting his gaze with an expression that I can only hope conveys how strongly I feel.

      “Nothing could make me regret being with you, Carson. I have confidence that we’ll manage to keep things professional at work, regardless of what happens between us,” I murmur.

      Seemingly convinced, he looks at me with barely concealed desire.

      “All right. What do you say we get out of here, then?” he suggests, flagging down the waiter.

      He places a wad of cash in the younger man’s hands, telling him to keep the change. The waiter’s eyes widen, as if he’s never seen that much money in his life. Hell, I’m sure he hasn’t. Carson slides out of his chair, offering me his arm with a sly smile. I can see the arousal glimmering in his eyes, and I try to contain my own excitement.

      It’s really happening. I’m going to sleep with my gorgeous billionaire boss, Carson Sharpe. I never could have expected this. Even now, as he guides me to his luxurious car, I can only wonder how I’ve come to this point.

      All of my willpower is required to stop myself from locking lips with him as soon as we’re seated in the car. I reach out, resting my hand on his thigh. He breathes a shuddering sigh, curling his hands around the steering wheel.

      “Is my place all right?” he asks quietly, and I pretend to consider the question very deeply as I stroke my hand up and down his inner thigh.

      He tenses, and my eyes nearly bulge from my head as I take in the size of his member, which is now straining against his slacks. My hand quakes on his leg, and I try to control myself, try to keep a hold on the situation.

      “That sounds wonderful,” I reply, my mouth dry. His jaw is clenched and he nods silently, shifting the car into reverse to back out of the parking lot.

      We surge out onto the main street, the lights of the city flashing past us as we careen down the road. It’s obvious that Carson is struggling to keep his attention on the road as I sink my fingernails into the fabric of his pants.

      I draw my hand away, more for my own benefit than to give him any reprieve. I’m not sure I’ll be able to control myself any longer if I allow my hand to remain on his thigh. Glancing at me from the corner of his eye, he pulls into a large parking compound before veering into a space that has a sign marking it as reserved.

      He grabs me by the front of my cocktail dress, nearly yanking me entirely across the center console as he presses his lips to mine. I gasp against his parted lips, tangling my hands in his hair. He kisses me as if my lips are the oasis he has craved while wandering in a vast desert. I whimper into his mouth, and he draws away with a vaguely dazed expression.

      “Not here,” he mutters urgently, and I nod as I unfasten my seatbelt.

      Carson lurches out of the driver’s side door, meeting me at the back end of the car and sweeping me into his arms once more. He can’t seem to keep his hands off of me, and it’s all I can do not to shout his name to the heavens as his hands caress my ass. He draws me close, so close that I can feel the throbbing of his manhood through the thin layers of fabric between us.

      Seeming to have a moment of doubt, he draws back just enough to look me in the eye.

      “I’m giving you one last opportunity to back out,” he gasps, his voice ragged.

      I smile, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and pulling him against me once more. He presses me back against his car, nudging a knee between my thighs.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” he murmurs against my ear, stepping back with a sensual smile and seeming to regain his composure as he leads me into the building.

      It’s all I can do to keep my hands to myself as we slip into the elevator, but he seems to have fewer qualms with the risk of being seen in a compromising position. He grabs me by the hip, jerking me towards him with a soft growl. I hop up, wrapping my legs around him with the slight support of the handrail inside the elevator. As we kiss, he smacks my ass, the sensation staggering even through my dress.

      When we reach Carson’s floor, he lurches out of the elevator, carrying me into his apartment. Our tongues tangle as he captures my lips again, and his experience in this department starkly contrasts mine.

      It’s clear he knows his way around a woman’s body, while I’ve only had scarce contact with men. I’m not a virgin by any means, but Carson holds a talent that I can only attribute to his age.

      Before I even realize what’s happening, we’re in his bedroom. He twists around, falling backwards onto the plush pillow top of his mattress. He grazes his teeth on my lower lip, and I cry out as his hands slip under the edge of my dress.

      “No panties, Aimee? You naughty thing,” he scolds, and I redden at the comment.

      Before I can reply, his nimble fingers press between my outer lips, caressing my already swollen clit. I buck against him, burying my face in his chest as he pleasures me with his hand.

      “Is that all you’ve got?” I whisper, meeting his gaze daringly as he stops the motion of his fingers.

      I reach down, gripping the bottom of my dress and pulling it off over my head. His hand swiftly moves to the clasp of my bra, snapping it undone and allowing my breasts to fall free. It seems to be going so fast, but I want him more than I’ve ever wanted anyone in my life. If the brief fondling between my thighs was any indication, it’s clear that he knows how to play me.

      “I thought you might like to set the pace,” he murmurs, palming my breast in his hand. I arch against him, eyes fluttering shut as my hips move of their own accord.

      “You don’t seem the type to give up control so easily,” I gasp, reaching between us to fidget with the button of his pants. The swell of his arousal is nestled comfortably at the apex of my thighs, but there are decidedly too many layers between us. He chuckles, crossing his arms behind his head and watching me with mirth in his gaze.

      “I’m just letting you do the hard work. After all, isn’t that your job?” he says smoothly. I blush, but offer little argument as I work his pants down his hips. “Eager, aren’t you?” he comments idly, reaching up to slowly unbutton his shirt.

      Before he can completely unfasten the garment, I rip the remainder of it apart. His eyes widen in surprise, but I lean down and graze my teeth against his throat.

      “I’m not known for my patience, though I’m sure you’ve figured that out by now,” I whisper. He chuckles, tracing his fingers around my erect nipples.

      “We have all night, love,” he points out, and my heart swells at the pet name. In spite of his suddenly apparent desire to take things slow, as I grip his length in my hand, he utters a guttural groan. His hips jerk slightly, but he seems to regain control of himself as he meets my gaze. “But I won’t keep you from what you want,” he says slyly.

      I grin, adjusting my hips to hover above his manhood.

      “Do you have a condom?” I inquire softly, afraid of ruining the mood. He nods, quickly reaching over to the bedside table. He produces one, ripping it open with his teeth before rolling the material down his impressive length. “Thank God,” I breathe, lowering myself onto him with little further preamble.

      “Jesus, Aimee,” he gasps, sinking his nails into the flesh on my hips. I bite my lip as I take him completely inside of me, adjusting to his girth. When our hips meet, a sense of fulfillment washes over me and I can’t help but smile.

      “Are you sure you want me to do all the work?” I tease, wiggling my hips slightly. He groans in pleasure, shifting our positions to pin me against the sheets.

      “Well, that wouldn’t be entirely gentlemanly,” he smirks. Then, he jerks his hips back before swiftly plunging back into me.

      A strangled cry spills past my lips, and it’s all I can do to keep from screaming his name as he begins to relentlessly pound into me. Neither of us can form words in the moment, simply gasping and moaning as our bodies work together like a well-oiled machine.

      Feeling myself reaching my peak almost embarrassingly soon, I try to fight the inevitable. Carson seems to notice the slight shift in my demeanor and smiles knowingly. He angles his hips just so, quickening the pace of his thrusts. A girlish squeal erupts from my lips before he silences me with a kiss. My entire body quakes with ecstasy as my orgasm rips through me, and I find myself clenching around his member.

      He grunts my name, hilting himself inside of me as he shoots his load. His mouth hangs agape, his eyes closed in a blissful expression. I want nothing more than to kiss him, and I oblige my own desires, capturing his lips with my own.

      It’s the most passionate kiss I’ve ever had in my life, and I’m stricken with the sudden realization that I don’t want this to be a one-night stand. While I’m not exactly thinking in terms of a relationship, it’s impossible to argue against this being the best sex I’ve ever had.

      Coming down from his high, Carson slumps onto his back beside me, pulling me close to him and resting his chin atop my head. It strikes me that I should probably leave, but he seems to be in no rush to kick me out of his apartment.

      “Wow,” I whisper, nuzzling against his chest.

      He chuckles, closing his eyes as his head rests on his pillow. I’m not quite sure what to say beyond this point, but in the moment, I truly don’t care. As he wraps his arms around me, I settle comfortably in his embrace and allow myself to drift into a peaceful doze. The consequences of our actions may come to bite us later, but for now, we’re both sated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        Carson

      

    
    
      When I wake, it’s with a sense of satisfaction that I haven’t felt in years. As I shift to get out of bed, the sensation of a warm body beside me brings the memories of the night before to the forefront of my mind.

      I breathe a contented sigh, pleased that Aimee remained at my side for the duration of the night. The young woman looks so peaceful in her slumber, an expression of utter contentment on her delicate features.

      Even still, as I draw away to consider her sleeping face, a sense of guilt washes over me. As much as I try to ignore it, I can’t help feeling as if I’ve made a mistake. Will my sweet Aimee simply be another in the line of lovers I’ve enjoyed but ultimately discarded? As much as I’d like to believe she’s different, I can only wonder how much actual truth lies within that thought.

      Realizing I’ve slept in much later than usual, I push the thought to the back of my mind. Before we both go to Russia, I have a short trip to make to New York on my own. I don’t want to leave her, but I’m worried that if I take her along, I’ll be so damn distracted that I blow the deal.

      Russia will be different. The business deal is basically sealed already, and in the time we’ll have together, I know we’ll have ample opportunities to properly get to know each other. At least, that’s what I try to tell myself. While Aimee doesn’t know it, she’s not the first lover I’ve brought on such a trip. However, I’m confident that she’s unlike the others in more ways than one. Most importantly, I can see myself being with the beautiful young woman beyond a simple fling.

      Glancing to the clock, I realize just how late I’m running. I shift away from my Sleeping Beauty, moving slowly and carefully so as not to awaken her. Her expression is peaceful, utterly serene as I tuck one of my larger pillows in the space that my body had occupied mere moments prior. She curls close to the plush replacement, breathing a happy sigh that sends jolts of longing through my heart.

      She is different. I know she is. However, in spite of how strongly I feel on the surface, I have to fight against lingering doubts. How many women have I shared a bed with, with the thought that they will remain in my life for the duration? Is this adoration I feel for the innocent form in my bed so different from the feelings I’ve shared with other women before her?

      As much as I like to think otherwise, I can’t be entirely sure. I would never voice such a thought to Aimee herself, however. I have no intentions to wake her at all, let alone trouble her with my own worrisome thoughts. I don’t want her to feel used, but that seems inevitable considering the fact that I brought her home when I’m scheduled to leave for New York in just a few hours.

      Staring at her for a long moment, with a tenderness I’m certain I’ve never felt before, I slip away from the bed and into the adjoining bathroom. I make quick work of showering, praying that the noise doesn’t wake Aimee. I dry off promptly, taking a moment to shave the stubble that’s grown along my jaw.

      As I shave, I take a moment to consider my reflection in the mirror. I’m not sure I’m particularly fond of the man who stares back at me. I’m forcibly smothering my desire to wake Aimee and explain where I’m going, but as I shuffle back into my bedroom to get dressed, I can’t come to terms with the idea of waking her from such a pleasant slumber. I don’t want to taint the moment we shared the night before with the fact that I now have to leave.

      Slipping into one of my many suits, I pack what seems to be half a dozen of the exact same outfit in my suitcase. Perhaps someday soon I’ll be able to take a day off and pretend to be…I don’t know. Average? I’ll dress in a simple T-shirt and jeans, and take my sweetheart out for burgers and fries.

      Now, however, I’m simply delaying the inevitable. Maybe someday I’ll be able to pursue a normal, loving relationship with the woman in my bed. Today, I have a plane to catch.

      I shuffle over to my bedside table, grabbing the familiar notepad out of the drawer. The things this notepad has seen, the women it has aided me in letting down…these thoughts are nothing less than haunting as I jot down a quick note letting Aimee know where I’ll be.

      I can’t seem to find the words to express how I feel, or how sorry I am to leave her so abruptly. I want to tell her how wonderful our shared night had been; I want to assure her that she’s not some toy that I plan to discard. There are so many things I want to write, but I only have one small notepad and very little time.

      Breathing a sigh, I simply write that I will be in New York over the weekend, that I’ll be back soon, and that I look forward to our trip together. I tuck the note beneath my alarm clock, praying that she sees it when she wakes up.

      Casting a final lingering glance at her sweet expression, I have no doubt that my feelings for Aimee are unlike any I have experienced before. She curls closer to my pillow as if feeling my eyes upon her, breathing a fluttering little sigh. My heart breaks, the pieces scattering throughout my chest.

      Shaking off my misery, self-imposed as it may be, I grab my suitcase and tiptoe towards the door. As much as I’d like to remain in my room and gaze adoringly at my current fixation, I’m struck by the thought that a woman is replaceable. If I forsake my responsibilities, the empire I’ve worked to build will not be so easily rebuilt.

      It’s a bitter thought, but it is one that repeats itself in my brain as I force myself out of my bedroom, stalking through my apartment and out the door. What would my father think of me, if he saw me in such a state over a woman? After everything he taught me? I’m a grown man, in the prime of my life, and I have no business fawning over a pretty girl.

      No matter how beautiful and enchanting she may be, no woman is worth throwing your life away. It’s rare to find a woman who is willing to play second fiddle to your career, something I learned many years ago. In spite of my failed marriage, I wouldn’t change anything that’s happened in my life thus far. Though my life is sometimes a lonely one, there aren’t many men as fortunate as myself. I’ve worked hard. I’ve agonized, all for the sake of gaining a better life for myself. My job is everything to me.

      A small voice inside of me tries to insist that Aimee is worth putting above my job, that she’s special in ways beyond comprehension. Money can’t buy happiness, it argues. The larger part of me, the voice of the cool and collected billionaire, is swift to insist otherwise. I forcefully put a stop to the warring thoughts, feeling a headache coming on.

      Closing the door quietly behind me as I step out of the apartment, I find myself inhaling a deep breath and struggling not to release it in an angry huff.

      Today, New York. Then, Russia with Aimee. Here’s hoping I can find a way to stay on top of things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      Almost a week has passed since my passionate night with Carson. Though it was off-putting to wake to an empty bed and a note explaining that he’d left for New York, I know that he’s a busy man. You don’t get to have the life he’s achieved by laying around in bed all day. While I’ve been trying not to entertain any illusions about a deeper relationship between the gorgeous billionaire and myself, I can’t deny that I miss him.

      It’s his phone call that wakes me, and I fight to keep the excitement from creeping into my voice as he explains that we’ll be boarding his personal jet to Russia today. I’ve been waiting with bated breath for this day. A part of me is sure that my boss will want to shift back to our strictly professional relationship during the trip. Another part of me hopes that we’ll be able to have a bit of fun once we make it to Saint Petersburg.

      Admittedly, I have a serious crush, and I’ve got it bad. Ever since sleeping with Carson, my thoughts have been consumed with him. I can scarcely think of anything besides pressing my lips against his the moment he picks me up from my apartment. While I suppose it’s to be expected that a man of his age and prestige would be rather…experienced, I’m still having a hard time wrapping my head around just how good the sex was.

      Truthfully, I haven’t considered sleeping with anyone else since the moment I met Carson. He’s the sort of person you find yourself addicted to, hopelessly enamored until it’s too late to turn back. He has a grip on my heart, on my very soul—of that much, I’m certain.

      God, I’m not one to get all mushy about a guy, even if the sex is great. I never planned to go beyond a single night with the handsome billionaire, but it’s funny how things work out, isn’t it? I’ve resisted the desire to text him what feels like a hundred times—or more likely, thousands—over the entire period he was in New York. I don’t want to seem like some clingy girlfriend, especially considering our work relationship.

      Even still, I find myself quaking with delight as I receive his text, informing me that he’s waiting downstairs. I brush a hand through my hair, taking stock of everything I’ve packed for the trip. The bare necessities, really, save for a nice pair of lingerie that I hope will find use in the coming nights. I close my eyes, losing myself in the prospect of getting tangled in his arms once more.

      Realizing how much time I’m wasting, I grab my suitcase, waddling to the door with it. I’m only just realizing how heavy the damn thing is, and I briefly wish I had the finances to pay someone to do all my heavy lifting, as well. It’s a silly thought, but hell, I’ve been full of those, lately. I stagger downstairs with my case, spotting Carson’s usual car parked at the front of my apartment complex.

      Dropping my suitcase for a moment, I inhale a deep breath as I frantically wave at my boss. Then, stricken by how idiotic I must look, I quickly lower my hand to my side in hopes that he hasn’t seen me. Talk about desperate.

      I reach down to grab my suitcase, but I stop short when I hear a shout.

      “Aimee, wait!” Carson calls out, jumping out of his car and quickly striding towards me. I smile nervously at him, but he seems entirely unbothered by my awkwardness, pulling me in for a quick embrace. “Let me carry that. I want you to relax and enjoy yourself, starting right now,” he announces with a big grin.

      I feel my heart skip a beat, nodding shyly while he lifts the case as if it weighs nothing.

      “Thank you, Carson. I didn’t think I had packed all that much, but it’s heavier than I expected,” I admit sheepishly.

      He smiles, looping his arm around my waist and guiding me towards the car. My skin tingles where he touches me, and it’s all I can do to keep from giggling like a schoolgirl. I’ve got to get it together.

      “We’ll be able to purchase most of the necessities in Saint Petersburg, but there’s no harm in bringing some things from home,” he says cheerily, and I notice that he seems to have a bit more pep in his step than I’m used to. Maybe he’s just as excited to be with me, though that seems unlikely.

      Shaking myself from my thoughts, I grin as he opens my door for me before circling around to toss my suitcase in the trunk. I settle into the passenger seat, fastening my seatbelt and allowing my head to lean back against the headrest. He slides into the car moments later, starting the ignition.

      “What’s it like, having a personal jet?” I ask, fidgeting nervously as we make our way to the small airport we’ll be taking off from.

      He seems to consider my question carefully, then shrugs in response.

      “It’s nice. It’s been years since I’ve flown in anything else, so I suppose I’m used to it. I hope you enjoy it, though.” He grins, glancing to me from the corner of his eye. I smile, trying to contain my sheer joy at the attention he’s lavishing upon me. I feel like some sort of lovesick puppy.

      The rest of the ride passes swiftly, and Carson pulls into a side lot at the airport before slipping out of the car. I step out as well, starting slightly as two burly men approach to grab our bags.

      “Mike, Taylor! Good to see you again,” he says warmly. The men look relatively apathetic, considering me with expressions of vague scrutiny. “This is Aimee. She’ll be joining us for the flight. Aimee, these two gentlemen will be our pilots,” he continues, taking me by the arm and leading me in what I assume is the direction of his personal jet.

      I spot the plane immediately as we turn the corner, though it would be hard to miss. The SharpeFocus logo stretches across the side, and while it’s not the size of a commercial plane, it looks plenty luxurious.

      “So, Aimee was it? You’re a friend of Carson’s, then?” one of the pilots inquires with a sly smile. I hesitate, glancing to Carson before replying.

      “I’m his personal assistant. I’ll be helping him with business matters on the trip,” I explain, though I’m not sure if that’s the whole truth. Carson hasn’t exactly mentioned why he invited me along, but that seems a logical explanation.

      The vacation explanation couldn’t be the whole truth, could it? What sort of boss takes his assistant to Russia for a vacation? Granted, Carson and I have anything but your typical business relationship.

      Expressing little more interest in me, the pilots walk ahead to load up our bags. Carson takes me by the hand, guiding me up the steps and into the plane. My eyes widen as I take in the interior—while I knew it would be lavish, I never could have anticipated just how luxurious a private jet could be. A thick curtain separates the cockpit from the rest of the jet, and as I watch the pilots slip behind it, I’m nearly overcome by the desire to embrace my boss.

      Waiting for the opportune moment, I take a seat beside Carson and buckle myself in while the plane prepares for takeoff. His eyes seem to watch every move I make, and I’m on pins and needles as we begin our ascent. As soon as one of the pilots calls out that we’re free to leave our seats, I yank off the strap holding me in place. I turn to face my handsome boss, finding that he has a knowing expression on his face.

      “I know it was probably supposed to be a one night thing,” I begin, and he considers me strangely for a moment before pressing a finger to my lips.

      “Come here. In my lap,” he orders in a soft purr. I oblige him immediately, and though it’s a rather tight fit, the position is enjoyable.

      I can feel the bulge of his manhood against my thigh, and I thank the stars that I opted to wear a skirt today. He shifts a bit awkwardly beneath me—that is, if anything the man did could be considered awkward. I hear the telltale sound of his zipper, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Aren’t you worried they’ll hear?” I whisper against his ear, shuddering as he nudges my panties aside.

      “I don’t really care what they think. Do you?” he replies with a smirk.

      I chuckle, cutting myself off with a soft moan as his fingers press against me. Burying my face in his shoulder, I move my hips rhythmically to meet the feather-light touches of his fingers. I try to smother my cries of pleasure, but he grazes his thumb over the aching nub of my clit and it’s all I can do not to scream.

      “Let it out,” he urges softly, continuing to caress me.

      “Carson, please,” I groan, groping blindly in his lap.

      He rumbles a laugh, and all of a sudden his fingers are replaced with something much larger and warmer. I exhale a sigh of relief as he presses against me, though he doesn’t enter me. I whine, bouncing on his lap encouragingly.

      “I don’t have a condom,” he murmurs, simply sliding his length along my slit without penetrating me.

      “Just pull out,” I urge him, bracing my hands against his shoulders. He hesitates for the briefest of moments before nodding, adjusting himself to slide into me. A shuddering breath spills past my lips, and he silences me with a kiss. I begin to bounce in his lap again, guided by his hands on my hips. “God, they can probably hear everything,” I whisper, grinning naughtily.

      “Does that turn you on, you little minx?” he inquires with a smirk. I shrug my shoulders, playing innocent.

      He jerks his hips up, hitting just the right angle to rub my G-spot. I cry out loudly, and he grins, continuing to thrust up into me. I bite his shoulder, trying to silence my wails of pleasure.

      “Ah, ah, none of that,” he whispers. “So we can all hear you, Aimee,” he urges.

      “Oh God, Carson,” I whine, trying to ignore the surge of arousal that shoots through me at the idea of the pilots listening in on us.

      “Louder,” he grunts, leaning in to graze his teeth to the side of my neck. At least, I think he’s just going to graze them. Instead, he bites harshly, sending a mix of pain and a strange pleasure through me.

      “Ah!” I squeal, throwing my head back as I continue to rock against him. I feel myself building up rapidly, the sensations nearly overwhelming as Carson sucks at the mark he just made on my neck.

      All at once, pleasure washes over me almost agonizingly. I manage a strangled cry as he pulls out and pushes my head down. Realizing his intent, I oblige, and put my lips around his cock just in time to swallow his load.

      “I didn’t want to ruin your skirt,” he muses aloud, and the two of us share a quiet laugh. I rest against him for a moment before shifting back into my seat.

      “It’s probably a good idea to get some rest. We’ve got a long flight ahead of us,” Carson mumbles, sleepiness obvious in his tone.

      I murmur my agreement, but even as he drifts into a peaceful slumber, I’m too wound up and excited to even consider sleeping. Oh, well. All the better to get acquainted with the pilots, I suppose. The fact that they’d likely heard me getting my brains screwed out matters very little in the face of my boredom.

      Slipping out of my seat, I glance adoringly at Carson before heading towards the cockpit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      The pilots glance in my direction as I step through the curtain that separates the two main chambers of the jet. The co-pilot, Mike, reddens faintly as he forces his eyes forward again. The other, Taylor, seems unaffected, focusing his attention on the controls required to keep us in the air. I can’t help but notice that their peaceful banter ceased as soon as I stepped through the curtain, and I manage a smile as I stare out ahead of us.

      “I’ve never flown to another country before. Russia, of all places,” I sigh happily. Taylor nods his acknowledgement, but doesn’t address me any further. Mike seems to be considering me with an amused expression, and self-consciousness creeps up on me before I can try to stifle it.

      “I’m sorry if you’re uncomfortable,” I stammer out. Mike barks out a laugh, only serving to make me even less comfortable.

      “Don’t worry about it, kid. Really,” Taylor says with a faint smirk. “You get used to that sort of thing, working this job,” he adds, seemingly as an afterthought.

      “Being a pilot?” I offer, and the two share a look.

      “Yeah, sure. Just any old pilot,” Mike says sarcastically without elaborating. I breathe a sigh before sinking into the seat in the back of the cockpit. “Shouldn’t you be with Mr. Sharpe?” Mike prompts, and I shrug my shoulders a bit hesitantly.

      “He’s a heavy sleeper. He tried to insist I get some rest before we get to Russia; he said there would be very little time for rest once we arrive,” I murmur.

      Mike scoffs, and Taylor shoots him an icy look.

      “Is there something I’m missing here?” I ask coolly, growing annoyed at how secretive the men are acting. Taylor speaks before Mike can even think of an answer.

      “You’re not missing anything, hon. Just go get some rest. We’ve just seen our share of…situations, flying this jet for Mr. Sharpe,” he says brusquely.

      I narrow my eyes at him, and Mike seems to shrink away from my stare. Taylor remains cool, almost ice-cold in the face of my agitation. “We’ve got a long flight ahead of us, anyway. There’s no sense in you hanging out in here with us,” he says dismissively. I can’t get past the feeling that these two men think I’m little more than a silly girl.

      “I’m not tired. I’m excited. It’s not every day your boss asks you to accompany him on such a prestigious trip,” I snap. Mike snorts, and even Taylor can’t help but chuckle softly. “You two are acting extremely suspicious. I get the idea that you’re hiding something from me. Just come out with it already,” I hiss.

      Mike parts his lips to speak, but Taylor shoots him a scathing look.

      “Mr. Sharpe’s business in his own. It doesn’t serve us to go around discussing his personal matters,” Taylor says simply.

      I resist the desire to roll my eyes at the men; there’s something more to this story, I’m sure of it. I rest a hand on Mike’s shoulder, going for the softer of the two. He stiffens beneath my touch, shooting me a wary look.

      “If Carson is keeping me in the dark about something, don’t I deserve to know? I’m sure the two of you are well aware that my relationship with Mr. Sharpe isn’t strictly professional in nature. I’m not like his previous assistants. Carson and I…share a bond,” I declare.

      At my announcement, Taylor laughs abruptly and Mike offers me a sympathetic look.

      “That’s the thing, Miss…” he trails off, looking more uncomfortable by the minute.

      “Rhodes,” I supply, gesturing for him to go on.

      He hesitates, looking to his co-pilot for some assurance. Taylor simply ignores the two of us altogether, eyes fixed straight ahead. It’s obvious that he’s washed his hands of this encounter, though I can’t begin to imagine what must have them acting so secretive.

      “Miss Rhodes, right. The thing of it is…you’re not going to like what I’m about to tell you. I could lose my job over this. You really ought to go back to the cabin and catch a nap like Mr. Sharpe suggested,” he begins carefully, trying to steer the conversation off track.

      “Come on, Mike. You can talk to me. I won’t let the conversation get back to Carson. It’s just between the three of us,” I urge, smiling in the most charming manner that I can muster.

      Mike hesitates for a long moment. It’s obvious that this secret is a juicy one—at least, in the eyes of a pilot. I can only imagine what the real root of their secrecy is. I almost expect him to try to lead me astray with some made-up secret that I can neither confirm nor deny.

      “You’re not the first assistant that Mr. Sharpe has whisked away like this,” Taylor says abruptly, and Mike seems to choke on whatever gentler version of the statement he intended to offer.

      I raise a brow, looking towards the other pilot with disbelief. It’s been obvious from the start that this Taylor guy didn’t particularly care for me, though I can’t imagine why. Is this a lie, intended to throw me off my game? Is there something about me that’s offensive to the man’s senses?

      “Surely you must be joking, or exaggerating,” I say nervously, glancing towards Mike. He’s staring towards the other pilot with a plaintive expression; this is clearly not the direction he wanted the conversation to go in.

      “Every year or so, Mr. Sharpe selects a woman under his employment to entertain him beyond the workplace. Under the guise of keeping them as a personal aide, he lures them on extravagant trips to catch them in his snare. You’re one of many, kid,” Taylor continues, paying little word to my obvious distress.

      My heart begins to pound in my chest, and I try to think of some way to prove him wrong.

      Carson has clearly felt a connection with me from the start, hasn’t he? He didn’t bring me into the first meeting with the intent of selecting me as some sort of addition to his line of conquests. He hadn’t even known I would be at the meeting…had he? Has this entire situation been a facade, some elaborate act to take me as his own?

      Furiously shaking off the thought, I try to tell myself that I’m just being paranoid. The men in the cockpit have fallen silent, and while I’m sure they care very little about whether or not I believe them, I tell them anyway.

      “So Carson is just using me. That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it? That’s what this all boils down to?” I spit venomously. It’s more of a confirmation than a question, but the two men simply nod.

      Mike, at least, has the decency to look as if he feels bad for me. Taylor, on the other hand, seems entirely unimpressed—as if this were a conversation he’d taken part in a dozen times already.

      “Personally, I think there’s always a chance that Carson will settle down once he finds the right woman. It’s really only a matter of time, and hey! Who knows, his special someone might be right under his nose,” Mike says in an attempt to be cheerful, but I narrow my eyes upon him at the same time as Taylor.

      “Don’t patronize her. Sharpe’s not paying us to keep his dirty secrets, and he’s not paying us nearly enough to comfort every heartbroken girl that steps into the cockpit,” Taylor growls sourly. Mike frowns, focusing his attention on the controls in front of him again.

      “He’s right. I appreciate the thought, Mike, but Carson isn’t going to suddenly change for me, of all people. I have nothing to offer that the dozens before me haven’t had,” I manage weakly.

      I wrap my arms around myself, inhaling a shuddering breath before turning my back on the pilots. They remain silent even as I step through the curtain, and I feel more foolish than ever.

      To make matters worse, Carson had been so insistent that I allow the men to hear my desperate cries of pleasure. Yeah, desperate was right. Desperate for something that’s so obviously out of my reach, I had ignored common sense in favor of it. I know I should plan to have a long talk with Carson when I slip back into the seat beside him. However, I’m reluctant to throw either of the pilots under the bus, even with as callous as Taylor had been towards me.

      It just seems so…unnecessary. I like to think Carson could have been upfront with me about his true feelings, and perhaps I wouldn’t be hurting so much now. It makes sense, though. He’s the sort of billionaire playboy who only cares about himself. I wish I could say he’s different, but every man boils down to the same formula, at base level. All he cares about is eating, screwing, and sleeping.

      Speaking of, he’s gotten two of those immediately upon boarding the jet with me. I watch his sleeping form with disdain, my heart aching at how fondly I had considered him what seemed only moments ago. Strange how much things can change in so short a space of time.

      I watch his face, tracing my eyes along the well-sculpted features. He looks so peaceful in his sleep, so sweet, that I can barely stand the thought of being cold towards him. I try to ignore the voice in my head that insists it’s my fault. I should have known better. It’s not as if a man like him would see anything of value in a simple woman like me.

      Just as well, I’m not about to let him under my skirt again, knowing where those hands have been. I don’t know how I’m going to explain the abrupt shift in my attitude, but the nice assistant who had been so eager to play is no more. I imagine he’ll be cold, seeing little use in me without the appeal of my body. Perhaps he’ll send me home ahead of schedule. Or maybe, just maybe…

      Maybe Mike was right. Perhaps Carson just needs to meet the right woman. Maybe I’m the one who will change his outlook, the one he can’t look into his future and see himself without.

      Realizing that I’m just fooling myself, I exhale a bitter chuckle. I slouch in my seat, chills going through my body. Carson hadn’t been as kind to explain where the spare blankets are, and apparently is doing just fine without one. Then again, he has the satisfaction of a plan well executed to keep him warm. All I have is my misery and disappointment to keep me company.

      Shivers run through my body as I turn away from him, an unbidden tear streaking down my cheek. Get it together. He’s just a fling. It’s not as if I had expected to find my happily-ever-after with someone like Carson Sharpe. At least, that’s what I tell myself as I stare out the window of the jet.

      The clouds look like fluffy piles of cotton candy, sweet and delicate. The jet rips through them, not caring what effect it might have on the skies around it. I suppose it’s fitting. The perfect metaphor to describe the owner of said jet and the women he’d torn asunder.

      I squeeze my eyes shut against the thoughts, trying to tune out the sound of the engines. Moreover, I try to ignore the gentle lull of Carson’s snoring—an obnoxious, but strangely comforting sound that a lesser woman would find herself falling for.

      Allowing everything to slip away, I drift into a fitful sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        Carson

      

    
    
      When I open my eyes, I glance to my side to see Aimee sleeping restlessly at my side. I smile to myself, a sense of adoration sweeping over me.

      I brush my fingertips across the troubled crease of her brow, wondering just what sort of nightmares are running through her head. I can only hope that I should appear as the knight in shining armor, but the only real way to ensure that is to wake her from her uncomfortable sleep.

      “Wake up, Aimee,” I whisper, brushing my lips against her ear.

      She jolts upright, turning wide eyes upon me. Her expression is baleful, and I wave off her apparent concern.

      “You seemed to be having a bit of trouble sleeping. Is there something on your mind?” I inquire gently, reaching out to brush a lock of hair away from her forehead. To my surprise, she draws away from me. I can’t help feeling a bit spurned, but I try not to take it to heart. Perhaps her nightmares had gotten to her more than I expected.

      “Nothing important, Mr. Sharpe,” she says coolly, refusing to meet my gaze.

      My eyebrows shoot upwards at the use of the formal title, and doubt wells up inside me as I try to reason out what could have her upset. A surge of fear rushes through me as I glance towards the cockpit, wondering if she could have had a worrying talk with the pilots.

      “Oh…all right. What did you do while I was sleeping? Did you enjoy the flight—lap of luxury, and all that?” I smile teasingly, reaching out to rest a hand on her shoulder. She tenses beneath my grip, and an intense sense of unease rises up in me. I swallow thickly, forcing down a painful lump in my throat.

      “I just slept. Just like you,” she murmurs, glancing past me.

      The skyline of Saint Petersburg spears the sky beneath us, and I smile in spite of myself. No matter what has her so upset, she won’t be able to hold a grudge when I show her the beautiful city. It’ll be the ultimate romantic escape, unlike anything she’s ever experienced before. In a way, it will be much the same for me. I’ve never actually been on a trip with someone I’ve felt such adoration for.

      “We’ll be touching down in five,” Mike calls from the cockpit, an edge of uncertainty in his voice. I can hear the two pilots bickering quietly, but I try to put little weight on whatever may be troubling them. They usually get antsy on long flights, and I am fairly confident they won’t have divulged any…uncouth secrets. Then again, it wouldn’t be the first time. Mike has a heart nearly the size of his gut, and Taylor might not have the best opinion of my actions in the past.

      If I find out that they revealed my sordid past to the woman I’m falling for, I would be tempted to fire the two of them, but I know I could never follow through on that threat. Aimee deserves to know the truth. I can only hope that I’m the one who reveals it to her, and she doesn’t hear it from an outside source, but it might be too late.

      Shaking off the worrisome thoughts, I turn to take in the angelic face of the woman at my side. Her heart-shaped lips, usually curved into a sly smile, are pouting slightly. Upon close inspection—at least as close as she’ll allow for the moment—it seems that she’s been nervously gnawing on her lip since she woke up.

      Even more troubling is the rim of redness around both eyes, an obvious indication that she has been crying. Though I can’t claim to know Aimee as well as I should someday hope to, I feel as if I know her well enough to know that she wouldn’t cry over just anything. Something important is weighing heavily on her mind.

      As the wheels of the jet touch down on the runway, I struggle with the words to explain myself to the woman before me. Perhaps if I take her out to a romantic dinner, something for just the two of us, she’ll feel comfortable enough to reveal what is troubling her.

      I plan to show her all of my favorite landmarks, to form grandiose memories with the woman I’m coming to adore. I hope we find new places to explore, together. At the end of this trip, I plan to ask her to be mine. Not just to screw around with her, but also to love her as a man should love a woman.

      “It’s 11 a.m., local time. I hope you’re well rested; we have a busy day ahead of us. The meeting is at three, and we’ll have time after to explore some of the local landmarks. If you’ll indulge me, though, it’s just early enough to catch lunch somewhere nearby,” I say with a smile, certain that she’ll be thrilled by the suggestion.

      Instead, she turns dull eyes upon me. She unfastens her seatbelt, standing somewhat shakily and slipping towards the exit. She trails behind Mike and Taylor, and the look of concern Mike turns upon her only raises my suspicions higher.

      I quickly shuffle out of my seat, realizing with a start that my fly is still unzipped. I feel my cheeks flush as I adjust myself, zipping up my slacks and brushing a hand through my sleep-rumpled hair. I rush after Aimee, finding her lingering towards the back of the jet where Mike and Taylor are talking together.

      My sweet Aimee watches the men with crossed arms, a sour expression on her precious face. What I would give to strike the uncertainty from her gaze, to sweep her into my arms and shout to the heavens that I’m falling in love with her.

      I step closer to her, and she glances towards me with something that can only be described as disdain. There’s also something else in her gaze, what I recognize as a deep and unfathomable sorrow. I know I should come clean right here, right now. There’s nothing actually stopping me, save my ego. I just want to be somewhere more private, beyond the probing gazes of my pilots.

      “Aimee, if you would follow me, I’ve rented a car to take us to our hotel room, and then we can see about getting lunch,” I offer nervously.

      She stares at me for a lingering moment before nodding her head. She’s silent as we walk side by side to the car, and as I sit behind the steering wheel, I want nothing more than to reach across the center console and grip her hand in my own. Her hands are folded in her lap, however, and she stares forlornly out the window of the passenger side.

      Remaining silent, I try to stay upbeat. I don’t want to be obnoxiously cheerful, but maybe my sweet Aimee will find my good mood infectious.

      I part my lips to speak, but she rests her forehead against the window and obviously tunes out my presence. My good mood is rapidly diminishing, but I’m confident that things will still turn out in my favor.

      As we pull into the hotel parking lot, I slide out of the car and wave down a porter to take our bags. The young man smiles politely at Aimee and me, but Aimee doesn’t return the expression. Instead, she slinks towards the front entrance of the hotel. I rush behind her, desperate to keep pace. She’s moving remarkably quickly, and it’s obvious that she’s trying to put as much distance between us as possible.

      Seeming to realize she can’t get into the room without a key, Aimee pauses by the front desk and waits for me. I fall into place beside her, trying to regain my composure as swiftly as possible. The hotel clerk watches me with a bemused expression, but when I wordlessly present my identification for her to see, her eyes widen dramatically.

      “Mr. Sharpe, of course. Your VIP suite has been prepared for you. You’ll find champagne as well as a selection of other choice beverages. As always, don’t hesitate to call if you need something,” she says in a rush, slipping the suite’s keycard into my hand. She hesitates as Aimee sticks her hand out, glancing to me for permission.

      “This is my guest, Aimee Rhodes. She’s free to have the other keycard,” I say warmly, grimacing as Aimee snatches the card from the woman’s hand. It seems that being cordial is the last thing on my normally sweet girl’s mind, but I can’t say I blame her. I can only hope that getting a delicious lunch into her stomach will soothe her nerves so that we can discuss the issue like adults.

      It’s several beats before I realize Aimee’s walked away to the elevator without me, and I sprint to catch up. I manage to jump inside just before the doors close.

      “You only booked one room?” she inquires. There is a tinge of bitterness to her words.

      “Well, there are multiple rooms in the suite, so I thought it unnecessary to get you a room on another floor. After all, we’ll be spending a lot of time together,” I explain.

      She averts her eyes, muttering under her breath. A bit of irritation at her attitude begins to make itself known within the recesses of my brain, and I clear my throat.

      “You’ll have to speak up, Aimee. I can’t hear you if you’re mumbling,” I say with as much tact as I can muster.

      “I said that it was rather presumptuous of you. Not to mention unprofessional—” she pauses as the elevator dings pleasantly to indicate we’ve reached our floor. “But I suppose it’s fine,” she adds as an afterthought, walking out of the elevator without looking back and following the hallway to the VIP suite.

      I stare after her with my mouth agape, snapping it shut when I realize I must look ridiculous.

      It’s becoming increasingly evident that she knows more than she cares to discuss for the time being. In spite of how childishly she’s behaving, I also know that she’s entitled to her feelings. I trail behind her, the young man who’d brought our bags lagging behind us. I hadn’t even noticed his presence in the elevator, and I find myself growing more incensed because of it.

      I manage to swallow my growing irritation, however. If anything, the patience I’m showing for this young woman only serves to make obvious how I feel about her. It would be a lie to say I’m not having second thoughts about those feelings, however. It would almost be better if she took some pleasure in making me miserable, but she simply continues to wear that ever-sour expression.

      It’s as if she thinks there’s no way that things can be fixed. It’s almost as if…I’ve broken her heart.

      “We’ll just step in for a moment, then we’ll have to rush if we want to make lunch. I know a nice café nearby, and we can have a discussion I’ve been putting off,” I say gently, reaching out to take her hand.

      She yanks herself free of my grip, staring at me for a long moment before letting out a deep sigh.

      “I’m not hungry. You go ahead; I’ll just explore the room a bit. I need time to settle in,” she mumbles, and I feel an inexplicable sense of betrayal.

      She’s…turning me down?

      I part my lips to try to continue the conversation, but she turns her back to me and walks deeper into the suite. While I know I could follow her, I realize there’s little reason to do so right now. Maybe when she cools down, we can discuss things openly.

      Until then, I suppose I’m off to lunch on my own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      The VIP suite is about as wonderful as you would expect, if you’ve never been inside such a thing. A small town girl like myself finding her way to such an extravagant place would likely bring my mother to tears. Tears of joy, that is, until I told her what exactly I’d gone through to get to this point.

      The thought almost brings a smile to my face, but I’m not sure when Carson will return to prepare for his meeting, and I don’t want him to catch me smiling. I know that seems petty, and that’s because it is petty, but I have every right to be. What goes around comes around, you know?

      Perhaps it was cold of me to turn down Carson’s lunch invitation, especially considering the supposed discussion he wanted to have. I have my suspicions about the direction that conversation would turn, and I’m not entirely prepared to launch into a screaming match with my boss in a foreign country. Granted, as sour as I’ve been, he’s yet to really lose his cool. I suppose I vaguely respect that.

      Then again, he’s likely had to deal with this situation several times over. I’m probably reacting by the book, and for some reason, that thought only serves to make me angrier. I launch myself out of my position on his fancy king-size bed, stomping towards the mini fridge in the corner of the room. If you could even call the monstrous thing miniature, in any way, shape or form.

      Yanking open the refrigerator door, I take a moment to reflect on how entirely unprofessional it would be for me to show up to the scheduled meeting three sheets to the wind. A smirk works its way onto my face as I grab the bottle of fancy champagne that had been promised to Mr. Sharpe.

      Struggling with the top for a moment, I take my teeth to the foil and grab hold of the cork. With a bit of skillful prying, bubbles begin to spew from the top of the bottle. A victorious laugh spills past my lips, and I take a long swallow from the bottle.

      It might have been how restless my sleep had been on the flight here, but the champagne serves to make me feel rather warm and fuzzy all too soon. I hiccup, continuing to drink from the bottle even as I hear the door to the suite open.

      Uh-oh. Busted.

      Laughing at the thought, I turn to face the entryway to the bedroom as Carson steps inside. His eyes widen as he takes me in, and it’s all I can do to keep from laughing in his face. His jaw clenches, and a part of me hopes that he’ll throw me on the bed and show me what a bad girl I’ve been. I’m a horny drunk, so sue me.

      Unfortunately, he simply steps forward and yanks the bottle out of my hand. He groans upon seeing how much is missing from the bottle and turns a stern look upon me. I feel myself smiling much like the cat that got the canary, and his cheeks redden faintly. In spite of how angry we’re making each other with every misstep, it seems like we’re drawn together like moths to a flame. I bite my lip, fixing him with a sultry stare as I step towards the bed.

      Obviously, he has more restraint than I do. He tosses the bottle in the garbage, grabbing his suitcase off the bed and turning his back on me. He rolls the large bag into another section of the suite, beginning to unbutton his shirt. I trail after him, angry that he’s turned down my advances. After all he’s done to me?! Then again, I suppose it’s a noble thing, not taking advantage of an inebriated woman. I settle against the back of the couch, watching him with pursed lips as he changes clothes.

      My eyes take in every minute detail of his skin as it’s exposed to the open air, and I curl my nails into the carefully upholstered leather of the sofa. I’m torn between anger and simply wanting to launch myself at him and rip him out of that fancy suit. He doesn’t want anything more than a plaything, and right now, I almost feel like I can allow that.

      All at once, the nausea washes over me. I lurch towards the bathroom, clutching the porcelain and retching into the bowl. Christ, I should have eaten. I hear his footsteps as he approaches me, and he silently pulls my hair back. He wraps a hair elastic around the bulk of it, and I notice him placing a carefully folded dress on the tiled floor.

      “We’re running out of time. The meeting is in thirty minutes. Get it together, Rhodes,” he says icily.

      Fury rises up within me as Carson stands beside me, considering his reflection in the mirror above the sink. He runs a comb through his hair with infuriating poise, and I struggle to get to my feet. He glances at me with a disappointed expression, and I bare my teeth at him. Grabbing the spare toothbrush, he hands it to me before reaching out with a foot to flush the toilet.

      “You actually expect me to come with you?” I demand, brushing the sickness out of my mouth in spite of myself. He rolls his eyes, leaning against the doorframe.

      “It’s your job, Aimee. If you’re going to treat me as if I’m nothing more than your asshole boss, I expect you to at least play your part,” he says coolly.

      I narrow my eyes, staring at my ragged reflection in the mirror. He’d at least pulled my hair back in a way that looks nice, if a bit simple. My eyes are watering from throwing up—and as much as I hate to admit it, the sheer emotion flooding my body.

      “You are an asshole,” I mumble, splashing water onto my face.

      “No arguments there. Now, get dressed. We’re running late,” he replies with a sad smile, turning to give me a bit of personal space to get dressed.

      As much as I want to be difficult, I know I’m pressing my luck as far as having a job when we return to Seattle. I can only hope he’ll be kind enough to assign me to my original position as a marketing intern, but I don’t exactly consider him a kind man right now.

      At least, not entirely. It strikes me abruptly how nice he’s being, considering the mess I’ve made of myself. He could fire me on the spot, kick me out of his fancy VIP suite, and make me find my own way home.

      Swallowing the vitriol that’s flowing in my veins, I quickly change into the formal dress he’s laid out for me. I stumble somewhat clumsily into the bedroom where my suitcase lies, then grab my makeup bag, trying to make myself as presentable as possible on such short notice. Then again, it wasn’t short notice at all. The whole idea behind this trip, really, was to make a deal and schmooze with the Russians.

      Decidedly too unsteady for heels, I step into a pair of flats and turn to seek out the man who has haunted my thoughts for the past few weeks. Carson watches me with a faint smile, clapping his hands together. It should feel condescending, but an unbidden surge of pride washes through me. I won’t let him see the effect he’s having on me, however. He doesn’t deserve that much.

      “So, what am I supposed to do?” I inquire, still slurring faintly. He chuckles, stepping forward to take me by the arm. He guides me to the door, speaking in hushed tones as we make our way down the hall.

      “Just sit there and look pretty. You’re not in any shape to score brownie points right now,” he says gently, in spite of how offensive the words should be.

      I know he’s right; I’m certainly not in any condition to be speaking to foreign businessmen, but to hear it just makes me feel all the more sour again. It’s not as if it’s my fault that he’s dragged me to this sexcapade-disguised-as-a-business-trip. It’s not my fault he tricked me into thinking he actually cared about me.

      Before I realize what’s going on, we’re in the rental car, on the way to meet with the Russian CEOs. I glance nervously at Carson, and though he looks as confident as ever on the surface, I know him well enough to see a glimmer of doubt in his eyes.

      “I’ll behave,” I say quietly, staring at the floor and feeling suitably chastised. He glances towards me, offering a genuine smile. There’s still sadness behind it, but he seems to appreciate my efforts, nonetheless. I can only wonder what he has to be sad about, unless he thinks I plan to go out of my way to ruin his little meeting. Like he said, I intend to simply sit and look pretty while the men discuss the finer details.

      Letting out a sigh, I allow my forehead to rest against the window once more. The scenery passes in a blur, though what I can see of it is nothing short of beautiful. It’s a shame, really. Aside from the business aspects, it would have been a wonderfully romantic trip to share. I should at least enjoy the sights and sounds of the city while we’re here, regardless of my current feelings for Carson.

      “You look very nice,” he says awkwardly, and I manage a bitter chuckle.

      “Thanks. More of an exercise in ego, though, considering you pretty much dressed me,” I reply dryly.

      That gets a bark of laughter from him, and I try to keep my lips from curling into a smile of my own. I’m angry with him, dammit. I don’t want to hear his warm laugh, see the tenderness dancing in his eyes that was enough to fool a girl into thinking he was in love.

      It’s like being hit by a freight train. Not the fact that I’d thought he was in love—more so the fact that I want him to be in love with me. I’m troubled by the implications of my own feelings, especially considering just how wounded I’ve felt since finding out I’m nothing more than a fling.

      The car coming to a stop jolts me from my thoughts, and Carson circles around to take me by the arm. He guides me to a table where several other sharply dressed men are already waiting. I flash a smile that certainly doesn’t resonate within me, but that’s no one’s fault but my own. For all Carson had done to me, I’m sure he hadn’t meant for me to fall in love with him. He wasn’t that cruel.

      Passing in a flash, the meeting is over in a matter of moments, and I only vaguely understand what the men are saying. Carson shines like a star, however, obviously in his element. I’m zoning out when the men share a laugh, and Carson reaches out to shake each hand in turn. Realizing he’s sealed the deal, I sit more upright, trying to look altogether delighted by the news. The men speak in Russian for a moment, and Carson’s perfectly executed accent sends chills down my spine. Then, the other men rise from the table and leave.

      Admittedly, I’m all too eager to get back to the hotel room and drown my sorrows in some more champagne. The lurch my stomach gives during the car ride back makes me rethink that, however. Once back in our room, Carson places a large white box on the couch I’m lying on.

      “There’s going to be a party to celebrate the success of our meeting, and I’d really appreciate it if you would come,” he says quietly.

      He smiles that timid smile that looks so out of place on his strong features, walking away before I have the chance to answer.

      Curiosity gets the better of me, and I sit up to open the box. Inside is the most beautiful cocktail dress I’ve ever seen in my life. The price tag hangs off the side, and I’m certain I haven’t ever seen so many zeroes in my life.

      Ah, hell. I’ll go to the little shindig. Then, it’s homeward bound, and I can pretend that I never fell in love with my billionaire boss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      We drive to the event in relative silence, though I can feel Carson’s appreciative gaze on me so often that I wonder if he’s actually watching the road at all. The dress fits like a glove, cut dangerously low in the bust and dangerously high in the thigh. It’s couture, though, so I have no complaints.

      The haze of the champagne has faded from my brain somewhat, and my anger with Carson has dissipated, if only slightly. While it’s still clear he’s using me for sex, he does seem to care about me as an employee, at the very least. I can’t imagine he’d be giving a male employee as much slack as I’ve gotten. Not that I don’t appreciate it, especially if it means I’ll still have a job when we get back to Seattle.

      Pulling into the parking lot of the party venue, I can feel the bass vibrating through the ground as soon as I step out of the rental car. The music is loud, the chatter and laughter among friends and colleagues even louder.

      Uncertainty washes over me, but Carson steps up to my side and offers me his arm. I know I should deny him and meander through the venue on my own accord, but at least I’ll feel safer with someone I know. Stepping through the front entrance of the venue, we’re greeted by loud cheers and clapping.

      Grinning at the attention, Carson waves at the executives he’s already made a deal with. He guides me deeper inside, and in spite of myself, I find the beat of the music rather catchy. The lyrics are in Russian, but judging from the bumping and grinding on the dance floor, I can wager a guess at what the song is about.

      Loosening his grip on me, Carson saunters closer to the other businessmen. I make a beeline for the snack table, moving my hips along to the music without really realizing. I find another person frequenting the snack table, feeling embarrassed to see my only company is a portly man with bright red sauce smeared on his upper lip. He speaks to me very excitedly, gesturing wildly with his hands. I offer him what I hope is a kind smile.

      “I don’t speak…” I begin, cutting myself short as he circles around the table. I chuckle nervously, taking a step back. He gestures wildly towards a shrimp cocktail, popping one into his mouth and holding another out for me to try. For once I’m grateful that the language of food is universal. I accept the proffered shrimp, nibbling on it and nearly moaning in pleasure at the taste. While the trip with Carson has been a series of ups and downs, living in the lap of luxury for the briefest of times is likely something I won’t easily forget.

      I turn to the chubby man, giving him a thumbs up and hoping he understands. He laughs jovially, returning the gesture before shuffling to the opposite side of the table. He glances at me occasionally, and I feel somewhat self-conscious in my dress until a gorgeous woman with fair skin and blond hair approaches the man and kisses him on the cheek. Once again, I shoot him a thumbs up.

      Seeing the gesture, he reacts by reaching down to grab the woman’s rear. She giggles, slapping him on the shoulder. It’s obvious they’re close, perhaps married, judging by the matching bands on their fingers. For a moment, I feel almost bitter that this man is married and happy, while I’m fruitlessly pining after my gorgeous boss. I feel bad for the thought immediately, however, as the man waves and guides his wife out onto the dance floor.

      “I see you have made a friend,” a gruff voice murmurs near my ear, the English sounding somewhat broken. I wheel around, faced with a tanned man with dark hair and dark eyes. In another lifetime, I might have been struck by his looks. In the moment, however, I can only wonder if he understands the concept of personal space.

      “Yes. Everyone here seems so friendly,” I say amicably, taking a step away from him. I glance across the room, meeting Carson’s gaze where he stands at the table with the Russian businessmen. The man at my side is vaguely familiar, and I realize I saw him at the meeting earlier that day.

      I smile eagerly, hoping to schmooze up a better deal for Carson. Call me stupid, but I’m smitten, in spite of all that’s happened.

      “You made the deal with Mr. Sharpe! It’s such a pleasure to meet you. I’m his personal assistant, Aimee Rhodes,” I chirp, offering my hand.

      “Ah, yes. One of Carson’s assistants. I’ve heard many tales of women like you, Miss Rhodes,” the man murmurs, grabbing me by the wrist and pulling me in closer. I can see Carson approaching us from the corner of my eye, looking concerned. The meaning of the man’s words hits me abruptly, and I laugh awkwardly before trying to pull away.

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. I’m not sure what you’ve heard about Mr. Sharpe’s assistants, but” I cut myself short with a squeal as the man roughly squeezes my backside.

      I stumble back, torn between fury, embarrassment, and fear. I manage a weak laugh, trying to play off the situation. “No, no! I’m afraid I can’t allow you to do that,” I say carefully, relief washing over me as Carson closes the distance between us.

      “What the hell?!” Carson demands as he storms towards us, stepping between me and the Russian.

      “Oh, Carson. I was simply introducing myself to your beautiful assistant. It’s only fair that we share company resources, and I’ve heard much about the women you associate with. This one is feisty!” He grins, making a grabbing motion towards me again.

      Carson moves quicker than I’ve seen before, slamming a well-placed right hook into the man’s jaw. The Russian is thrown off his feet, crashing against the refreshment table and spilling all sorts of sauces on himself. His eyes narrow in fury, but Carson doesn’t seem particularly concerned. In fact, he looks ready to launch into a full-on brawl.

      “Carson, it’s not worth it,” I begin, trying to draw him away.

      “No one touches you like that! No one,” he shouts, lurching towards the Russian once more.

      There are shouts all around us, and fear begins to creep up my spine as I realize the other men are crowding around Carson. Before things can escalate too much, however, security for the venue steps in. A man grabs Carson by the back of his shirt, and another grabs me by the wrist, dragging us towards the exit.

      In spite of the fear coursing through my veins, my heart swells at just how furious Carson still seems. Could it be possible he actually cares about me? Does he care as deeply as I care for him? The way he stood up for me against a potential business partner seems to speak volumes, but I don’t want to jump to conclusions.

      Throwing us against a bench at the front of the venue, the security guards consider us with annoyed expressions. Carson wraps an arm around my shoulder, drawing me in close to his side. A tingle surges between my thighs at just how protective he’s being, and it’s all I can do to keep from kissing him. However, an embrace seems to be the last thing on Carson’s mind.

      “The authorities are on their way. They will deal with you in one way or another,” one of the guards says in accented English, and a gasp spills past my lips.

      “Let them come, then,” Carson says sourly, tightening his grip on me.

      The guards exchange a look, laughing heartily before turning away from us. I rest my cheek on Carson’s shoulder, trying to slow the frantic beating of my heart. The warmth of his body against mine is doing nothing to soothe the adrenaline firing through me, though for another reason entirely. I’m torn between being petrified and wanting to make out with my boss in front of everyone.

      “Are you okay?” Carson inquires softly, resting his chin on top of my head.

      My head and heart swim with emotion, and I find myself more confused than ever. The way he had protected me seemed beyond what a boss would do for his employee, but Carson had never been the average boss.

      I tilt my head to meet his gaze, stunned by the passion in his eyes. The same thoughts that haunt my mind seem to race through his, as well. I grasp at his shirt, tilting my head slightly to exhale a breath against his lips. He leans in, eager to close the distance, but the security guard rushes over and pulls us apart.

      “None of that! You’re to be apprehended by the authorities, not set a public orgy into motion,” he grunts.

      I find a giggle bubbling up in my throat, but manage to swallow it. I can’t imagine some silly American girl laughing in their faces would particularly thrill the security staff. Especially after all the trouble I’d caused. A sudden emotional pain grips my heart, and I reach out to grip Carson’s hand in spite of the narrowing of the security guard’s eyes.

      “Thank you. Thank you. After how I’ve treated you, I didn’t deserve you jumping to my defense,” I choke out, cursing myself for how weak and fragile I sound.

      Carson glances towards the security guard, daringly reaching up a hand to stroke my cheek.

      “No. I deserved to be treated like scum. There’s so much we need to talk about, but…I couldn’t stand to see another man put his hands on you like that. He’s lucky the security guards were here. I can tussle with the best of them,” he began seriously, trailing off into a chuckle and winking at me.

      I grip his hand tightly in mine, unsure of how to express how I feel about him in that moment, and unable to put it into words even if I could.

      “Just…we’ll talk as soon as we’re out of this situation. Perhaps the deal can salvage everything. I doubt that they would be willing to throw me in prison when they stand to make such a profit,” he murmurs, as I watch the Russian who had tried to grope me locked in a fierce argument with a group of other businessmen.

      Maybe Carson is right. Maybe the lure of money will be enough to get us out of this. The other businessmen look angry enough with their partner for putting the deal in jeopardy.

      While I have no doubt that all the men are wealthy, even the wealthiest of men could stand to make a substantial profit from a business deal with Carson Sharpe. Comforted by that thought, I loosen my too-tight grip on his hand and meet my boss’s eye again.

      This will soon be resolved, and we’ll be able to go back to the hotel room and properly discuss our feelings. I’m not positive that Carson feels the same for me, but with the tender look he’s holding my gaze with, I have my suspicions.

      I’m almost calm when a thought screams suddenly to the forefront of my mind. The deal…I’d lost the files regarding the deal. Of course, Carson had to know that. He wouldn’t bring me all the way out here without the proper documentation. Surely he’d made a copy of the files before I’d accidentally deleted them from the company drive.

      Surely…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        Carson

      

    
    
      Rage courses through me as I consider the mass of Russian businessmen who seem to be caught up in whether or not they can still milk a profit out of me. Aimee is nearly hyperventilating at my side, though I’m confident that the sailing will smooth itself out in a matter of minutes.

      I idly keep an ear on what the men are discussing in Russian, noting that they plan to contact SharpeFocus headquarters to secure the documents that would finalize the deal we agreed on. Exhaling an angry sigh, I can’t help but clench my fists at my side.

      “Aimee, calm down. Everything is going to be okay,” I murmur soothingly, reaching out to grip her hand in my own.

      She doesn’t seem particularly soothed by my words, but they’re all I can offer for the time being. My sweet personal assistant glances from me, to the horde of angry Russians, before chuckling softly.

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re always right,” she breathes, her tone surprisingly absent of malice.

      I offer her a smile, faltering as my potential business partners begin to curse at each other in their mother tongue. Something has them in a tizzy, though it’s unclear from how loud and chaotic the shouts are getting. They keep repeating something about the papers, the papers being missing. I have no idea what papers they could be talking about, and grumble unhappily.

      “What papers could be so important…” I trail off, eyes widening as I hone in on one man in particular.

      He screams curses regarding my company headquarters, wondering aloud who could be foolish enough to lose the finalization documents.

      “Shit! The documents are missing!” I cry out, looking to Aimee with wariness in my gaze. “I thought you transferred those files to my personal cloud before the trip,” I hiss urgently. She appears to be on the verge of tears, fidgeting with the hem of her dress and refusing to meet my gaze. “Aimee!” I demand.

      “I’m so sorry, Carson. It was an accident… I didn’t know what I was doing and I…I deleted the files from the cloud server. Everything regarding the Russian deal is gone,” she finally admits in a whisper, and my eyes widen in shock.

      As much as I want to be angry, there’s little time for that. Aimee grinds her teeth, wrapping her arms around herself.

      “Just tell them I screwed up. Surely it can be fixed,” she pleads, fear shining in her gaze.

      The possibility of throwing Aimee under the bus doesn’t even occur to me, and even as she’s mentioned it, I refuse to consider it. Our only out has been flushed down the metaphorical toilet.

      While the situation seems grim, I notice that the security guards for the venue are trying to keep the Russian businessmen under control. A fight breaks out, and my heart hammers in my chest. The remaining guard watching us darts away to deal with the disturbance, and I grab Aimee by the hand.

      “Be quiet, keep your head down, and run,” I hiss.

      Leaping to my feet, I nudge her ahead of me and towards the exit. We’re nearly out the door, and I breathe a sigh of relief when it seems we’re home free. An abrupt shout for us to stop puts a snag in that plan, however, and Aimee looks towards me imploringly.

      “The car! Get to the car,” I cry out. I grab her by the wrist, pulling her along with me as we dart through the parking lot. She kicks off the heels she’d worn for the flashy event, and it’s no small wonder that she hasn’t already broken an ankle.

      “Shit, they’re right behind us!” she swears, speeding up now that her movement is less limited. It takes me only a few strides to catch up with her, and I can’t help but admire her form as she runs for the car.

      Shaking off the dirty thoughts that swirl through my mind, I grab the key from my pocket and hit the button to unlock all the car doors. Aimee slides across the hood of the car, swiftly pulling herself into the passenger seat as I dive behind the steering wheel. I’m so preoccupied that I barely register what a badass move the young woman had just pulled, but when I do, my lips twitch into a smile. I jam the key into the ignition, glancing into the rearview mirror just in time to see the crowd closing in on us.

      “Hold on to your ass,” I shout, shifting the car into drive and slamming the pedal to the metal.

      The tires squeal, and for a moment, I’m afraid they won’t catch. However, that fear is almost immediately squashed as the car surges forward, out of the parking lot. Aimee twists in her seat, watching the scene unfolding behind us.

      Hopefully, I have a bit of time before it occurs to the men to get in their pricy cars and chase us—or worse yet, alert the authorities that we’re fleeing the scene. The sound of burning rubber from behind us assures me that I have even less time than I anticipated, and Aimee growls as she fumbles with her cellphone.

      “Mike’s number. Go!” she cries out, and without really thinking, I recite the number from memory.

      She dials the number, clutching her phone white-knuckled before abruptly reaching out to grab the steering wheel, forcing me to turn down a side road that’s entirely off the course we’re headed. I cry out in shock, but take the turn she’s indicated as the call connects.

      “Mike, get Taylor and get the plane ready. We’ll be there in five, and you’d better be ready to fly,” she shouts, listening to the other man for a moment before nodding. “Yeah, the deal went sour. We’ll talk about it later. Just be ready.” She swipes her phone to end the call, glancing behind us.

      “I have no idea which way we’re going,” I admit, following the back roads as far as I’m able. “That last turn threw me off.”

      “I may have gotten us into this mess, but I’m going to get us out of it. Just trust me, Carson,” she urges.

      I nod, glancing briefly behind us.

      “We lost half of them on that last turn; there are only a few following us, now. When you come to the next right turn, make it. We’re going to go in a circle to confuse them, then we’ll hit the runway before they can figure out where we’ve gone,” Aimee says quickly, continuing to stare through the back windshield.

      The abrupt sound of a gunshot pierces the air, and the glass of the back window shatters. Aimee gasps in shock, but grips my arm and urges me to keep driving.

      “I probably should have clarified the sort we were making a deal with,” I mutter, and she laughs weakly, pressing her free hand to her bleeding cheek. Some broken glass has marred her perfect skin. “How come you know all of these evasive tactics, anyway?” I inquire, and she laughs, a high-pitched and borderline hysterical sound.

      “I had a phase in college where I was really into action movies. Maybe it was of some use, after all,” she giggles.

      My eyes widen, and I swerve into the next turn, the side of the car scraping against the side of a building as we go.

      “Jesus Christ, Aimee. You’re kidding, right?” I manage weakly. She exhales a shuddering sigh, dabbing at her cheek with a tissue she seems to have produced from out of nowhere.

      “Afraid not. We’ve lost them, though. Don’t get back on the main roads. I have an idea of where the airport is, and there’s gotta be a back way,” she says blithely.

      I’m simultaneously struck by the overwhelming desire to shout at her or kiss her. I can’t decide which. Maybe both. Managing to rein in my emotions, I follow her directions until we pull out of the back alleyway. It seems we’ll be in the clear soon, but as I make another turn, my heart breaks. There’s a roadblock just ahead of us. We’re trapped.

      “Don’t stop,” Aimee hisses, resting her hand on my shoulder and forcing me to lower my head. “Keep your head low, but smash through. They’ll shoot, but we’re so close.”

      It doesn’t occur to me to argue with her. We'll either lose our lives trying to escape, or lose our lives after surrender. Perhaps I’d seen a few too many action movies myself, but Carson Sharpe isn’t one to give up so easily.

      “If we don’t survive this—” I begin, but she levels me with a glare so intense that my mouth goes dry.

      “Don’t even. Brace yourself, and whatever you do, don’t take your foot off the gas,” she says loudly.

      Sirens echo all around us, and I can hear the shouts over a megaphone for us to come to a complete stop. I almost feel bad for the men; they have no way of knowing what’s about to happen.

      Aimee’s grip tightens on my arm, and I inhale a deep breath as we plow through the barricade, gunfire assaulting the vehicle. The bullets manage to miss the both of us, though the car doesn’t seem as if it will hold out much longer. To my utter delight, however, the sight of the small airport we’d landed in only a few hours before comes into sight just over the next hill. I whoop victoriously, reaching out to grip Aimee’s hand.

      “We’re going to make it. I’ll be damned; we’re going to make it,” I breathe.

      She remains silent, keeping her eyes on the road behind us. The car begins to sputter and choke, slowing markedly, and I push it to its last limits until we roll to a stop only a few feet away from the runway.

      We leap out of our seats immediately, and Mike looks startled to see us. His eyes widen even more dramatically as he sees the convoy of vehicles on our tail.

      “Holy shit! Get in, come on!” he shouts. “Taylor, ready the engine. We need to get out of here like twenty minutes ago!”

      “Get in here and take the controls,” Taylor shouts, lurching out of his seat as the plane starts to move. Coming to the side door, he reaches out to take my hand and drag me into the open door. I grab Aimee in turn, and we tumble into the plane, Taylor dragging the door shut behind us just before the jet begins to lift off.

      “Holy shit, Taylor,” I manage, glancing up at the man. He smiles wryly, helping Aimee to her feet. She gasps shakily for breath, throwing her arms him. He stiffens, but accepts her clumsy embrace.

      “Hey now! There will be time for celebration when we’re back in the United States. Get up here and help me, Taylor,” Mike calls out.

      Now that we’re alone, Aimee turns her attention to me, her skin flushed from exertion, her hair unkempt, and her forehead damp with sweat. She’s a mess. I can’t imagine I look any different, but in that moment, I realize just how beautiful she truly is.

      Now, we’re home free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      As the jet gains altitude over Saint Petersburg, my heart nearly shatters at the danger I’d inadvertently subjected Carson to. If I hadn’t been so careless in my job as his assistant, we wouldn’t have had any danger to evade. Tears spring unbidden to my eyes, and I quickly move to wipe them away.

      “Aimee,” Carson whispers, gripping me by the chin and forcing me to meet his gaze. The anger I expect to see is entirely absent, and it only makes my tears fall faster.

      “I’m so sorry, Carson. I never meant for any of this to happen.” I blubber, gasping as he draws me in closer.

      He rests his chin atop my head, his soft chuckle rumbling through me. Failing to see the humor in the situation, I bury my face in his broad chest and try to swallow my choking sobs.

      “My sweet, dear Aimee…if it hadn’t been for you remaining at my side through all this, I have no doubt that I would be six feet under right now. You saved my life tonight. But more than that, you risked your own in the process,” he murmurs, and his smile is just a little mournful.

      He brushes his thumb just below the wound on my cheek, and I shiver at the touch.

      “If you had never met me, you’d be a few billion dollars richer and wouldn’t have to deal with a blubbering wreck of a woman on the flight home,” I grumble, unable to contain my anger at myself.

      Carson, the dear man that he is, raises a brow and presses a kiss to my forehead. His anger is ever absent, and he pulls me back against his chest. I realize there is nowhere that I would rather be, but I also know that there’s no way he could feel the same for me.

      “If I’d never met you…I would never have fallen in love. This trip has made it abundantly clear for me. I don’t care about some Russian deal; I don’t care about any deal. All I want is you,” he whispers, stroking a hand along my back.

      As if he doesn’t feel me stiffening in his arms, or realize the gravity of his words, he continues speaking.

      “I understand if you don’t feel the same, but…” he trails off as I draw away to look him in the eye. My lips part of their own accord, and I flick my tongue out to moisten them.

      Arousal darkens Carson’s earnest gaze, but it’s not just sexual desire I see reflected in his eyes. I see pure, unadulterated adoration—the same that I find myself feeling for him. Allowing my eyes to shut, I slowly close the distance between us.

      His lips brush against mine, but a sudden thought causes me to hesitate and draw away with uncertainty. What Carson’s trusted pilots had told me races through my mind, and I can only wonder if he’s ever played this card before. Feeling his eyes upon me, I move to stammer out an apology.

      “I just…how could someone like you fall for someone like me? I could understand something casual, but to truly love me…?” I trail off, averting my gaze.

      He glances towards the cockpit, then grimaces as he turns his attention back to me, pain obvious in his expression.

      “I can’t lie to you, Aimee. In the past, my feelings for you would be founded on sexual desire alone. For years, I thought I was happy to just play the game, but from the moment I met you, I knew you were different.” He pauses, caressing my cheek.

      As much as I want to believe him, I’m not sure if I should. My heart aches so sharply for this man who holds me in his arms, who claims to hold me in his heart. Looking into his eyes, I search for any sign of deceit. Some signal that he’s pulling a fast one on me, or that he’ll see himself freed of my company once the plane lands.

      There is no such hidden emotion in his expression. I look at him and see a man earnestly pouring his heart out. A wonderful man that any woman would be lucky to find herself with. My handsome heartbreaker of a lover. My billionaire boss. As much as I want to simply fall into his arms, there is a lingering thought that concerns me.

      “Wait…do you mean that I won’t just be some secret affair? You actually want to pursue a real relationship with me?” I ask.

      He grins at me, resting his forehead against mine.

      “I would like nothing more. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, Aimee, and while I know it’s a bit soon to be saying this kind of stuff, I don’t care,” he says with a vaguely mischievous look in his eyes.

      “It would be rather unprofessional for you to pursue your personal assistant in a romantic relationship, don’t you think? Perhaps you would consider placing me back in my original position in the marketing department?” I tease, fiddling with the collar of his shirt.

      He laughs loudly, as if he can’t believe that I would bring up work in such a serious moment.

      “Well, you do have a point there. I don’t intend to treat you as anything less than an equal. If anything, I want to grant your every wish, provide every desire—” he pauses, tangling a hand in my hair. “Your wish is my command,” he declares grandly.

      I smirk, rolling my eyes at his silliness.

      “I want to be with you. I want to spend every night in your bed, gripped in your strong arms. More than anything, though—” I murmur, hesitating as I trail my fingertips down the front of his shirt. His eyes darken, and I bite my lip as I consider him with the sultriest expression I can manage. “I want to offer my resignation as your personal assistant,” I grin, leaning in to press my lips to his in a teasing kiss.

      I expect him to leave the embrace at that, but I’m pleasantly surprised as he wraps said strong arms around me. He tangles his hands in my hair, parting my lips with his tongue and completely exploring my mouth.

      There is nothing hurried about the embrace, and there’s something all the more enchanting about the leisurely way he traces a hand down to the back of my neck. I gasp, pouting as he draws away. He simply grins and lowers his head to my neck, kissing a path to my shoulder.

      “I certainly hope you can find the kindness to continue assisting me in certain personal matters,” he murmurs against my skin, grazing his teeth against my shoulder. I moan softly, the sensations amplified by the adrenaline that has been flooding my system since we evaded capture.

      “Hey!” Taylor calls abruptly, looking at us through the still-parted curtain that separates the cabin from the cockpit. “If you’re planning to start that stuff again, can it at least wait until we land? I’ve had just about enough excitement for the day,” he drawls.

      Amusement bubbles up inside me, accompanied by an odd sense of familiarity. There’s an undeniable bond between the men; that much had been clear from the start. The fact that I’ve been welcomed into their dynamic only serves to solidify that I’m making the right decision. Carson begins to chuckle as well, before cutting himself short and staring at Taylor and Mike with a serious expression.

      “You know, you two nearly risked my relationship with this beautiful woman. I could see you fired for that. What do you have to say for yourselves?” He demands brusquely.

      I watch him with wide eyes, swallowing a giggle as he winks at me. Mike begins to stammer and apologize, but Taylor remains silent, eyes on the controls.

      “She deserved better,” Taylor finally answers, silencing Mike’s awkward babbling. Mike stops short, staring with wide eyes at his co-pilot. I expect him to argue, but his face hardens and he turns to face Carson with a defiant expression.

      “Taylor’s right. Miss Rhodes deserved better than the Carson we’ve experienced,” Mike says firmly. Carson looks taken aback, torn between amusement and offense. “As far as the Carson we’re getting to know, now, however…” he trails off, glancing to Taylor for backup.

      The more serious of the two takes his hand off the controls for a brief moment, giving the three of us a thumbs up.

      “So glad to have your approval,” Carson says dryly. “As far as waiting until we make it back to the States, you’re lucky that I’m such a magnanimous boss,” he continues haughtily, though I know he’s being silly.

      God, to see him being so lighthearted and playful sends a throb through my heart. He’s not just my boss anymore, though; that’s something I have to keep reminding myself of.

      Carson is in love with me. We’re going to be pursuing a relationship. For better or for worse, we’ll be at each other’s sides. With as much as we’ve faced so far, I have my doubts that anything will come between us in the future.

      Then again, I’m not a fortune-teller, but my intuition tells me that Carson and I have a long and wonderful future ahead of us. I won’t be divulging that thought so soon, however. I don’t want him to get a big head—or, well, a bigger head.

      “Magnanimous boss aside, I’m exhausted and my face hurts. Come on Carson, let’s leave the old married couple to their bickering,” I announce cheekily.

      Mike sputters, and Taylor reaches out to give the chunky man a playful shove.

      “We’ll wake the two of you up once we’re back in safe territory,” Taylor calls back to us.

      I walk back into the cabin and settle into my seat. Carson sits down beside me, and I sleepily allow my head to rest on his shoulder. He wraps a comforting arm around me, and for the first time in what seems an eternity, I feel at peace.

      As strange and unlikely as it is, this small town girl from Colfax has made a place of her own in the big city of Seattle. Beyond that, I’ve forged a place in the heart of the intense, sweet and utterly amazing Carson Sharpe, CEO of SharpeFocus and trailblazer in the global real estate industry.

      Except maybe in Russia…

      A smile sneaks its way onto my face in spite of myself, and I resolve to tell Carson that joke a little later, perhaps when the wounds—both literal and figurative—are less fresh. For now, I can hear his breathing slowing to an even tempo, indicating that he’s drifting off to sleep. The last thing that crosses my mind before I fall asleep myself is what a PR nightmare this could be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      When the news doesn’t seem forthcoming about the Russian scandal, Carson and I decide to keep things as quiet as possible. There’s no sense in getting the entire company worked up over nothing.

      With the difficulty behind us now, it leaves plenty of time for us to actually get to know each other. I’ve been a bit doubtful, but Carson has agreed to meet me at a simple bar and grill down the street from my apartment. I know it’s not exactly his style, but the lap of luxury wasn’t really my style, either.

      Mostly, I want to make sure that we enjoy each other’s company without all the flash and glamor of my lover’s upscale life. It’s easy enough to fall in love with the idea of a person when you’re going to the fanciest restaurants in town and making love on sheets with a thread count that I can’t even count to.

      While I doubt my feelings for Carson will change, I want to give him a chance of an out before he’s decidedly in too deep.

      As much as I’m tempted to wear one of the expensive couture dresses he’s bought for me, I’ve chosen a simple T-shirt and jeans for our date. I urged him to do the same, but I’m pretty sure I’ve never even seen Carson in a T-shirt before. Baby steps, I suppose.

      I’m not looking to change him, and if I look a bit out of place beside my billionaire boyfriend, well…I can live with that. Feeling my cellphone vibrate in my pocket, I grab it and swipe the screen to read the text I know he’s sent.

      Over the course of the last few days, I’ve been able to determine that Carson is the most endearing man I’ve ever met. In spite of his previous playboy lifestyle, he seems a bit bewildered as to how an actual relationship works.

      Actually, thinking about it, it’s probably because of that lifestyle. I’ve been holding his hand along the way, and though there have been some missteps in the time we’ve known each other, he’s become incredibly accommodating.

      Still, he has his share of struggles. The message he’s sent is a picture, comparing two, nearly identical T-shirts with a crying face emoji and a question mark. I wait for the text message that will invariably follow, smirking as a long paragraph appears on my phone screen.

      I scarcely have the time to read the whole predicament he’s made for himself, but from what I’m able to gather, he’s concerned as to whether wearing the name brand T-shirt would be too pretentious. I snicker to myself, debating having a bit of fun at his expense.

      Deciding I like the man too much to toy with him, I assure him that the name brand is fine, and that I’m sure he’ll look great regardless of what he chooses. He doesn’t reply, but I imagine he’s smiling at my response.

      Setting my phone down, I consider my reflection in the mirror for a moment. All I’ve really sprung for, as far as makeup, is a bit of eyeliner. I had entertained the thought of a nice shade of lipstick, but considering we’ll likely be eating wings or something similar, I don’t want to waste the effort.

      I don’t look bad, but I don’t look nearly as nice as I’ve made myself look for work ventures. The woman that stares back at me from the mirror is remarkably average. A remarkably average woman, going on a date with a billionaire.

      I almost expect him to send another text, begging me to go somewhere a bit more upscale. He hasn’t been particularly insistent about the expensive places we go, but I feel like he has a self-imposed obligation to try to impress me hanging over him.

      If I hadn’t seen his huge package, I might think he was overcompensating for something. I’m not about to tell him that, though.

      After leaving my apartment, I begin the short walk to the bar where we’re spending the evening. It’s been a staple of my day-to-day life since moving here, and I’m eager to share the simple and cozy little place with the man I’m growing to care more and more about every day. I’m watching my phone more than where I’m going, and I nearly run into someone as I move to step up onto the outdoor deck.

      “Sorry,” I blurt, cutting myself short when I see who it is. Rather, what he’s dressed like.

      Though I’ll admit that Carson cleans up nice in a suit and tie, there’s something about seeing him in a simple T-shirt and jeans that sends a surge of arousal through my body. I smile warmly at him, and he considers me somewhat awkwardly.

      “How do I look?” he inquires.

      I smile, brushing away some invisible lint, more as an excuse to feel his chest muscles.

      “You look perfect. Come on, we’re sitting out here. It’s a lot more peaceful, and it tends to get a bit rowdy inside and, well…” I trail off, meeting his gaze with a half-smile.

      “Baby steps,” he chuckles, looking at the deck with faint appreciation. “This is nicer than I expected. Then again, I’m not quite sure what I expected,” he muses, walking towards a table and taking a seat.

      I sit across from him, trying to keep the dopey, lovey-dovey grin off my face.

      “You were expecting a dive! Admit it,” I tease. He rolls his eyes, but his almost bashful smile tells me that I’m right.

      The dinner goes well, considering how long it’s been since Carson has been to a simple bar and grill. His face ends up covered in wing sauce, and I try not to laugh as he gets a little too upset over it. Instead of mocking him, I tenderly dab at his face with the wet napkins we’ve been provided with. He pouts adorably, and unable to resist, I lean across the table to kiss him.

      With an expression that is both startled yet pleased, he pulls me in for another, deeper kiss. I run a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, curling my other fingers in the collar of his shirt. As good as he looks in it, I’m becoming increasingly eager to see the outfit on my bedroom floor…

      Wait. My bedroom floor? The thought strikes me abruptly, the fact that I’m actually considering taking him to my dingy little apartment. He seems eager to continue our intimacy away from the public eye, however, and I’m not sure I feel patient enough to make the drive to his place.

      “Do you want to…come to my apartment? It’s nothing fancy, but—” I begin, cut short as he leaps up from the table.

      “Yes, of course,” he says urgently.

      Carson throws a wad of bills on the table, as if that’s how you’re actually supposed to pay at one of these places. The waiter doesn’t seem particularly bothered as he comes out to collect our plates, however, and Carson offers the other man a kind smile.

      “Keep the change,” he says simply, stepping towards me and offering his arm.

      Grinning, the two of us walk arm in arm to my apartment complex. Though he seems eager to see the place, doubt rises within me at the idea of letting him see the place I live in. I hadn’t even cleaned up before meeting him at the bar! The kitchen is a disaster, and I haven’t folded clothes in weeks. Every time I go to his place, it’s clean and tidy—perfectly well kept, with not a single thing out of place.

      Beginning to wonder if he’ll think less of me upon seeing the mess that is my apartment, I tighten my grip on his arm as we approach the door. I fumble with the key for a moment, and his hands idly roam up and down my back.

      I shiver at his touch, managing to push the door open and stumble inside. If he’s surprised by what he sees, he doesn’t show it. I’m not sure if I should be offended or grateful, but he seems preoccupied with other things.

      “Where’s the bedroom?” he asks huskily.

      My breath catches in my throat, and I lead him through the apartment to my tiny bedroom. I’m immediately ashamed of my scratchy sheets and the modest mattress that has honestly seen better days. I part my lips to apologize, but he slips his hands beneath my shirt, lifting it up and over my head.

      “It’s not as nice as I’d like,” I mumble, and he smiles.

      He leans in to press a tender kiss to my lips, and I sigh against him.

      “It’s perfect. Just like you,” he breathes. He nudges me towards the bed, and I sit on the edge before drawing him closer to me. He shifts awkwardly, grabbing the front of his jeans in a rather obvious gesture. “There’s not much breathing room in these things,” he mutters. I smirk, popping the button and sliding them down his hips.

      “All the more reason to get out of them,” I reply cheekily.

      He chuckles, and I note he’s still wearing his expensive underwear. He pulls off the T-shirt, exposing his broad and strong chest. I pull him onto the bed with me, and he lifts my hips to guide my pants down my legs. Arousal is already flooding through my veins, hot and almost painful in its intensity. He smirks at the simple pair of white panties I’m wearing, and I blush as I avert my eyes.

      “I wasn’t expecting to get laid,” I offer weakly.

      “Well, you should know better than that,” he teases, reaching around me to unsnap my bra.

      Once I’m nude, save for my panties, he pushes me onto my back, settling his knees on either side of my hips. He stares down at me with an adoration that no man has ever shown me before. I feel myself blushing at the attention, tilting my head to avoid looking him in the eye. It’s too much for my heart to take.

      Undeterred by my sudden timidity, Carson leans in to brush his lips to the side of my neck. He drags his tongue down my chest to the peak of one of my breasts, then takes my nipple between his lips, sucking gently as he pinches the other between two fingers.

      A strangled gasp spills past my lips, and I realize that I’d really been worried over nothing. It doesn’t matter if we’re in his high-end penthouse or my simple apartment. We simply can’t get enough of each other.

      I arch into his touch, tingles shooting through my body just from the attention to my breasts. Every other encounter we’ve had has felt hurried, but there’s something about the patient attention he lavishes upon my breasts that has me aching for more. Carson draws away slightly, exhaling a breath of hot air against my already hard nipple. He flicks his tongue against it a final time before switching off, taking his hand to the right and moving his mouth to the left.

      My hips are already rolling against him, desperate for contact. I drag my nails up his back, hissing in pleasure as he grazes his teeth against the sensitive flesh of my nipple. I jerk my hips up, giving him a rather obvious look. He seems to take the hint, slipping his member free from the confines of his briefs. He presses against my slit through my underwear, and I let out a needy moan.

      “Please, Carson. I lov—I need you,” I gasp, managing to catch myself.

      He considers me rather strangely for a moment before pulling my panties down, then positions himself quickly, and I can feel his eyes watching every slight movement of my face. He gauges my expressions for what I like, pressing into me slowly and sweetly. I moan, a long and guttural sound, as he fills me completely.

      “You’re beautiful. I love you so much,” he whispers, almost too softly for me to hear. Though he already confessed his feelings on the plane, it still startles me to hear the words.

      He presses his lips to mine, and I allow my eyes to flutter shut as he begins to move inside me. Breathy gasps spill past my lips, and I find myself babbling incoherently from how damn good it is. I brace against him, pressing my face against his shoulder as he continues to thrust.

      Hips moving erratically, it’s obvious that he’s nearing his peak. It strikes me to tell him to pull out, but something stops me. I want to feel him come inside me. I want him to fill me to the brim. I clench my muscles around him and he groans haggardly as he orgasms. I reach my own climax mere seconds later, and my inner walls work to milk him for every drop.

      If he realizes what’s just happened, he gives no indication. He simply slumps against me, nestling his face between my breasts.

      “I love you, too,” I say quietly. “I know it means very little, when you already have so much, but…you have me, as well,” I continue nervously.

      His breathing is soft, and I wonder if he’s already gone to sleep. However, he shifts beside me, tugging me on my side so that he can remain sheathed inside me.

      “With you, I’m richer than I ever dreamed,” he murmurs.

      We share an adoring smile, and in spite of my scratchy sheets and lumpy mattress, I drift into a sleep that’s more peaceful than any I’ve had prior. I know in my heart—somehow, someway—that this love we share will withstand the ages.

      What good is money, without love in your heart? It seems that neither of us will ever have to ponder that question again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

        Aimee

      

    
    
      Wow. What can I say? Life really has a way of turning you upside-down, doesn’t it? It’s been six months since the Russian incident, and Carson has managed to put the fiasco behind him. It’s a good thing, because we’ve had our share of exotic offers from worldwide.

      I like to think I play a part in landing his deals, however small. Then again, marketing is a pretty big deal in the real estate industry. While I certainly don’t run the marketing department, it feels like it sometimes. Jack keeps me on a short leash when it comes to work tasks, though Carson makes time to pay a visit to the department every day at lunch.

      Things couldn’t be better, really. We may be moving a bit fast, but Carson asked me to move in with him a few months ago, and I couldn’t be happier. Though I was proud of my first Seattle apartment, I’m even more proud to spend every night beside the man I love.

      Speaking of which, what Carson doesn’t know yet is that our near-constant lovemaking has had a somewhat predictable result, as I found out just a few days ago that I’m carrying his child. Our child!

      I’m still not sure how to break the news to my beloved. While I like to think I know the man like the back of my hand by now, it’s hard to tell if he wants to be a father. I honestly think he’s at an age where he’s put the possibility behind him.

      Then again, I have a way of changing things in his life. What can I say—I snared the playboy in more ways than one. I know I have to tell him, but how do you tell the man who has everything that he’ll be a father in a matter of months?

      I suppose that’s part of why I’ve been putting it off; I’ve been trying to get a gauge on how he might feel about expanding our family, and while I’ve learned he’s never expressed a real interest in children, I know it’s not entirely out of the question that he’ll be excited.

      Without a doubt, I know Carson will be a wonderful father. He has the kindest heart of any man I’ve ever met. I haven’t wanted for anything in the time we’ve been together, and I know he wouldn’t allow his child to live any life except the best one. The entire world will be at his or her fingertips.

      I’m pulled from my thoughts as my beloved steps through the front door, carrying a bag full of Chinese takeout. I grin; the pregnancy cravings have already hit me full force.

      “Honey, I’m home,” he announces, carrying the food into the dining area and setting a plate down for each of us.

      I trail behind him, biting my lip and contemplating if this is the right time to tell him. It’s sudden, but is there ever really a perfect time to tell your boyfriend that you’re pregnant?

      Distracted by the scent of the takeout, I take a seat at the table, and begin to pile food on my plate. He watches with a curious, almost amused expression, taking a quarter of the serving for himself. I dig in, my appetite voracious. He continues to watch me, his head tilted to the side as if he’s trying to get a read on me.

      “Is there something on my face?” I inquire teasingly, wiping a bit of sweet and sour sauce off of my lips.

      “Oh, no. You look beautiful. Absolutely radiant, actually. It’s just a bit strange; you seem like you’re absolutely starving. Have you not been eating lunch?” he murmurs, concern etched in his face.

      I hesitate, bringing an egg roll to my lips. I meet his gaze, seeing nothing but love and understanding.

      Admittedly, I do have some misgivings about ripping his normally extravagant lifestyle out from under him. While I know we won’t be like some parents who struggle to pay for diapers or formula, it will be a stark shift from our carefree nights spent watching over-the-top action movies and making love until the break of dawn. Gone will be the peaceful nights, replaced with long hours of staying up and seeing that the baby is fed, that the baby is changed, that the baby isn’t crying.

      Without realizing I’ve been crying, I reach up to wipe a tear from my cheek. Damn pregnancy hormones. Carson is staring at me through wide, concerned eyes, and he reaches out to take my hand in his.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurt abruptly. He hesitates for a moment before stroking his thumb along the back of my hand, moving in gentle circles.

      “Sorry for what, my sweet?” he inquires nervously, but his lovingness just makes me cry more. His face twists in anguish for a moment, but he tightens his grip on my hand. “Just tell me what’s going on, my dear Aimee. I love you. You can tell me anything,” he soothes.

      “Well, I found out a few days ago that…I’m pregnant. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, but I didn’t know how to—”

      “You…you’re pregnant. You’re having a baby?” Carson interrupts. He stares at me, as if he can’t comprehend the words coming out of my mouth. “We’re having a baby?” he asks, awe tinging his voice.

      I nod, and he takes me into his arms. His body quakes, and after a moment, I realize he’s crying as well.

      “My sweet Aimee, why would you apologize? This is everything I’ve ever dreamed of,” he manages to get out in his sudden fit of joy, drawing away and peppering my face with kisses.

      He picks me up and spins me around in a circle. I giggle happily, pressing my forehead against his as he lowers me back to the ground.

      “I’m going to be a daddy,” he whispers, overcome with happiness and amazement.

      “You are. We’re going to be a family,” I reply, pressing my cheek against his chest.

      “My love, we’re already a family. We’re simply…adding on. And I couldn’t be happier about it,” he says sweetly. He cups my face in his hands, kissing me tenderly.

      Somehow, I managed to win the heart of my billionaire boss. Next on the agenda is a billionaire baby, and though I don’t think our first vacation will involve Russia, I imagine raising him or her with Carson will be just as exciting and crazy as a car chase.

      Somehow, though, I think we can handle it. With Carson by my side, I can do anything.

      

      
        The End
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          Chapter 1

        

        
          Owen

        

      

    
    
      The fact that I had grown bored with the daily grind was an undeniable one. Every day since the end of my last mission had been the same routine, and I was seeking some sort of entertainment.

      Entertainment besides the kind I found in the bedrooms of nearly every woman on the island where I was stationed. I wasn’t the type to settle for a monotonous lifestyle, but it wasn’t as if I could simply up and leave the base, so I was left to enjoy all that Hawaii had to offer—which, granted, was plenty.

      Was it so unfathomable for a guy to actually want to do his job? I became a Navy SEAL for a reason: to see the world, to serve, for action.

      Thankfully, I’d gotten out of my parents’ tiny shack in West Virginia some years ago, but this was the first time I’d had such difficulty dealing with a dry spell. Typically, the time between missions maxed out at a couple of weeks, during which I’d get hammered and do a tour of every eligible lady’s bedroom in town.

      You could say I was getting tired of the same shit, different day routine. There was little I could do but suffer through it, going through the same daily workout practices and cleaning schedules.

      This day started out like any other, and I only twigged that things were going to get stirred up a bit when Commander Gomez called me away from lifting weights.

      I couldn’t ignore the swell of hope in my chest, praying under my breath that it would be the change of pace I desperately needed. Hell, I didn’t ask for much, just the occasional mission.

      Meeting in one of the most secure debrief rooms on the base, Gomez watched me with a little half-smile as I settled into the chair across from him. He sipped his coffee in spite of how late in the day it was, though I wasn’t terribly surprised. Seeing Gomez without his coffee was like seeing a kid without his favorite teddy bear.

      “Evenin’, Commander,” I said cheerfully, leaning back in my chair.

      He nodded to acknowledge me, seeming to consider his words. He took a long swallow from his thermos, replacing it on the table and pressing his fingers together. I tried to maintain a casual air about me as I waited for him to speak, knowing Mark Gomez to be a man of few words.

      “Good evening, Lieutenant,” he said finally, his tone somber.

      I grinned, crossing my arms.

      “You don’t have to be so stuffy around me,” I joked.

      He smiled wryly, taking another sip of his coffee.

      “You should know by now that this is just my winning personality, Caldwell.”

      I shrugged noncommittally and he seemed to take that as a cue to change the subject.

      “I suppose you’re wondering why you’re here,” he drawled.

      “There’s a reason? My goodness, I just thought we were practicing your socialization skills.”

      The commander rolled his eyes, and I realized, not for the first time, that I was the only person he would allow such comments from. At least, in the privacy of a maximum security briefing room.

      “Sometimes I forget about that attitude of yours. Makes me wonder if I should reconsider giving you this mission,” Gomez mused out loud, and though it was obvious that he was joking, my eyes widened a bit.

      The idea of finally being given a mission after a month of being bored out of my mind sent an all-too-welcome thrill through me.

      “Aw, come on, Commander. You know someone has to liven things up around here.”

      He seemed to consider that, resting his chin in his hand as he looked me over.

      “I know I keep you around for some reason, at least,” he admitted.

      I leaned forward, the metal feet of my chair scraping against the concrete floor. He jolted a bit, startled by the loud sound.

      “All right, all right. You’re good at everything you put your mind to, Caldwell. Even if that irritates the crap out of me, you know your stuff. The FBI asked me to speak to the best man on the base, and I only had to think about it for a few hours before deciding on you,” he smirked, and I snickered at his attempt at humor.

      “The best, huh? Did they also require that he be the most handsome bastard on the island?” I asked cockily, receiving an exasperated sigh in response.

      “Well, while I can’t speak for the FBI’s intentions, I can see how looks might be of use in this particular mission. Are you ready to pipe down so I can go over this with you? Or should I go to the other guy I was considering?”

      I folded my arms behind my head, resuming my casual leaning in the uncomfortable chair.

      “You’re bluffing,” I said confidently.

      The commander sighed, rubbing his temples for a moment.

      “Your confidence is another reason I chose you. You’re right. I was pretty certain that you’d agree to the job, if just to get off the base for a few days. You’re not as mysterious as you like to think, Caldwell. It’s clear to everyone that you’re getting bored,” he said casually, producing a file from God knows where and slapping it down on the table.

      He flipped it open, pointing to a blurry photo of a young woman. I was immediately struck by her looks, though I would never admit as much. Even for the poor quality of the photo, it was obvious that the girl was beautiful.

      “This is Emily Madden, only daughter of big-time criminal Randy Madden. He’s been on the radar for some time, but has so far managed to evade our attempts to bring him in. We managed to track him to his latest base of operations, but the FBI needs more information before they can actually justify an arrest.

      “If things go as planned, he’ll either confess in order to get his daughter back, or she’ll have the information we need to get the charges to stick,” Gomez explained, and I glanced towards him with a glint in my eye.

      “Sounds easy enough. Break in, steal the girl away, and then have my wicked way with her,” I chuckled.

      The commander rolled his eyes.

      “Focus on the mission, Lieutenant. You’re to take her to a safe house and see that she’s taken care of. As much as I’d like to believe you were joking, I feel I need to clarify that getting involved with Miss Madden could do little but jeopardize the mission,” he said wearily.

      I held my hands up in a placating motion, and he seemed to relax somewhat.

      “You know I would never risk a mission. Even if the girl’s cute, I’m sure I’ll find some way to resist her womanly wiles,” I offered with a smile.

      Gomez rolled his eyes, pushing the file towards me.

      “It’s not her that has me worried,” he said bluntly. “I’m putting my ass on the line for this one, kid. I trust you to get the job done without things getting too sticky.”

      I nodded.

      “You have nothing to worry about, Commander. I’ll be the picture of professionalism,” I assured him.

      He watched me for a moment longer, seeming to debate whether there was anything else that needed to be said.

      “So, I take it that you’re agreeing to the job? If so, you’ll need to prepare tonight. You’re scheduled for departure at sunrise,” Gomez said decisively.

      I didn’t bother to fight my smile, reveling in the idea of being able to escape the base.

      “The sooner, the better, as far as I’m concerned. Thanks for the opportunity, Commander. You won’t be disappointed.”

      He nodded, rising from his seat and circling around the table. He saluted, and I stood to return the gesture before making for the door.

      “Goodnight, Caldwell. Remember, on your best behavior with this one,” he called out.

      I smiled, pushing my way out of the briefing area, and walked with my head held high as I crossed the base. While I intended to stay true to my word of being the picture of professionalism, I couldn’t deny that there was something appealing about spending time with this gorgeous little thing—a forbidden fruit sort of vibe, if you will.

      Making my way to my bunk, I went through the few belongings I kept with me on the base. I shoved some clothes into a duffel bag, hesitating as I considered the gravity of the mission. I was confident enough to pull it off, just as confident as I was when approaching any sort of challenge.

      I decided that I would spend the night looking over Emily Madden’s file, learning as much about my target as I could in the time I had been granted.

      A stab of sadness lanced my heart as I settled into my bunk, reading over the information that had been collected on the girl. Apparently, her father had swept her away to Guam at age thirteen, just after her mother had been killed in a botched assassination attempt of which her father was the target.

      Thinking of my own parents, so far away from where I lay in that moment, I breathed a weary sigh. I couldn’t really remember the last time I’d spoken to them, though my mom still sent me letters.

      My dad had never really approved of my decision to leave our small town, resenting the fact that I’d left them behind. I wondered if this Emily girl struggled with the hand life had dealt her, if she resented her father for ripping her away from everything she knew, likely so he could just continue his life of crime.

      I could only wonder just how much of a fight she would put up, but blood tended to be thicker than water—perhaps she even planned to follow in her father’s footsteps someday.

      My heart went out to the girl, no matter how this mission turned out. It couldn’t have been easy to lose her mother because of her father’s foolish decisions in life. It wasn’t often that I allowed myself to get so swept up in missions, but perhaps Gomez had been right to be a little nervous about sending me off on what was essentially a rescue mission.

      I knew the FBI didn’t see it that way, but I saw a girl who needed to be saved. I’d be damned if I’d let her down like everyone else in her life had.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Emily

        

      

    
    
      Let me preface this by saying I loved my father very dearly. I knew, deep down, that he was looking out for my best interests. However, on the night before my 21st birthday, the last thing I wanted was to be locked away in my gilded cage. I wanted to go out, get a little wild, and have a bit of fun.

      Unfortunately, fun didn’t seem to be in Randy Madden’s dictionary, at least when it came to me. Embarrassingly enough, I’d reached the ripe old age of 21 and never even had a boyfriend. I’d never been kissed, never seen a man naked (at least, not in person), and, as humiliating as it was, I still held onto my virginity.

      Being the daughter of an infamous criminal wasn’t as awful as one might think. While my father had always been the overprotective sort, I wasn’t exactly kept locked away in an ivory tower.

      On the other hand, I was well aware that I could never stray too far, that my father would always have his cronies at the ready if I stepped out of line. I wasn’t afraid of my father’s underlings, but I knew that they would go to any lengths necessary to see my wanderings limited to a confined space.

      When I was younger, I had gone to school almost like a normal kid. That life was ripped away from me the day Mom died. We moved to Guam the next day, and I hadn’t been to school since; instead, my father hired tutors to homeschool me for the rest of high school.

      All I wanted, at the very least, was to say I’d had my first kiss. Even being a virgin was moderately more acceptable than the fact that I’d never even made out with a guy! It seemed that my dad was intent upon seeing that I never got the idea that I’d actually get out from under his thumb.

      I was determined, that night, to leave the penthouse apartment I was usually confined to. I wanted to celebrate on my birthday on my own terms, for once in my life. If it meant upsetting my father, it was a possibility I was ready to face.

      That’s what I’d told myself before I was actually in front of him, where the look of angry determination in his eyes made a grim pit form in my gut. I crossed my arms defensively, tilting my head as if welcoming his multitude of reasons why I shouldn’t be allowed my freedom.

      “I just want to go out for drinks. It’s not like I have any friends. It’s not like there’s any boy I would dare be seen with. I just want to go to a bar, have a few drinks, and enjoy the sensation of being…being an adult! I’m not a child anymore, Dad,” I blurted out, my heart hammering against my ribs.

      He frowned, shaking his head as he seemed to determine the most effective way to shut down my idea.

      “You know it’s dangerous for you to leave the estate. I allow you to go out to safe locations, but a bar is anything but safe. What more do you want from me?” he demanded, his expression as critical as ever.

      I rolled my eyes, glancing towards the bodyguards who were watching us argue. I narrowed my eyes, hoping I wouldn’t have to be the one to dismiss the bullheaded idiots, and breathed a sigh before returning my attention to my father.

      “I want to live a normal life, Dad. I want to make friends; I want to go out and party on my birthday. It’s not that much to ask, you know. You can even send your meatheads to watch after me. Just…let me leave the estate for a night. I know—” I paused, rethinking the direction I was taking the conversation.

      As much as I wanted to tell my father that my mother wouldn’t be happy with the idea of keeping me locked away in this glorified prison, I knew that bringing my mother up would only make my father angrier.

      One night, eight years before, my parents and I had gone to the opera. While I’d been pleading for the autographs of the performers after the show was over, my mother and father had slipped away for a cigarette. The next thing I knew, I heard gunshots and the sound of my father’s enraged screams outside.

      I had rushed outside immediately, just in time for my mother to gather me in her arms one last time. She’d made me promise to take care of my father, and though I had always been determined to do just that, it came with a price.

      “You know I can’t allow it, Emily. If we were back in the States, maybe I’d reconsider, but things just aren’t safe for you here. I’m not the only ‘bad guy’ who came to Guam to escape the law,” he explained.

      While I could see the reason behind his words to some extent, I also couldn’t help but blame him for putting me in this awful situation to begin with.

      After my mother died, Dad had fallen more deeply into his life of crime. It seemed that he would stop at nothing until the gang that had tried to assassinate him—and had in turn killed my mother—was wiped off the face of the planet. As much as I wanted to have some sense of closure as well, it wasn’t always that easy.

      There had been a dozen forks in the road prior to this one, different paths we could have taken. We could have turned to the police, had my father turn himself in for what information he had. He could never fathom the idea of leaving me in the care of someone else, however.

      “You’re not a bad guy. At least, you weren’t always,” I muttered, rubbing my temples.

      He flinched visibly, reaching out to rest a hand on my shoulder.

      “After what happened to your mother, I promised I would take care of you. That means keeping you safe. That means, unfortunately, not allowing you to go out on your birthday,” he said wearily.

      I found myself gritting my teeth, hands tightening into fists at my sides.

      “It’s not fair, Dad. You say the only reason you’re doing all of this is to protect me. You say you want to do right by Mom, but she wouldn’t want me locked away like this!” I bit out, venom beginning to spew from my words.

      “I know you blame yourself for her death, but there’s no going back! Taking your poor life decisions out on me isn’t going to bring Mom back,” I continued, my voice rising in pitch.

      “What did you say?” my father hissed, tightening his grip on my shoulder.

      Seeing the fury in his eyes, I knew I should have taken it back. I should have agreed to settle down in my apartment for the evening, share a glass of wine with the bodyguards, and enjoy what I could of my birthday. Knowing that he was upset did little to abate my own anger, though, and I whipped away from him, pointing a finger in his face.

      “I said you need to stop taking your mistakes out on me. Mom wouldn’t want this. Mom never wanted any of this; she never even wanted you to start this life. If she was still alive, she’d hate who you are now!” I screamed.

      Silence fell over the room, and all I could hear was my father’s ragged breathing. His eyes watered, but I couldn’t tell if it was from sheer anger or grief. Before I could get the words out to soften the blow, he struck me across the face with the palm of his hand.

      “Boss, no!” one of the bodyguards shouted, rushing over to the two of us.

      The other crony joined him, helping me to my feet as tears streamed down my cheeks. I couldn’t believe it. My father had slapped me. With all the mistakes he’d made in his life, for all the bad things he had done, he had never been violent with me. I was his only daughter. I was his pride and joy.

      “You…” I began, touching my cheek. It stung from the force of the blow. “You hit me,” I choked out, my voice sounding more broken than I’d have liked to admit.

      My father began to cry, staring at his hands as if they had betrayed him.

      “I’m sorry, Emily. I’m so sorry! You just…I get so upset when I think of your mother, and I can’t…I can’t…” his voice was strangled, and I inhaled a steadying breath before shaking my head.

      I knew trying to reason with him was a lost cause at that point, so I could only rub my cheek tenderly and try to meet my father’s gaze. The sorrow in his eyes was nearly deep enough to drown in, but I couldn’t find it within myself to feel any sympathy for him.

      “I’m going to my apartment to have some time alone. I hope you understand,” I said coolly.

      My father reached out, his fingertips ghosting against my injured cheek. I flinched away, squeezing my eyes shut against the tears that threatened to fall. In spite of everything, it was as if that one action had served to turn my entire world upside down.

      “I understand. I’m so sorry, honey,” he whispered.

      I drew away from him, trying to keep my breathing steady as I made my way downstairs towards the door. I could hear the bodyguards trying to comfort my father as I walked away, but there was no one to comfort me. There had never been any source of comfort in this wretched place, save my father. Now he had betrayed me, I couldn’t fathom who else I could reach out to.

      While it wasn’t the first time I’d felt entirely alone, it was one of the most sobering moments of my life. And all because I’d wanted a taste of freedom.

      Truly, I made my decision then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Emily

        

      

    
    
      I’d been planning how I would escape my father’s overbearing clutches since the day I turned eighteen. Granted, that had only been three years, but it was plenty of time to realize that I was sick of being a mindless daddy’s girl.

      I needed my freedom.

      I had no friends to turn to, but I could only hope that would change when I escaped my gilded cage. I could imagine my future with a dozen gal pals to hang out with, maybe a cute boyfriend to snuggle close to at night. I wouldn’t be as forward as to invite him home on the first date, but a kiss would be nice.

      I liked to think I’d read enough romantic fiction to know the basics of how kissing would work; I just hoped I would be good at it. I imagined it would take a bit of innate talent, or maybe some gentle guidance. As I strode down the street in the direction of my apartment, I imagined what my handsome stranger might look like.

      I was vaguely aware that I may have looked silly fantasizing my life away while one of my father’s most valued bodyguards trailed behind me. At least he gave me a workable distance.

      He spent most of his time loitering around the outside of my apartment, seeing that I got home safely, and making sure I managed not to get myself killed in the distance between the building’s entrance and my front door. It was embarrassing to consider how little my father thought of me, and by association, how foolish his cronies must have thought I was. While, deep down, I knew my father had my best interests at heart, I also knew our ideas of my best interests differed wildly.

      I paused as I stepped into the building, glancing over my shoulder to where I knew the bodyguard would be waiting.

      The large man lit a cigarette, offering me an amicable wave as he sat on the bench outside the complex. I exhaled a sigh, grateful that he would at least allow me a little distance tonight. I didn’t want to think of my father and my entrapment tonight, beyond potential ways to escape.

      I had to at least play innocent until I made it inside, however. I realized I had been staring at the man for perhaps a moment too long. He watched curiously as I meandered into the apartment complex, and I counted under my breath for several beats before sprinting towards the stairs. Up to the top floor I went, rushing through the door and slamming it shut behind me.

      “That was close,” I muttered under my breath, though I wasn’t quite sure what the bodyguard could have suspected me of doing.

      Perhaps just being a weirdo, though I suppose that went without saying at that point. I sagged against the door, sliding to the floor and stretching my legs out in front of myself. I rested my head back, staring towards the ceiling with a baleful expression.

      Large dreams weren’t a strange notion to me; I’d been entertaining the notion of escaping and making my way back to the States for some time. Perhaps not even to the U.S.—maybe I’d go somewhere he would never expect to find me.

      Whenever I sat down and truly worked the thoughts out in my mind, though, I realized how hopeless the situation was. The odds of me managing to book a flight out of Guam, without my father somehow managing to find out, seemed nearly insurmountable. My father had eyes and ears all across the territory—across the world, really, if I were to acknowledge just how far his power reached.

      Perhaps it was foolish to think I could outwit the man, especially considering his status as a papa bear protecting his cub. I had learned much from my father in the time I’d watched his dealings, but how to escape his notice was one of those things I had long given up on trying to pick up.

      Allowing my eyes to flutter shut, I exhaled a deep breath as I listened to the distant sound of thunder. It felt as tumultuous as the emotions raging in my heart, the sound that may have been soothing in other circumstances managing to make me feel even more trapped. God, if it rained, I could imagine the damper it would put on my already struggling plans.

      Maybe I would be better served to stop entertaining the idea of making some great escape. The life I had wasn’t an awful one, not entirely. It could be much worse. I never went hungry, I wasn’t abused…

      My mind briefly flickered to the sensation of his hand colliding with my cheek, and I winced as I replayed the moments leading up to it. I had pressed him too hard, brought up memories better left dead and buried. I knew he blamed himself for my mother’s death, and I knew how upset he could get whenever I brought her up in conversation. It was as if, all these years later, he was still mourning.

      I supposed I couldn’t blame him for that; I was certainly still mourning my mother as well. Still, it had never been enough to drive my father towards physically striking me. It was possible that he’d just been pushed too far.

      Even after all I’d been subjected to, I knew in the depths of my heart that I would forgive my father. We would fall back into the complacency of my life at his side; he would teach me all there was to know about dealing and running an empire.

      Someday, I was expected to take his place. Everything he did, he claimed to do for me. I couldn’t decipher just how much truth there was in that notion, but I knew he thought he was doing me a favor. I could let him down gently, let him know that I wanted nothing to do with his shady lifestyle. I could tell him I wanted to break free of the two-story walls he had constructed around us. The walls were metaphorical, of course, though they felt literal more every day.

      How far would I have to push him until he decided to revoke all of my privileges? I was supposed to count myself lucky that I was even allowed an apartment outside of his estate and to go on supervised excursions. Those were things I had earned through years of good behavior, things that could be ripped away from me the moment the desire struck.

      He didn’t want to agree to the small measure of freedom I had to begin with, but how far would I have to push him before I was shoved back into my cage altogether?

      If there was one thing I knew about Randy Madden, it was that he wasn’t a particularly patient individual. He made something of an exception for me, his only child. I couldn’t help thinking it was less because I was his child, and more that I was the sole remaining piece of my mother that he could cling to.

      Shaking off the thoughts, I stood up and shuffled over to the window as raindrops began to pitter-patter against the glass. I stared out into the city below, where I longed to be. In spite of the hundreds of men that my father had in his arsenal, I like to entertain the idea that I could outsmart all of them.

      It wasn’t as if my father’s henchmen were the most highly educated men in the world. If I could manage to slip past them, maybe I would be gone before they could report my absence to my father. It was a thought that lingered in the back of my mind as I pressed my palm to the cold glass of my window.

      They had to sleep sometime or another, didn’t they?

      I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to celebrate the first moments of my birthday, though it would be some time until the clock struck midnight. I would just have to keep myself entertained long enough.

      I settled down with one of my racier novels, some fantasy story about a knight rescuing his princess from evil forces. It was more smut than plot, to be honest, and I found myself flipping through the ‘filler’, as it were, just to get to the next steamy scene.

      A girl has needs after all, and mine certainly weren’t going to be met any time soon.

      Taking a sip from my mug, I allowed myself to be swept away to a better world. A world where a knight in shining armor would come and rescue me from my sad life in Guam. A man with eyes that could see deep into my soul, the sort of man who would be all too honored to give me my first kiss.

      As thoughts of this mystery man swirled in my head, I stripped down to get comfy, and was startled by a loud beeping sound. I jolted upright, looking for my phone. Realizing I’d left it in the pocket of the shorts I’d just taken off, I rose out of bed to grab it and read the text.

      “Happy Birthday, sweetheart. I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you somehow,” I read the message aloud, rolling my eyes at the meaningless promise my father was making.

      There was no way he could make up for the years of loneliness. There was nothing he could do to mend the ache in my heart.

      Flinging the phone away without bothering to send a reply, I stomped back towards my bed and checked the clock, which had just struck 12:05.

      “Happy birthday, indeed,” I harrumphed, tucking myself beneath my thin comforter and drawing it up to my chin.

      I curled up on my side, my mind turning once more to the mystery man who would save me from all of this.

      If only he actually existed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Owen

        

      

    
    
      Waking up early was a force of habit, though I had a particular reason for doing so that day. I’d caught very few hours of sleep, packing my bags late into the night as I hyped myself up for the mission I’d been assigned.

      My mind was plagued with thoughts of the Randy Madden’s gorgeous daughter, and I still entertained the idea of sweeping her off her feet and away from her miserable life. Perhaps it was presumptuous to assume she had a bad life, but I couldn’t imagine living in the shadow of her criminal father was the most pleasant existence.

      It was much more troubling to think I might be stealing the girl away from a happy home. It was a possibility that I had to consider, but that didn’t mean I had to enjoy it. I tried to convince myself that I would err on the side of reason regardless of what happened, but I dreaded seeing that pretty face crumple.

      Forcing myself to shake off the thoughts, I checked my reflection before running a comb through my short blond locks. I winked at said reflection before gathering the bags I’d packed the night before.

      With my supplies in arm, I slipped out of the bunker and made my way towards the office where I would be receiving my final paperwork, fake identification cards, and enough cash to get by on during my trip.

      Commander Gomez was waiting for me, and I sat in the chair in front of his desk. He hummed under his breath as he flipped through a file, likely identical to the one he had given me.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for such a critical mission after your dry spell, Caldwell?” he asked, glancing at me from the corner of his eye.

      I rolled my eyes a bit, nodding readily.

      “I was born ready, Commander,” I told him with a faint smile, tapping my fingertips on the tabletop.

      He nodded, producing the final stack of paperwork I would need for my departure.

      “Your plane has been prepared for takeoff. There are instructions as to where you’re intended to land in Guam, and they’ll be expecting you in around six hours. You’ll be provided a mode of transportation once you get to the military airstrip and base in the area,” Gomez explained, and I offered him a confident smile.

      “Sounds easy enough. Here I was, thinking you’d give me something a bit tougher. Are you losing your touch, Gomez?”

      He smirked, shrugging.

      “Maybe I’m worried that you’ve lost your touch.” He grinned before his expression hardened. “Joking aside, I doubt this mission will be as easy as you seem to think.”

      “Just adds a bit more fun to the mix,” I said casually, waving a hand.

      He considered me with scrutiny, glancing towards the clock with a slight quirk of his lips.

      “We’ll see about that. Just don’t have too much fun, Caldwell,” he said firmly.

      I smiled to myself, pocketing the fake identification card and passport I’d been provided with.

      “Be gentle with Emily Madden. She’ll be pushed to the extent we deem appropriate once she’s away from her father’s grasp,” Gomez muttered, his meaning clear.

      “I guess it’s time for me to get out of here, then. I’d say wish me luck, but I don’t need it,” I said with a grin.

      Gomez gave me another eye roll, accompanied by the faintest of smiles, then waved me towards the door. I saluted him before leaving the room, carrying my bags to the airstrip where my plane was waiting.

      It wasn’t often that I got the chance to pilot my own plane, but I liked to entertain the thought that the Commander had come to trust me a bit more. It seemed likely given the mission he had assigned me.

      Tossing my bags in the cargo area, I whistled to myself as I climbed into the cockpit and ran through the cursory preparations before taking flight. It was going to be a long and boring flight in all likelihood, but I couldn’t really complain. It couldn’t have been any more agonizing than the snoozefest at the base.

      Some moments after checking the gauges and everything else that needed to be monitored, I was making my way towards the end of the airstrip. I smiled wildly as I guided the plane into the sky, a surge of excitement rushing through me. There was something about being airborne that set alight the flames of adrenaline like nothing else could.

      The Pacific Ocean provided the perfect backdrop, the military base little more than a distant speck at that point. I focused the entirety of my attention on keeping the plane on its course, allowing my thoughts to drift only slightly.

      It was only a matter of hours before I would meet Emily Madden for the first time. I wondered if she would be as charming as she was pretty. I knew it would do little good to get the idea of sleeping with her cemented in my mind, but I couldn’t deny that the chance for a change of pace was tempting. There was something different about this Madden girl.

      Her eyes were the deepest shade of brown that I’d ever seen, matching her nearly black hair. Her dark mane fell in gorgeous waves that would make any man hard. I managed to shake off the thoughts, focusing on the ocean that spread out ahead of me and the ocean that glistened behind me.

      Several hours and an agonizing period of entertaining potential scenarios later, the airstrip became visible in the distance. I breathed a relieved sigh, maneuvering the plane with skill that even I hadn’t known I possessed. Touching down on the airstrip, I pulled in near the military base before hopping out of the cockpit and gathering my bags.

      I was greeted by who I could only assume was the commander of this particular outpost, and I saluted him respectfully.

      “At ease. You must be Lieutenant Caldwell. We’ve been expecting you,” he said warmly, and I smiled wryly.

      “Well, for the duration of my stay here, my name is actually Peter Nettles. They could have given me a sexier name, but I guess beggars can’t be choosers,” I replied.

      He laughed, helping me with my bags and leading me through the base.

      “There’s a bunk where you can change into civilian clothes, and we’ll be providing an unmarked SUV for you to use for the duration of your time here,” he told me, setting my luggage just inside the door of an empty room. “With that, I wish you good luck,” he said, pressing a key into my hand before marching away.

      I watched him go for a moment, examining the key in my hand.

      “The key to the pussy wagon,” I muttered, snickering at myself.

      I tucked the key into the pocket of the jeans I changed into, then slipped on a simple black T-shirt. My boots were replaced with comfy sneakers, and as I glanced at my reflection, I mused that the only things that could potentially reveal my affiliation were my well-maintained physique and the navy tattoo that poked out from under my shirt on my bicep.

      Surely, there had to be a fair share of handsome and well-kept men on the island. If there weren’t, the local women were in for a hell of a good time.

      I grabbed my fake ID from my luggage and swapped my real ID out, shoving my wallet in my pocket before grabbing my bags and lugging them across the base. As promised, there was an unmarked SUV waiting for me just outside.

      Taking the key, I unlocked the vehicle and got into the driver’s seat. I adjusted my mirrors, considering myself a moment longer before revving the engine. I had plenty of time until my mission officially began at 11 p.m.

      I had learned through my research that Emily lived in a fancy apartment complex in town, usually accompanied by at least two bodyguards. There was no doubt that I’d be able to avoid alerting her bodyguards—that is, if she decided to go without much of a fight.

      There was no point thinking about the possible negative outcomes. If I didn’t succeed, there was a chance I could be killed. I was certain I would succeed, though. I’d never failed a mission in my time with the military.

      To kill some time, I decided to check into a nearby motel, just to have a place to relax for a few hours. I left my luggage in the car, knowing that it would be crucial that I was able to make a quick escape if necessary. I checked in, providing the clerk with my fake information in order to book a room.

      The woman was friendly, watching me with a lustful glint in her eye as I passed across the money to secure my room. She moved purposefully as she grabbed my key, bending over with a bit more drama than was strictly necessary.

      “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Nettles. If there is anything you need—and I mean anything—feel free to let me know. I’d love to make your stay all the more comfortable,” she pouted, pressing the room key into my palm.

      As tempted as I was to take her up on the offer, I was exhausted from the long flight I’d just made. I smiled politely at her, thanking her for the key and going upstairs to my room. I could feel her eyes upon me as I walked away, and I considered taking her up on the offer later.

      Much later, after I’d had some much-deserved rest. In the meantime, I had no doubt that my dreams would be haunted with beautiful women who were just out of reach.

      I would never admit to being lonely. At least, not out loud.

      As I settled in the hotel room, I found myself taking out the photograph of my target once again. My mind should have lingered on the attractive woman at the front desk of the hotel, someone I could actually be physical with, without running the risk of ruining a crucial mission.

      Shaking off the thoughts of Emily were harder than I cared to admit, however. I stroked my thumb against the pale expanse of her skin that was exposed in the photograph, wondering what she looked like beyond the picture which only captured her face.

      I wondered if she would be tall, slender, willowy. Would she be petite and deliciously curvy? It was a mystery I longed to solve, and though it was only a matter of time, I was getting impatient.

      Truthfully, the fact that I was getting so wrapped up in this mission should have troubled me, and in a way, it did. I never usually got so caught up in a job, but I’d also never been placed in such a direct ‘shining knight’ position. I’d done my share of helping people in my lifetime, throughout the years I’d been working for the military. Helping people was part of what got me into this job.

      Sappiness typically wasn’t my thing, but the loneliness that I’d slowly been forced to come to terms with was making it more difficult to view women through a strictly sexual lens. I knew the chances of finding my true love in the daughter of a crime lord were slim, but I couldn’t deny the warmth that had crept up on me since I’d first seen her face.

      I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to actually meet her, to sweep her away from this place. It was still a hope of mine that she would allow herself to be taken, but I knew it was unlikely.

      There was more than a slight chance that her life wasn’t as abysmal as I may have thought. It had been some years since she’d lost her mother; life in the States would be little more than a distant memory for her. I might have a harder time convincing her to accompany me than I’d expected. I couldn’t help smiling at that. The opportunity to use my charms was never a bad thing.

      Being charming came naturally to me. I had to work my wiles on a regular basis to land a new bedmate nearly every other night. It was fulfilling for some time, more fulfilling than being alone, at least. I couldn’t imagine what it might be like to actually try for once, try to win someone for longer than the span of a single night. Most things in life came effortlessly to me, had done so since I was a young boy.

      Thus far, I’d never managed to find a woman who made me want to try hard enough to win her heart. I’d messed around with a few girlfriends, but they scarcely remained as such for longer than a week. I wasn’t one to stick around long, a womanizer by most standards.

      Truthfully, it wasn’t that I didn’t want to stick around. Deep down, it was hard for me to have the confidence to remain with a woman and feel like our relationship was actually…worthwhile. I felt as if I were constantly fumbling to make jagged pieces fit together, puzzle pieces from the opposite sides of the board.

      I wanted to love someone. I wanted to fall in love, and have someone fall in love with me in turn. It just didn’t seem a likelihood. I was hard to please.

      Looking at the photo once more, I exhaled a sigh as I considered the girl’s delicate face. This Emily Madden made me feel things I hadn’t felt in years, and I hadn’t even met her yet. I suppose it was because I felt like I could understand her—that is, if she would give me the chance. I couldn’t shake the thought that she wanted to escape a life of mediocrity nearly as badly as I did.

      I felt my eyelids beginning to grow heavy. I knew I should enjoy what time I had left to myself before risking my life to potentially tear this girl’s life apart. It was a bitter thought, but one I tried to make bittersweet.

      I was going to try my best to be her knight in shining armor, not her kidnapper.
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      The sound of knocking on my apartment door woke me from pleasant dreams, and I fought the desire to groan as I buried my head under my pillow. The knocking persisted, and irritation flowed through me as my cellphone began to ring.

      I threw my pillow off of my head, lurching upright and lumbering towards my phone. I swiped it up, answering it in the kindest tone I could muster.

      “What?” I demanded, and it turned out the kindest tone I could muster wasn’t very kind at all.

      I heard a stuttering and stammering on the line, and I scowled in the direction of the door as the knocking continued.

      “Hold on a minute!” I shouted in the direction of the front door, not bothering to draw the phone away from my ear.

      “I’m sorry, honey. I can call back…” my father muttered, and as much as I wanted to tell him to call very much later, I swallowed my annoyance long enough to speak to him.

      “No, Dad. Not you. Someone is at the door,” I grumbled, grabbing a robe and pulling it on. I tied it around my waist, keeping my phone against my ear with my shoulder.

      “Oh! That’s probably Bruno. I’ll hold on while you answer,” my father replied.

      I rolled my eyes, slipping my bedroom shoes on and shuffling across the apartment to peer out the peephole. I scowled as I saw the man in question waiting outside with a large bouquet of flowers.

      I yanked the door open, and Bruno smiled nervously, thrusting out the flowers and beginning to sing happy birthday completely off-key. I winced, and my dad cheered on the phone.

      “What’s all this for?” I asked balefully, reaching out to take the flowers before closing the door in Bruno’s face mid-song.

      I grumbled as I sought out a vase for the flowers, which were already wilting in the Guam heat.

      “It’s your birthday, honey! Did he give you the box as well?” my father asked, and I could almost see his grin through the phone.

      At that exact moment, the knocking on my door resumed and I gritted my teeth before rushing back over to yank it open. Bruno smiled nervously, offering me a birthday card as well as a large jewelry box.

      “Is that all?” I asked, and he nodded before taking the hint and shuffling away.

      I watched him go, flipping the card open and reading the message inside.

      “Aww, Dad, this is so nice,” I forced out.

      “Did you open the box?” he pressed, and I turned my attention to the large jewelry box.

      I popped the top open, feeling a brief surge of delight when I saw the necklace housed within. It was probably worth at least ten grand, considering the gold and precious gems that all swirled together to form a rainbow. I nearly dropped my phone as I considered the present, blurting out my thanks without even thinking.

      “Oh my God, Dad. It’s so beautiful,” I babbled, and he laughed unabashedly.

      “A beautiful necklace for my beautiful girl,” he crooned.

      I smiled initially, but a sense of bitterness crept up on me all too quickly when I realized that no one would ever see me in the necklace—rendering it practically useless.

      “Th-thank you,” I managed, only able to feel somewhat grateful.

      At the very least, the necklace would match the outfit I’d picked for the evening. If it was anything like every other birthday I’d celebrated since age fourteen, my dad would insist upon taking me out to a fancy dinner, with the day leading up to that filled with people coming in to primp and pamper me.

      Truthfully, I’d have been just as happy with a simple chocolate cake with fudge frosting. I missed the quaint birthdays I’d had as a child, where my mom would buy a cake from someone who would always misspell something, and we’d wear silly party hats and play games with my school friends.

      “I’m glad you like it, dear. I was driving myself insane trying to find the perfect gift. You’re turning 21, so it’s only appropriate that I get you an exquisite present.” He paused, seeming to think for a moment before speaking again.

      “Oh, shoot, I should have gotten the earrings as well. They weren’t a set, so I didn’t buy them, but I’m sure you would have loved them,” he announced, sounding much like he was pouting.

      “It’s fine, Dad. It’s a perfect gift as it stands,” I tried to comfort him.

      He sighed, humming under his breath for a moment before speaking again.

      “Well, if you’ll meet me downstairs in twenty minutes, I thought we could go to that breakfast place you like so much,” he offered, likely all smiles again.

      “Oh, that’s great. I’ll be down shortly,” I said with false enthusiasm. “I’m just gonna take a quick bath. Bye, Dad,” I said in a hurry, hanging up before he could argue. It would be one thing if my father was taking me out alone, but I knew he would have a dozen security guards following us the entire time.

      Walking towards the closet, I flung the doors open and grabbed a pale blue sundress, yanking it out of the closet and carrying it with my socks and underwear to the bathroom.

      I set my clothes on the counter, placing the necklace beside them. I stared into the mirror for a moment, my eyes dull with resentment. Sighing, I turned on the hot water for the bath and waited for it to fill up.

      Sitting on the edge of the tub, I rested my chin in my palm and allowed the room to steam up before stepping into the water. My cheek still throbbed a little from my father’s slap, but the hot sting of the water distracted from the pain.

      I thought of the night before—more specifically, the knight before—and a tingle shot from my stomach down between my thighs.

      I breathed a sigh, trying to ignore the fluttering sensation. I knew that the moment I started to enjoy myself, I would somehow be interrupted. Bruno likely would have forgotten a gift, or my father would have sent him back to sing the birthday song over again.

      All the same, I couldn’t resist allowing my hand to slip between my thighs for the briefest of moments. As I pressed my fingers against myself, I closed my eyes and allowed the world around me to fade away.

      Unfortunately, that godforsaken phone began to loudly ring again, and it was a sound I couldn’t ignore. If it was my father, and if I didn’t answer, he would send the whole security team up here to check on me. I quickly rinsed off, skidding across the bathroom floor and nearly slipping on the wet tile before managing to grab my phone.

      I answered quickly, more flustered and out of breath than I would have liked.

      “Honey, are you almost ready? I’ve made reservations,” my father implored.

      I hesitated a moment before replying.

      “Why did you need to make reservations? There’s always plenty of tables at the cafe,” I inquired softly.

      “I made reservations for all our destinations today! Besides you and I, the only other company we’ll have will be security, I just want to spend some alone time with my special girl,” he chirped.

      I rolled my eyes, shuffling back to the bathroom. Leave it to my father to do something extravagant and unnecessary. I glanced at the necklace as I stepped in the bathroom, giving pause as I wondered just how much I would be able to pawn it for. My father controlled my finances, which made it difficult to plan an escape.

      If he didn’t know about the funds, however, I would be free to catch a flight to the States with little issue. I smiled to myself, not realizing I was still on the phone with my father. He cleared his throat, and my face dropped as I realized the gravity of the decision I was making.

      If I decided to leave Guam for the U.S., I’d likely never see my father again. I would have to start anew, get a job, find an apartment…

      Starting from scratch would be my only viable option. Just the same, it was a better option than being trapped under my father’s thumb for the rest of my life. I was tired of not being able to live freely. I would miss him, and in spite of everything, I still loved him dearly.

      Resolving that I would be kind to him for the last day I saw him, I forced a laugh and offered him some reassurance.

      “Sorry, Dad. I’ll be down in five. Don’t leave without me, all right?” I joked, grabbing my dress from the bathroom counter.

      “I would never leave you, honey,” he chuckled, and my heart throbbed almost painfully.

      Swallowing my hesitation, I hung up the phone and got dressed. Placing the necklace around my neck, I noted that it suited me beautifully. It seemed as if my father knew me even better than I did.

      At least, he seemed to think so. Maybe I would be making a grave mistake by leaving him behind.

      It was a risk I was willing to take.
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      Some hours later, I woke from my nap, glancing towards the clock to see that it was nearing 11 p.m. I lurched out of the hotel bed, brushing a hand through my disheveled hair and making my way towards the bathroom.

      Looking into the mirror, I grimaced at how exhausted I looked. Well, it wasn’t as if I was trying to charm the pants off the girl. There was no reason for me to get prettied up for the sole purpose of stealing her away. Although I had somewhat given up on the idea of her coming willingly (why on earth would she?), I would still exhibit what kindness I was capable of, considering the scenario.

      I tried to ignore the distinct reality that I was risking life and limb to steal Emily away from her father. I was all too aware of how protective fathers could be of their daughters, having encountered my share of angry fathers in Hawaii. I chuckled, shaking my head at the memory.

      Still, the slight uncertainty I felt creeping up my spine was undeniable. Confidence without cockiness was the name of my game, but that confidence wavered just slightly that night. It wasn’t as if I was going to ask her out or something equally ridiculous, and I was somewhat annoyed with myself for being so nervous.

      “How will she be able to resist?” I muttered to myself as I got dressed, putting on a set of dark clothes.

      The longer I could avoid being spotted, the better. I had no idea how many bodyguards may have been in Emily’s presence at any given moment, let alone the guards patrolling the apartment complex. I had a plan that I considered rather foolproof, and I gathered what few items I had brought into the motel room with me, stashing them in the trunk of my SUV before slipping back inside to swiftly check out.

      The beautiful woman from before looked me up and down with a pout when I informed her that I would be checking out. She rummaged around under her desk for a moment, jotting something down on a scrap of paper before handing it to me.

      “Call me sometime, handsome,” she all but purred.

      I smiled at her, tucking the number into my pocket to dispose of a bit more conspicuously.

      “Of course,” I lied, winking before rushing out of the hotel.

      I made my way to the SUV, hopping into the driver’s seat and jabbing the key in the ignition. It was my last moment of solitude before I put the mission into action, and though I was excited, the hesitation remained as well. I adjusted my mirrors, killing time for several long minutes before sighing and turning the key.

      “It’s now or never, Owen,” I said firmly, trying to pump myself up.

      It worked to a certain degree. I shifted into gear, driving in the direction of the apartment complex I knew Emily Madden would currently be sleeping peacefully inside of. I came to a stop a block away, pulling my vehicle into a back alleyway where it would go unnoticed. At least, that was my hope. As I got out, I swore it felt like my heart would pound out of my chest.

      Striking out in the direction of the complex, I moved carefully yet swiftly. I could hear the distant sound of music, musing that someone must be having a party. Tonight wasn’t a night for festivities. I had to focus.

      Stopping short, I stared at a large and burly figure guarding the outer exit of the apartment complex. It might have been a setback, but fortunately, I’d not planned to enter through the front door. I circled around the building, keeping an eye out for other guards that might be roaming the premises. There were a few, but most seemed to be gathered towards the front of the building, enjoying a smoke break.

      They were making the job far too easy for me.

      I reflected on my notes, tracing through my mental layout of the apartment complex. I grinned as I reached the proper side of the building, stepping up to the wall and pressing close to it. I could hear the laughter of the burly men towards the front of the building, and idly wondered how Emily managed to get any sleep with those morons roaming night and day.

      A thought for another day, perhaps when I could properly question her. For the moment, I needed to figure out the best way to scale the side of the building. There seemed to be the occasional crack in the brick exterior, places that would make for suitable enough footholds if I could actually reach them. I stepped back, glancing around the corner and sighing with relief upon seeing I’d gone unnoticed.

      Rushing towards the building, I leaped up and grabbed my first perch, the sill of a window which was just in reach of the next crevice. I made short work of scaling the building, pausing as one of the guards circled turned and glanced around curiously.

      “What’s up, Tito?” one of his companions called out, and the guard lingered for a moment longer.

      He looked all around, but fortunately did not look up, allowing me to remain unseen, at least for the moment.

      “Thought I heard something,” he called out, scratching his head before circling back around the building.

      I braced myself against the building, waiting until I was sure he was out of earshot before continuing. It was a close one—far too close for comfort. I needed to get a move on if I planned to get Emily out of there with little fuss, though I was pretty sure the chubby guards would be unable to stop me if it came down to a fight.

      If Randy Madden caught wind of the FBI trying to take his daughter, there was no telling what the man would do. It wasn’t as if he had an average moral compass. I was vaguely aware that he likely had his share of blood on his hands, and was completely sure that he wouldn’t hesitate to add me to his hit list.

      No matter—it was just all the more reason to avoid getting caught.

      I grabbed the final windowsill, pulling myself up on the edge and glancing down to the asphalt below. If I’d been afraid of heights, my stomach likely would have churned at how far above the safety of solid ground I was. As it stood, I got a certain thrill out of the sight.

      Taking a breath, I balanced near the window as I pushed it up, thankful that it had been left unlocked. Seemed like Emily was confident enough that no one would make an attempt on her life.

      Slipping through the window, I touched my feet down on the soft carpet of what I could only assume was the living area. The lights were off, and if I listened closely, I could hear the soft sounds of snoring from the end of the hall. I tried to ignore how adorable her snoring was, instead focusing on scoping out the area nearby. No guards, no cameras, nothing. It was almost as if they wanted me to take her.

      Well, I was all too willing to oblige.

      Carefully walking through the apartment, the only sounds that could be heard were our breathing and the steady thump of my footsteps. I walked lightly, but to me it still sounded as if a war drum was being pounded with every step I took. I frowned as I drew nearer and nearer to the bedroom. The snoring had not ceased, but I still felt as if I was walking into a trap.

      The thought faded as I entered the bedroom, staring at Emily’s small form in the bed. Her chest rose and fell steadily, and I watched her with a sudden surge of protectiveness. If they would fail in keeping her safe, I was certain I would turn the tables.

      I just had to get her out of there first.
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      Creeping closer to the sleeping beauty, I felt as if my entire future were laid out on a platter in front of me. It might have been a bit dramatic, but there was something about this mission that seemed different somehow. More significant, I suppose.

      There was little time to consider the reasoning behind that, as I loomed over the bed in which Emily slept. I reached out carefully, hesitating when I could feel her breath on my hand. She began to stir slightly, and I quickly clapped a hand over her mouth before she could scream.

      “Keep quiet and do as I say; no one has to get hurt,” I whispered.

      She stared at me with a strangely calm expression, seeming nonplussed by the oppressive touch of my hand on her lips. She remained silent for a moment, just as I’d told her, but after some contemplative staring on both of our parts, it seemed she was growing curious.

      “Who are you, and what do you want?” she asked, her voice muffled by my hand.

      I hesitated, meeting her gaze and feeling my heart skip a beat. Might as well come out with it. Full disclosure, I don’t think I could have lied to her if I’d tried.

      “I’ve been sent by the U.S. government—” I began, but she seemed pleased enough with that response, as strange as it seemed.

      Her expression turned blatantly mischievous, and she rested her hand atop my own. I froze in place, feeling my confidence waver beneath her warm touch.

      “If I pull my hand away, are you going to scream?” I asked, pleased by the certain shake of her head.

      I hesitated a moment, weighing the risk and deciding I could try to trust her.

      “The government, huh?” she said slyly as I drew away slightly.

      This was the part where she should begin panicking, calling for her guards, throwing me to the wolves, so to speak. That moment didn’t come, however. She sat up in bed, and as much as I wanted to keep her in place, I didn’t trust myself to touch her at the moment.

      “Yes. If you come with little fuss, things will be much easier for everyone involved,” I said carefully, trying to keep my eyes from wandering.

      The tank top she was wearing left very little to the imagination, and if I wasn’t mistaken, her nipples looked tantalizingly hard beneath the fabric of the shirt. If she noticed my observations, she paid little mind, resting her chin in her hand.

      “I wouldn’t dare cause a fuss, sir,” she said with a faint smirk, though her cheeks were obviously dusted with red.

      I hesitated, unsure what direction she was going to take the conversation in. She had me in her grips, it seemed, when just the opposite should have been true. She didn’t seem to know what to do with her pervasive grip, all the same. She watched me with a gentle smile, though her eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “I’d be more than happy to accompany you, Mister…” she trailed off, pausing for me to fill in the blanks.

      “Caldwell. Owen Caldwell,” I said, immediately cursing myself for my transparency.

      What was the point of having a false identity if I didn’t put it to proper use? I couldn’t just go around and tell any pretty girl anything she wanted to know about me. It would have been bad enough to reveal too much of myself even if I weren’t on a mission. In that moment, it seemed almost unfathomable.

      “Nice to meet you, Owen Caldwell. As I’m sure you’re aware, my name is Emily Madden and my father would make the remainder of your life a living hell if he knew you were here,” she said calmly, breaking off into a yawn and rubbing her eyes.

      I was torn between irritation and adoration, raising an eyebrow as she seemed to stare straight into my soul.

      “Well, if you expect me to come along with you, you’ll have to allow me to get changed,” she cooed, tapping her fingertips against her jaw.

      “Happy to oblige,” I chuckled, stepping back to give her room to get out of the bed.

      She hesitated, her cheeks alight with a brilliant shade of pink as she threw the blankets off of herself and climbed out from under her blanket. If I’d been expecting her to be wearing pajamas, I would have been mistaken. All she wore besides the tank top that had tempted me so was a simple pair of cute white panties. She obviously hadn’t been expecting company, but something about it seemed so…innocent.

      “S-sorry for…well, being half-naked. I obviously wasn’t expecting a handsome kidnapper to saunter into my apartment,” she muttered awkwardly, shifting away from me and towards the chest of drawers against the wall.

      I watched her unabashedly as she walked, desperately ignoring the desire that sparked off throughout my body. My eyes followed the none-too-subtle swell of her rear, and I forced my eyes away from her as she grabbed a shirt to wear.

      I expected her to pull it on over the tank top. However, she quickly yanked said shirt off over her head before replacing it with a bra and a blouse. If my mind had not been in R-rated territory already, the very slight glimpse I got of her pink nipples was doing wonders for it.

      It was all I could do to keep from pinning her against the bed, showing her just what I’d been thinking about doing from the moment I’d seen her photo. Her apology struck me belatedly, and she smiled awkwardly at me as she finished getting dressed.

      “Oh, err. No need to apologize, Miss Madden,” I said, looking her up and down.

      She shifted from foot to foot, and I realized with a start that she seemed to be trying to impress me—at least, if the fancy clothes meant anything. It was almost as shocking as the fact that she seemed thrilled by the idea of being kidnapped.

      As much as I wanted to ask her why she was so eager to leave, I knew that it would do little good to get up close and personal with her. I was on a mission, after all.

      “So, you’re taking me back to the States?” she asked, her voice soft and timid. She fidgeted with the hem of her shirt, acting as if she’d never had a man in her apartment in her life. Perhaps she hadn’t.

      The thought only stoked the fire burning deep within me. I couldn’t imagine this vision of beauty being a virgin, but the thought of taking her for the first time was nothing short of awe-inspiring.

      “I can’t really get into the details,” I muttered, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand.

      I couldn’t jeopardize the mission by showing just how affected I was by her looks, her subdued charm, her innocence. She exhaled a sigh at my response, but didn’t seem awfully disheartened. Her eyes traced up and down my body, from the tight pants I wore that were growing almost painfully tighter in the groin, to the expanse of my chest that stretched the fabric of the black shirt.

      “Well, it’s just as well,” she managed, wringing her hands.

      There was a look in her eye that I was all too familiar with, one that I was sure I had focused upon her as well. It was obvious that she wanted me, and in spite of what I could do with that knowledge, I tried to distract myself from how absolutely soft and kissable her lips looked.

      “Can I grab a few things first?” she inquired awkwardly, and I was drawn from my reverie.

      I grimaced at the question, knowing full well that I shouldn’t allow her to bring anything along. Her eyes were so wide and pleading that the idea of resisting seemed almost cruel.

      “You can grab a few things, as long as I can keep an eye on you,” I finally relented.

      Emily grinned from ear to ear, stepping towards me and looking as if she would like nothing more than to kiss me. I wasn’t sure I’d have had the willpower to stop her, if she decided to go with her little whim.

      She seemed to settle on saving the kiss for later (a man could dream, at least), instead resting her hand on my chest. Her hand was warm, the heat seeping through my shirt and sending not entirely unwelcome chills through me.

      “All right, just one or two things,” she finally breathed, drawing her hand away and slipping back towards the chest of drawers that sat against her wall.

      She opened the top drawer, rummaging through a sizeable pile of clothes. I could only wonder what exactly she was looking for, and if she planned to take some clothes with her, as ridiculous as that notion was. Surely, if she had asked, it had to have been something important enough to specifically request.

      “Not to rush you, but…” I began, trailing off as she glanced over her shoulder at me.

      She smiled, grabbing a small photo album that seemed to have been tucked at the very bottom of the drawer. I narrowed my eyes curiously, taking a step towards her. I gave her plenty of room to back away if she was uncomfortable with me seeing her little memento, but she only flipped open the front cover and smiled fondly at a photograph of an older woman. Not much older, probably in her early thirties, though she bore a striking resemblance to the young woman before me.

      “I just…I don’t want to stay, but I can’t stand to leave her memory behind, either,” she explained, and it hit me like a freight train.

      The woman in the photo was her mother, the woman that had been killed so many years ago. The catalyst that had precipitated the family’s move to Guam.

      “I’m sorry about what happened to your mother. I can assure you that nothing like that will happen to you—” I began, only for her to interrupt me.

      “Anything is better than this prison,” she said quietly.

      My brows nearly rose to my hairline, and she reddened before turning away from me, easing the drawer shut. The photobook was held tightly in her hand, and I realized that she must have been suffering a lot to put so much trust in a total stranger—especially a stranger who intended to kidnap her.

      “Well, consider yourself freed of your cage,” I assured her, though my heart clenched slightly.

      Truthfully, it was likely that she would just be trading her elaborate and beautiful prison for a slightly more exciting one. I couldn’t bear to tell her the truth, though.

      “There is one last thing I’d like to do, if you’ll allow me,” she said nervously, and I was immediately worried about what she might request.

      Not because it would be an awful request. Just that I wouldn’t be able to resist those eyes, even if it was.
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      “I’d like to write my father a note, telling him I’ve run away,” Emily said, the words running together with how quickly she blurted it out.

      I considered her warily, musing that the note could bode well for my mission. That is, if she didn’t write some hidden message or…well, honestly, she seemed too eager to get out to put either of us in jeopardy. If Randy Madden found a handwritten note from his daughter, explaining that she simply wanted to leave, it could make things that much easier.

      “All right. I get to look over it and approve it first, though,” I said firmly.

      She didn’t seem inclined to argue, simply tilting her head with a rather strange smile as she flipped open the photo album.

      At first, I wasn’t sure what she was doing. When she removed a photograph of her father and herself at around age sixteen, it became clear. I almost felt bad for her father, knowing his story and what had driven him to a life of crime in the first place. Seeing his daughter’s final goodbye on the back of a photograph would likely break what remained of his heart.

      I wasn’t going to argue with Emily’s method of making peace with things, either way.

      Sitting on the bed, she grabbed a pen from her bedside table and carefully jotted down a note in fine and precise handwriting. I watched in silence, feeling as if I were intruding on a deeply personal moment. It wasn’t as if I could leave her alone in the room; she might try to make an escape of her own, or even worse, call her guards.

      Emily seemed deeply saddened by the fact that she was leaving, but I knew she was happy as well. If I were reading the situation right, it seemed that she had been trying to find her own way out for some time.

      I knew how difficult it had to be for the young woman, leaving behind everything she knew for a chance at freedom and a better life. While I wasn’t sure I could provide the freedom, I was certain she’d find a better life in the continental United States, out from under her father’s thumb.

      “Do you mind if I read this out loud? I want to be sure it doesn’t sound too callous,” she asked nervously.

      I nodded, my heart hurting for her.

      “Thanks,” she mumbled, looking over the note as if to confirm it was what she had intended to write. “I just…he’s my dad, and I know he’s done some bad things in his life, but I don’t want to leave him hanging, you know?”

      “I understand…well, sort of. My parents and I never got along, exactly. But I can appreciate the sentiment all the same,” I chuckled, rubbing the back of my neck.

      I knew it was probably the least inspiring pep talk of all time, but she seemed to accept it.

      “Well, here goes,” she muttered.

      “Dad, I want to start by apologizing. I know I’ve not been the best daughter in the world since Mom died, and I know I probably made you feel lesser more often than I intended. I want you to know that this isn’t because of what you’ve done, but more what I’ve not had a chance to do for myself.

      I’m writing this to say goodbye. I’ve given it a lot of thought, and I can only come to one conclusion: there’s a bigger and better world out there for me, somewhere. You’ve made a life for yourself, and since I was a kid, you’ve made a wonderful life for me. There have been bumps in the road, I’ll admit, but I never stopped loving or appreciating you. I never will.

      Please, don’t come looking for me. I promise you that where I’m going, I will be safe. I’ve learned a lot from you, and I know that I’ll be able to survive, no matter what. I’ll visit when I can, but for now, I just need the time to forge my own path.

      Dad, I hope you know that Mom would have wanted me to live my own life, to make my way in the world. You’ve done her memory justice by taking care of me for so long, but now, it’s my turn to take the reins.

      I love you dearly, and I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me. Moreover, I hope you can respect my decision. Your little girl always, Emily,” she finished, tears streaming down her cheeks by the time she’d gotten to the end.

      I hesitated, not quite sure what to say. It was a good note as far as my mission was concerned—it didn’t mention her kidnapping. He would have no reason to believe he was in danger.

      Unable to help myself, I held my arms open to the young woman. She pounced on the opportunity, pressing her face against my chest and weeping openly. I stroked a hand through her hair in an effort to soothe her, and slowly but surely, she seemed to calm down. After several moments, she drew away to look up at me.

      “You all right, kid?” I asked gently.

      She laughed softly, wiping the tears away from her eyes.

      “Nervous to start a new chapter. I just hope he doesn’t blame himself,” she said quietly.

      I nodded, guiding her into taking calming breaths. After a short time, she was breathing normally, her eyes looking weary.

      “We should probably get going. I came in through the window, but I don’t think that will work for getting you out of here. We’re going to go to the side exit on the ground floor, and pray to whatever powers that be that we don’t get caught,” I said, feeling confident in spite of the danger of the situation.

      Emily seemed unconcerned, guiding me through the apartment to the door.

      “Is there anything else you want to grab?” I asked, giving pause as I touched the doorknob.

      She seemed to consider the question, looking back into the apartment with a melancholy smile.

      “I think it’s best to start anew. All of this stuff…they’re just things. They can be replaced. I’m ready to make some new memories in a new home,” she said, smiling.

      I couldn’t help but match her expression, reaching out to brush her hair behind her ear.

      “All right. One new chapter, coming up,” I said firmly.

      Without further hesitation, I pushed open the door. Peeking out, I was surprised that there seemed to be no guards on the upper level, but I mused that they must have been enjoying another smoke break.

      Holding Emily close to my side, we navigated the stairs carefully, not wanting to get caught in a long elevator ride with one of her guards. She assured me that they would never take the stairs if they could avoid it, and I was inclined to believe her. Strong as they may have looked, the guards all seemed a bit on the hefty side.

      We descended in near silence, almost reaching the ground floor when the doorway to the stairwell burst open. Emily gasped in shock, and I immediately recognized the bodyguard named Tito. Thinking quickly, I turned around, pressing Emily to the wall and pressing our lips together.

      She went still, not resisting me, but clearly surprised. I reached down to give her round ass a little pinch and she gasped into my mouth, wrapping her arms around me. The bodyguard whistled as he passed, chuckling under his breath as he went upstairs.

      “Ah, to be young and in love,” he mused aloud, and I held Emily in place for a moment longer until I was sure the guy was out of earshot.

      I drew away, noting the slight flush of her cheeks and the way her lips were parted.

      “You act like you’ve never been kissed before,” I teased, trying to break the tension.

      She only reddened deeper, and I stared inquisitively at her.

      “That was…that is…I never have been kissed before,” she managed.

      All at once, I felt simultaneously pleased and guilty. I hadn’t meant to take her first kiss from her, but perhaps down the line we could do a bit more than kissing.

      “Oh. Well, come on. We’re almost out of here,” I instructed, eager to leave the situation behind.

      She hesitated, pressing her fingertips to her lips and giggling airily.

      “So soft,” she whispered, almost too quietly for me to hear.

      I felt somewhat smug as I took her by the arm, guiding her the rest of the way out of the building. We slipped outside, fortunate enough to find no guards waiting at the back entrance. Deciding to take the back way to my car, I led her away from the apartment complex, ducking behind some bushes and dashing out of sight as soon as possible.

      “That was a close one,” I breathed, releasing her arm.

      At that point, it seemed a given that she would just trail behind me. It wasn’t as if she had anywhere else to go, and I was her ticket out of her gilded cage. She jogged to keep up with me, her cheeks still a pleasant shade of pink as she glanced towards me with a curious expression.

      “That was the only diversion you could think of?” she asked innocently, and I barely managed to keep myself from smirking.

      “The best one I could put together on short notice,” I replied, guiding her through the back alleyways until we reached my unmarked SUV.

      I unlocked it manually, not wanting the horn to alert anyone to our presence. Opening the passenger door, I helped Emily step up into the car. She settled into the passenger seat, fastening her seatbelt as I quietly and slowly closed her door.

      I swore my heart would burst free from my chest at any given moment. Though Emily was an attractive girl, I’d not expected to get such a rush from feeling her lips against my own. It was enough to kiss the girl, but to find out that I was her first and only kiss? It lit a fire inside me that I had never felt before, one that I wasn’t quite sure how to cope with.

      Deciding to play it cool, I breathed slowly before edging into the driver’s seat. She smiled a radiant smile as I got in the car, and my heart began to hammer away once more. I managed a confident smirk in turn, starting the ignition.

      It should have been smooth sailing from there. ‘Should have’ being the operative words.
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      My first kiss turned out to be nothing like I’d expected. Then again, I wasn’t sure if it would count, considering it was under duress.

      I touched a finger to my lips, glancing towards Owen as we made our way down the highway. The apartment complex was but a speck on the horizon, and I was struck by the reality of the situation. I had escaped. I was leaving my father’s supervision, pursuing a life of my own. No one could stop me; no one could hope to get in my way.

      Owen remained silent in the driver’s seat. He seemed determined to keep his eyes focused on the road as I fidgeted beside him. There was so much I wanted to ask him, so much I wanted to learn about this mysterious mission he’d been sent on.

      Perhaps foolishly, I considered him something of a savior. I knew there had to be much more to his presence than just getting me out of my boring old apartment complex.

      It occurred to me belatedly that it probably had something to do with my father. Were they planning to try to get information out of me? More importantly, would I provide it? I couldn’t imagine betraying my father in that way, even though this stranger had essentially saved my life.

      Perhaps that was an exaggeration, saying he had saved my life. It wasn’t as if I were in any danger. I suppose it was more of a matter of being saved from mediocrity, but that didn’t really seem to fit either. Being the daughter of a wanted criminal was probably one of the more exciting experiences in the world, though there was a price.

      “Owen,” I began, focusing my attention on him in an attempt to tame my frenzied thoughts.

      He seemed to be ignoring me, though I wasn’t sure why. Maybe he hadn’t heard me.

      “Owen, what’s this all about?” I tried again, reaching out to touch his shoulder.

      He chewed on the inside of his cheek, and it was obvious he wasn’t going to be forthcoming with his answers.

      “You should try and get some rest while you can,” he mumbled, reaching out to switch on the radio.

      I pouted, resigning myself to fiddling with the knob to change the station. I almost expected to be chastised, but he seemed intent upon playing it cool.

      “I’m not tired. Is Owen even your real name?” I continued to press, still not entirely sure how I should feel about the situation. Though the man’s intervention had made my escape all the easier, I still felt strange about being taken from my apartment in the middle of the night. I wondered if I should be afraid, but he did say he was with the government.

      Unless that was a lie…

      “Are you really with the government? Are you going to take me to some sort of…sex cave and have your wicked way with me?” I demanded, ignoring the excitement that fluttered in my chest at the sheer thought of it.

      He glanced at me from the corner of his eye, his lips curling up at the corners.

      “Seems like you’ve read a lot of romance novels. Just how repressed are you, Emily?” he teased, and I felt my face heat up.

      He seemed all too aware of the effect he was having on me, obviously enjoying himself a little too much.

      I pouted, crossing my arms and staring out the window. I couldn’t decide if I liked this guy, or if he grated on my nerves.

      At the very least, he was handsome. If I had to be kidnapped and possibly taken to a sex cave, I’d rather it be with someone like Owen than…well, I shuddered to think of the possible alternatives.

      “You didn’t really give me an answer. Is there a brothel in my future?” I asked, though there was a teasing lilt to my voice this time.

      He chuckled throatily, but didn’t even glance in my direction. It was like riding with a statue! I wasn’t used to being ignored, and I was sure I didn’t like the feeling.

      “Come on. You can’t just ignore me the whole time,” I whined.

      He sighed, switching the radio station while keeping one hand on the steering wheel.

      “I was listening to that,” I huffed.

      “No you weren’t. It was in Spanish,” he muttered, calling my bluff.

      I frowned, crossing my arms petulantly.

      “I might speak Spanish. You don’t know me all that well,” I argued, mostly just eager to keep the conversation going.

      If he realized what I was doing, he seemed content enough to let me have my fun. He rolled his eyes, turning the radio up as some punk rock song blasted through the speakers.

      “It’s not in your records. I would know. Listen to some teen angst anthems and enjoy your new streak of rebellion,” he said dismissively.

      I frowned, though I couldn’t deny the song was catchy. It wasn’t as if I’d ever had the opportunity to enjoy a proper rebellious phase. 21 years old seemed a bit old for that, but you had to take the hand life dealt you.

      “What would you know about being rebellious? You work for the government. That’s not very punk rock of you,” I said with a smirk.

      That seemed to get to him, and he glared at me for a moment before turning his attention back to the road.

      “Joining the military was my rebellious streak. My Dad wasn’t happy,” he huffed, turning the radio up.

      I parted my lips to speak, but he kept increasing the volume until I was entirely drowned out. Taking the hint to be quiet, I settled unhappily in my seat and stared out the window. I could feel him glancing at me from time to time and made a point to sigh dramatically every time.

      Several sighs later, he reached out to turn the radio down.

      “Are you going to do that for the whole ride?” he inquired plaintively.

      “Yes. You don’t want to talk to me, so I have to entertain myself somehow,” I said coolly.

      “That’s not very punk rock of you,” he muttered, almost too quietly for me to hear him. He glanced towards me with a slight quirk of his lips as I began to giggle. “Well, it’s not,” he continued, reaching out to give my shoulder a slight shove.

      I buried my face in my hands and tried to stifle my laughter, but it seemed to be a lost cause.

      “You wouldn’t know punk rock if it bit you on the ass,” I teased.

      Owen smirked to himself, keeping his eyes straight ahead.

      “Are you offering?” he asked slyly.

      I felt my face grow red, heat blooming in my cheeks. He chuckled at my obvious inexperience, but I was certain I could outdo him in this little battle of wits.

      “Maybe. Depends on how nice you are to me. I can show you what rebellion really is.”

      He laughed, a loud and uproarious sound that seemed to have no shame. I didn’t think what I’d said was all that funny, but he seemed to think it was the most hilarious thing he’d ever heard. I scowled at him, and he peeked at me before laughing even harder.

      “You’d never even been kissed before tonight. Big words, don’t you think?” he teased.

      My eyes widened, and I sputtered incoherently for a moment before turning up the radio volume to drown him out. He laughed loud enough to hear over the volume, but I found that I rather liked his laughter. I kept that thought to myself, however, as the radio blasted through the car and we made our way to some unknown destination.

      Unknown to me, at least.

      I found myself watching his expression as he drove the streets that seemed all too familiar to him even though I was certain he hadn’t been there before. I suppose if you drove one highway, you’ve driven them all. Still, I felt a certain tingle between my thighs every time he glanced over at me, his eyes alight with mirth. I liked the fact that I could be the source of that amusement, even if it was at my expense.

      “You stole my first kiss, you know. I don’t know if it should count, considering,” I said, with no small amount of sass in my tone.

      He frowned, pulling the car to the side of the road, much to my surprise. He came to a sudden stop, turning to face me head on.

      “What, would you rather have a more romantic scenario?” he inquired huskily.

      I stammered, feeling my cheeks grow warm.

      “On a back street, alone, with only the stars and the moon to watch? Is that what you’d like, Miss Madden?” he continued to press, and I found my lips parting of their own accord.

      “Something like that. I don’t suppose you’d be able to provide such a specific service? After all, it wouldn’t do well for your superiors to find out,” I purred.

      He hesitated, looking as if he were considering my words. He leaned in slightly, and I made to close the distance between us.

      Disappointingly, he simply kissed me on the cheek before pulling back out onto the road. I stared at him, mouth agape, as we continued down the highway. He paid me little mind, or at least pretended to.

      “Oh, well, I’ll be sure to let any future suitors know about your requirements, just to avoid any missteps. I wouldn’t want your second kiss to be anything less than perfect,” he said calmly.

      I gritted my teeth, internally cursing him while pleading for him to make some kind of move. I returned to my sulky staring out the window, crossing my arms and exhaling a dramatic sigh.

      “Be sure that you do. I’d hate to lead a poor boy astray,” I drawled.

      God, what had I gotten myself into?

      I couldn’t wait to find out.
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      As we got closer to our destination—or what I could only assume was our destination—Owen seemed to retract further into his shell. As difficult as he was to get along with, I found myself attracted to the mysterious man. When he was in a good mood, he was a riot to be around. When he retreated into his mind, however, it was another story altogether.

      “So, are we almost…wherever it is we’re going?” I asked quietly, watching the scenery race past us.

      He remained silent, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel. I rolled my eyes, determining that he seemed to be intent upon brooding.

      “I’ve never actually been this way, before. I think we’re getting there,” he said, not sounding entirely sure of himself.

      I squinted at him, but he played oblivious to my stare, keeping his eyes straight ahead. I didn’t know why I’d assumed he knew his way around the area, as that clearly didn’t seem to be the case. I guess he was just good at keeping cool under pressure. I clicked my tongue against my teeth, trying to gauge how far we were from my apartment complex.

      It had been mere minutes since we’d made the great escape, and while he wasn’t dawdling by any means, I hadn’t exactly been tracking the speedometer. Guam wasn’t a large island by any means, but I would guess we were about ten miles away from my complex.

      The only thing I really knew that existed in this direction was an American military base, and…well, that made sense. He did mention being in the military.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll get us there in one piece,” I said, not intending to sound as dismissive as I did.

      He seemed nonplussed, even seeming to cheer up a bit at the comment.

      “I’m glad for your vote of confidence, Miss Madden. I do see that my passengers receive their due luxury in service,” he said in a haughty tone.

      I snickered, hiding my mouth behind my hand by force of habit before a short gasp spilled past my lips as he made a sharp turn down a side road I’d never really paid any mind to. I squeaked, gripping the sides of my seat as I was nearly thrown to the side of the car.

      “If this is your idea of luxury, I have some disappointing news for you,” I griped, waiting for an apology.

      When it didn’t come, I caught him trying to keep a straight face.

      “How is that funny? You could have damaged me! You could have damaged a priceless package, and you’re laughing,” I demanded, rather dramatically.

      I couldn’t be too chagrined when he began to laugh even harder, though I did huff a bit.

      “Priceless, are you? You seem to have a high opinion of yourself, Miss Madden,” he chuckled.

      I smirked, dancing my fingertips across his arm.

      “I recognize quality when I see it. I’ve been around exorbitant wealth for most of my life, you understand. I know you couldn’t begin to fathom what it’s like to be a shining star in a sea of mediocrity. It’s all right. I understand your point of view—truly, I do,” I teased, smiling daringly.

      He grunted, and I thought that may have been the only way he would acknowledge me. When he began to swing from one side of the road to the other in snake-like motions, throwing me to and fro in the car, I had to swallow a squeal.

      “You’re too much, you know that? I’m going to show you damaged goods, princess,” he said, laughing.

      “I’m going to barf in your nice little car,” I warned.

      “That’s attractive,” he said without missing a beat.

      Suddenly, we came to a stop in front of a sprawling military base, and he winked before getting out of the car. I hesitated, considering being petulant for a moment longer.

      Deciding to be agreeable, I got out of the car, screeching as he flung my bag at me. I barely managed to catch it, glaring in his direction before I checked to make sure my photo album was in one piece.

      “How gentlemanly of you,” I said drolly, but he simply smiled like he was entirely too pleased with himself.

      He grabbed his own bags, gesturing for me to follow him. I obliged, trudging the path he led until he came face to face with another large, muscular man, though this was clearly the older of the two.

      “Commander Parks, just checking in to let you know I’ll be taking one of your planes for a time. My commander at the Hawaii base should have gotten in touch with you. Commander Gomez?” Owen prompted, receiving a smile and a nod from the other man.

      “We have one waiting for you. I take it the mission was a success?” he asked Owen, glancing at me with a toothy grin.

      “So far. Just got the last leg of the trip to make,” he replied, receiving a swift salute that he answered with one of his own.

      “Be on your way, then. Godspeed,” the commander called over his shoulder as he walked away.

      I watched the two with a frown, glancing towards Owen, who tilted his head for me to follow him. I sighed, but played the part of a good captive, trailing behind the man.

      “So, where are we going from here? The last leg, as you said,” I asked, watching as he hoisted one of his bags a little higher.

      “You’ll find out when we get there, Miss Priceless Package,” he replied simply.

      I growled, rushing to fall into place beside him.

      “I didn’t come along with you to be left in the dark. This is my future we’re talking about, Owen! I didn’t leave my cage just to find myself with another captor,” I hissed.

      He paused, looking me up and down before beginning to load up the plane he’d chosen.

      “Listen, Emily. I don’t know what you were expecting, but there are rules. I can’t just let you run around willy-nilly when there’s a reason we got you out of there to begin with. It wasn’t just out of the kindness of our hearts,” he said harshly, grabbing my bag from my hands and stuffing it in the cargo area as well.

      I tried not to let his words get to me, didn’t want to allow him the satisfaction of seeing that he’d wounded me. I hadn’t really entertained the idea that this was anything more than a job for him, but the confirmation hurt just the same.

      “I understand,” I said, my voice cracking cursedly. Owen seemed to sense that he’d gone too far, offering me an apologetic look. “Let’s just go,” I continued coolly, allowing him to help me up into the plane.

      He hopped in as well, checking the gauges while occasionally glancing towards me as if he expected it to escape my notice. The casual banter we’d shared in the car was absent, and truthfully, all I wanted was to relax for the first time since our great escape.

      “You have to understand, Emily,” he began, but I turned away and resolved to ignore him.

      I could feel his eyes on me for a moment longer, but he seemed to take the hint.

      Just a few minutes later, we were taking off. The view was beautiful, and I only wished I could be enjoying it with someone who actually wanted to be in my company.

      “We’re going to California. I’m taking you to a safe house before handing you over to the FBI. I know it’s probably the last thing you want to hear, but…you deserve to know,” he told me quietly.

      Feeling my body go stiff, I considered the implications of his words. I had known that there could only be one real reason that the United States government would pull me out of Guam. As much as I’d have liked to think it was just an act of kindness, I knew that the FBI had been seeking out my father for some time now.

      “So…from one cage to another, then?” I asked wearily, and he exhaled a sigh in response.

      “If you comply, you might be placed in a witness protection program or something similar. I don’t imagine they plan to keep you locked away, after all; you’ve not broken any laws…have you?” Owen asked hesitantly.

      “Would it make any difference? What would you think of me, then? It’s not like you could think less of me than you already do,” I said coldly.

      He reached over to rest a hand on my shoulder, and I tried not to flinch under his touch. As much as I enjoyed the sensation of his hands on me, I hated the idea that his mission was to get me to betray my father.

      “I don’t think badly of you, Emily. I think you’re a good person who got wrapped up in a bad situation. It’s not your fault. Your father has committed a number of crimes, and, well…things like that don’t go unpunished forever,” he said carefully.

      I closed my eyes, trying to ignore the ache in my heart. I had been so excited to get away from my father’s grasp, I didn’t stop to think how it might affect the only family that I had left. I didn’t want to hurt my father. I didn’t want to see him jailed.

      “He just…he needs help. He’s not a bad person,” I mumbled.

      Owen kept quiet, and I took that as a cue to quiet down as well. A single tear rolled down my cheek at the thought of turning my back on the only person who cared about me, but there was nothing to be done from that point forward.

      “I believe you. Grief does crazy things to a person. He’ll get the help he needs in prison. He won’t be able to just run away from his problems. It’s not exactly the ideal situation, but would you rather he continue down this path forever?” he murmured.

      I sniffled, trying to obscure my tears in spite of the truth in his words.

      “Try and get some sleep. I’ll wake you once we land in California. You’ll like adjusting to life in the States again, I’m sure of it,” he said with forced cheerfulness.

      As much as I doubted my ability to ‘adjust’, as he so claimed, I didn’t argue. There wasn’t any point. My decision had been made, and I had to stick with it. Not that I’d had much of a choice to begin with.
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      I woke when I felt a gentle nudging to my shoulder. I sighed softly, not sure if I wanted the whole situation to be a dream or otherwise. I sat upright, glancing at Owen with a frown. We had landed.

      He hopped out of the cockpit and circled around to help me down. I appreciated the effort, and his hand lingered on mine longer than was strictly necessary. He looked troubled, and I almost wondered if he was actually worried about me. Not that it would make any sense, but the smile he offered had my pulse quickening.

      “So…California, huh?” I observed.

      He nodded, guiding me away from the plane and towards a SUV that just so happened to be waiting for us. I groaned at the sight of the vehicle, getting sick of the whole traveling thing.

      “Can I at least stretch my legs first? I’m so stiff,” I whined, reaching out to touch his arm.

      “You’re stretching your legs now,” he said dismissively.

      I pouted pointedly as he began shoving our bags in the trunk of the vehicle, whistling a jaunty tune. It was as if he enjoyed pushing my buttons, like he got some sort of thrill out of the situation. Maybe he did. I smiled at the thought in spite of myself.

      “You’re an ass,” I declared, bouncing on my heels beside him.

      He chuckled, and I counted myself fortunate that he didn’t seem to be intent upon keeping up the frigid act.

      “Am I at least an attractive ass? Not flat or too flabby?” he threw back at me, and I blushed, much to my chagrin. “Come on, you’re the one passing judgments here. Be brutal,” he continued, meeting my gaze daringly.

      “You have a great ass,” I blurted out, cheeks burning as I quickly amended the statement. “You are a great ass! A great big ass,” I spluttered.

      He watched me with an amused expression, his eyes twinkling.

      “Thanks…I think,” he settled on, gesturing towards the passenger side door.

      I cursed under my breath, internally berating myself for being so transparent. I slid into the seat, slamming the door shut and crossing my arms sourly. As he got in, he considered me for a moment before breaking out in another large grin.

      “You’re a great ass too,” he teased.

      I stared, reddening when I understood the implications.

      “Thanks,” I said shyly, not quite sure how else to reply.

      We fell into a relatively companionable silence, the music from the radio filling the empty airspace in the car. I tried to keep from staring at him, but mostly just managed to keep myself content with glancing at him every twelve seconds. I was on the third second when he reached out to turn the radio down, and I turned look at him.

      “So, are you feeling any better? I know things aren’t exactly ideal, but I’d rather you talk to me than shove it all down,” he said gently.

      I smiled sincerely, touched by the fact that he seemed to care. I tried to keep reminding myself that he was just ensuring that the job went as planned, but at least he was pretending to be worried about me. That was something, wasn’t it?

      “Careful, Owen, I might start to think you actually have a heart,” I teased, and he rolled his eyes at the jab.

      I gave pause for a moment, thinking as I watched the gentle curve of his lips.

      “You know, I kinda figured Owen was a name you made up on the spot. Didn’t really seem that conductive to your mission to tell me your real name, you know? So I was just curious as to—” I paused, cutting myself short as he laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I demanded.

      “It’s just…I totally blanked when you asked my name. The name I gave you is my real, actual name. Kinda dumb, right?” he said, sounding almost bashful.

      I smiled, unable to obscure my amusement.

      “Really dumb. What’s even dumber is that you could have made up something just now, and I would have been none the wiser,” I giggled.

      He blushed faintly, having a laugh at himself as well.

      “Well, what can I say? Nothing like a pretty face to loosen your tongue,” he said.

      “Especially when you steal that pretty face’s first kiss, I guess,” I teased.

      He huffed, looking as if he were considering turning the radio up to drown me out again. If he thought about it, he seemed to think better of it, returning his hand to the steering wheel.

      “You liked it. Sure, the circumstances could have been better—” he began, only for me to cut him short.

      “You kissed me as a diversion in the middle of kidnapping me. How could you get more romantic than that?” I asked sarcastically.

      He snorted, shrugging a little.

      “No, but I guess you’re right. It was the best kiss I’ve ever had. But don’t let it go to your head,” I said more gently.

      “I’m the only kiss you’ve ever had, so I won’t get an ego over that. I’m just warning you that it’s all downhill from here,” he said confidently.

      Seemed Owen didn’t exactly need an ego boost. I wasn’t positive I could consider the conversation without turning into a stammering and blushing mess.

      “So, where were you born?” I asked, changing the subject in hopes of making my blush go away.

      “I’m from a small town in West Virginia that you’ve probably never heard of. I joined the military as soon as I turned eighteen, just to get out of the place. My dad wasn’t happy, but my dad really wasn’t happy with most things I did,” he said, and though one might have expected those words to be spoken with some measure of sadness, there was only disdain in Owen’s voice.

      I hummed, acknowledging him while I thought over his answer.

      “So, have you not seen your parents since you were eighteen? How old are you now, like, thirty?” I asked.

      His eyes widened and I realized I’d offended him as his hands tightened around the steering wheel.

      “I’m sorry if it’s a touchy subject; I was just curious,” I offered, and he growled.

      “You think I look thirty?! I’ll have you know I’m 27, and a young 27 at that. I go through great lengths to maintain my physique, and I just—” he paused as I burst out laughing, clutching my stomach.

      He frowned for a moment, but then his annoyance seemed to fade and he began to chuckle as well.

      “Okay, I guess that was a bit over the top. Your diva-ness is rubbing off on me,” he sighed.

      I refrained from telling him the other parts that wanted to rub off on him. It was at that moment that I realized I was beginning to fall for this tough-as-nails yet simultaneously sweet and funny guy. I wasn’t sure if it was the most idiotic thing I’d ever done, but the whole situation was probably ranking pretty high on the idiot scale anyway.

      Not only had I run away from everything I knew and loved, I would also have to throw my father to the wolves if I wanted any lenience. It seemed as if developing a crush on the man who’d kidnapped me was the only reasonable next step with all the ridiculous choices I’d been making.

      Realizing that I’d gone quiet for too long, I blushed at his mildly inquisitive expression. Averting my eyes, I tried to think of a way to break the silence. It wasn’t as if I could just casually tell him that I was sorry for checking out mentally, I had just been too busy thinking about how big he probably was under those pants. The thought came unbidden, and I felt my breath catch and pulse quicken.

      “What are you thinking about, drama mama?” he asked jokingly, an almost knowing look in his eye.

      I squirmed uncomfortably, refusing to meet his eye. I was being ridiculous; God only knew how many women he had been with. What on earth would he see in a silly little virgin with a schoolgirl crush? Not to mention the fact that it would probably jeopardize his mission…how hopeless could a girl possibly be?

      “Oh, just…thinking about how exciting this whole experience has been, I guess,” I managed, smiling sheepishly.

      He nodded, taking the answer at face value from what I could tell.

      “I can imagine that it’s a lot to take in,” he said gently.

      “I’m ready to take in so much more,” I blurted, internally cringing and trying to think of a way to amend that very telling statement.

      He simply nodded along, apparently oblivious to my dilemma. Thank God.

      “So, we’re on the way to the safe house, now? Where is it, exactly? California’s a pretty big state,” I stammered, feeling somewhat safe in the knowledge that my little slip had gone unnoticed.

      “It’s nothing extravagant like you’re used to. Your apartment was ritzy as hell; this is just some little run-down dump. It’s inconspicuous, but that’s about all it has going for it,” he said derisively.

      In spite of how poorly he spoke about the place, the excitement I felt was undeniable. I was actually going back out into the real world, the world I’d never had the chance to know under my father’s control.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I said casually, avoiding revealing just how thrilled I was. I didn’t want Owen to think I was a fool, and I was sure he wouldn’t have much sympathy for my spoiled lifestyle.

      “Well, maybe it just needs a feminine touch to liven up the place,” he suggested, smiling.

      I giggled, picturing myself and the handsome man at my side, living in domestic bliss. A white picket fence, two kids, a dog…I wasn’t used to feeling so strongly about someone, but I hadn’t exactly had many opportunities to meet people in the past. Anyone who got close to me had been scared off by my father.

      It would have been ideal to dismiss my feelings as a desperate attempt to cling to the person who had swept me away. It seemed to make sense that I might develop a bit of a crush on the first person who had been brave enough to actually sweep me off my feet. He hadn’t done it purposely, and I knew if he’d been aware of my feelings, he would have only tried to put distance between us.

      I should have just forced myself to believe it was a meaningless crush, but somehow, deep in my heart, I knew it was deeper than that. I was developing feelings for Owen Caldwell—my kidnapper, or my savior?

      Wow, I was in more trouble than I thought.
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      Pulling the car into the parking lot of the unassuming apartment complex, I cut the engine and remained in the driver’s seat for a moment. Emily looked all too enthused about the cruddy little building, and I felt a pit of dread forming in my stomach. I didn’t want her trip to the States to be disappointing, but it wasn’t really supposed to be my priority to show her a good time.

      She fidgeted at my side, and I breathed a sigh before unfastening my seatbelt and stepping out of the car. She was quick to follow, lurching out of the passenger side of the SUV with a grin on her face.

      “This is the place?” she asked, much more exuberant than the situation called for.

      I offered her a smile, circling around the car to offer her my arm.

      “Yep, this is it. Home sweet home, for a while,” I said carefully.

      She squealed with delight, all but dragging me towards the front entrance of the building. I tried to refrain from laughing, internally cringing at how open I’d been with the girl. She was my prisoner when it came down to it, and I was slowly realizing that the fantasies I’d been having about her would have to remain just that.

      I’d not intended to take her first kiss, and for all the banter we’d lobbed back and forth about it, I felt immeasurably guilty.

      “What are you waiting for? I have no idea where I’m going; lead the way,” she eagerly requested—well, more like demanded.

      I shook off my negative thoughts, focusing on leading my cheery captive to her new cage, as it were. We strode arm in arm through the complex, with Emily oohing and ahhing somewhat strangely every time we passed something of interest.

      “All right, this should be it,” I laughed, unlocking the door and pushing my way inside.

      Emily nearly bowled me over trying to get past me to get a look at the interior. Once inside, she stood in the middle of the small living area, examining the room with an intent expression.

      “Is it everything you hoped for?” I asked, prepared for her disappointed pout or disgust-wrinkled nose.

      “It’s quaint! It’s perfect,” she sighed dreamily, walking towards the ripped sofa and sitting delicately on the middle cushion.

      “This is the most uncomfortable sofa I’ve ever sat on,” she said, as if it were the happiest experience of her life. “Can you believe it? The floor of my old apartment was more comfortable than this,” she continued, patting the seat next to her.

      I might have found her actions borderline insane if I didn’t know how sheltered her life had been prior to that moment. As it stood, I resigned myself to sitting in squalor beside her.

      “There’s a spring poking my ass,” I declared, and she laughed, winking slyly at me.

      “Wanna switch? I could use a good poke,” she all but purred, and I outright guffawed in response.

      “Easy, tiger. You gotta learn to walk before signing up for a marathon,” I said, feeling a bit flustered at the expression she was facing me with.

      It looked as if she would like nothing more than to eat me alive, and I realized I would have to rein the situation in a bit. As much as I’d have liked to screw her on that sad excuse for a sofa, I had to keep the mission in mind. Strange how all I’d fantasized about was essentially being spread before me, but I was forced to resist for the sake of my job. For her sake, as well, truth be told.

      As much as I lusted for the girl, I was certain that she was too innocent to take a one-night stand at face value. Especially when we’d be forced to stay together until I turned her in to the FBI.

      “So, about that poking…” she began, and I swallowed a retort, instead rising from the sofa and gesturing to my seat.

      “Help yourself. I’m going to make some dinner for the two of us. Just don’t expect anything too fancy; I don’t know when the last time they stocked this place was,” I said in a rush, walking briskly into the kitchenette.

      There weren’t too many amenities in the place, but as I rummaged through the cabinets, I figured I could throw together a pot of mac and cheese. It was just the boxed junk that kids love, but I had to admit it was a guilty pleasure of mine. If I couldn’t enjoy one guilty pleasure, all the better to replace it with something a bit more acceptable.

      “Do you need any help?” Emily asked from the entry to the kitchen, leaning across the bar that partially separated it from the living room.

      I forced my eyes away from her breasts, which she seemed so keen on having displayed. I wasn’t a fool by any means; I knew when someone was trying to seduce me. It was simply a matter of resisting her charms, and thank God that I was a stronger man than most. She certainly knew how to work what charms she had, and it was all I could do not to sweep her up in another stolen kiss.

      “No, I’ve got it. You can come and sit, though. It shouldn’t take long,” I offered, pouring the noodles into the pot to boil.

      She watched with obvious fascination, blessedly distracted from her innocent little surge of hormones for the time being. Her eyes were alight with delight, and I tried to ignore the little tingles of arousal rushing through me. She was so adorable it almost felt sinful to be so attracted to her. I managed to get it under control, focusing on the task of cooking.

      Draining the excess water from the noodles, I poured in the powdery cheese sauce and stirred dutifully. The smell was tantalizing, even if the visual probably wasn’t nearly as extravagant as she was used to. I grabbed two bowls from the cupboard, scooping a heaping helping of macaroni into each of them.

      She actually trembled with excitement when I placed her bowl in front of her, pressing a fork into her hand.

      “This…is dinner?” she asked hesitantly.

      “Yup. Eat up, buttercup,” I said, digging into my own bowl.

      She hesitated for a moment, then dipped her fork into the bowl. Her lips parted, and I found myself watching with baited breath as she took the first bite. A low rumble of pleasure thrummed from her throat, and another surge of arousal shot through me.

      “It’s so good,” she mumbled, eagerly taking another bite, then another. I watched in fascination as she polished off the whole bowl, resting her hand on her stomach with a content smile. “That’s quite possibly the best meal I’ve ever had,” she said, grinning goofily.

      “You act like you’ve never had mac and cheese before,” I teased, and she smiled a bit strangely.

      “Nothing like this,” she replied, staring longingly at my bowl. Realizing I wasn’t all that hungry, I handed her over the second helping. It wasn’t like I could resist those puppy dog eyes, even if I wanted to.

      “I can’t believe you can say this old cruddy box of macaroni is the best meal you’ve ever had,” I chuckled.

      She paused in the middle of taking another bite, swallowing what was in her mouth and giggling.

      “It’s my first meal as a free woman. Don’t you think that deserves to be celebrated?” she asked.

      My heart nearly broke in two, and I certainly wasn’t about to tell her that she wasn’t free—not by any means. I simply nodded, sitting opposite her at the table and watching her eat. If she was self-conscious, she gave no indication, simply humming along and enjoying her meal.

      “You’ve never had stuff like this? Not even as a kid?” I asked, resting my elbow on the table.

      “My dad always saw that every meal was eaten at or catered by some five-star establishment. I’ve eaten food prepared by some of the best chefs in the country, but…it was all handed to me. There was no joy in it,” she mumbled.

      I nodded slowly, realizing that her life had been lived in a bubble, similar but completely unlike the one I knew in West Virginia. I couldn’t exactly blame her for wanting to escape. Who could? The girl never even had mac and cheese out of a cardboard box!

      “My dad was strict, too. I’ve mentioned him—a real sour sort of guy. He wanted me to take over the convenience store he ran in town, but I wanted more than that life could give me, ya know?” I confessed, the words spilling past my lips unbidden.

      She nodded, reaching out to grip my free hand in her own.

      “So, you joined the military to get away? Would you say you’re happy with the way your life is turning out?” she asked gently, as if she almost knew the answer.

      I laughed somewhat bitterly, giving her hand a squeeze in spite of myself.

      “It’s… I’ve seen a lot of things in my lifetime. Different countries, the majority of the United States…but I’ve never really had someone to share it with. I’ve never had a meaningful relationship in my life, parents aside. As much as my dad pushed me, I knew he did it with love. I’ve started to think love isn’t in the cards for a guy like me,” I continued, feeling strangely vulnerable under her attentive gaze.

      “I’m sure that’s not true, Owen. Any woman would be lucky…” she trailed off, looking almost pained.

      I knew, in that moment, that the girl had it bad for me, and truth be told, I was beginning to feel a little something more than lust myself. I also knew it was foolish to allow Emily to get so close to me, to puncture my personal bubble.

      That was the thing about living in a bubble—you thought you were safe until you realized how fragile your foundation really was. Emily’s affection cut me to the bone because, God, did I want to show her that same tenderness.

      The reality of the situation was that I’d have to turn her in to the feds in a short matter of time. I would likely never see her again, and while I’d have the comfort of a job well done, I couldn’t help feeling as if I was missing out on something more—something better.

      “Well, I’ll get these washed up while you explore the place some more. You should check out your room, you know,” I muttered, taking the bowls to the sink.

      I felt her eyes on me for a long moment until she sighed and obligingly shuffled away. Once she’d disappeared, I found myself immediately missing her presence.

      Christ, I was in trouble.
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      As I stepped out of the kitchen, I decided that it was time to get my thoughts in order, once and for all. I had to decide what path I was going to take regarding my father. I had to deliberate on whether I was willing to turn him in, just for the chance at a better life for myself.

      It seemed selfish, almost like taking the easy way out. Although, what Owen had said was true; he could get the help he needed in prison. I could be helping him, in a way. Not a way he’d necessarily enjoy, but if it was what was best for him…

      Then again, when had I ever known what was best for anyone? My father had always seemed to think that taking me away to Guam was the best decision for me. For a time, I’d believed him.

      Had so much changed that he was wrong and this new way of thinking was suddenly right? Was I just being self-centered? Had Owen somehow warped my way of thinking? Nothing seemed to make sense in that moment, so I retrieved the bag that had my photo album wrapped protectively inside.

      Withdrawing the book, I flipped open to the first page, where everything started—the day I was born. My parents looked so happy in each photograph, young and full of life. One never would have suspected my father of his dirty dealings, and no one could have predicted that my mother would be murdered thirteen years later. It was when their love was still fresh and new, and nothing could come between the two of them and their baby girl.

      Flipping through the pages, I studied my parents’ expressions as the years passed and we got older. The twinkle of mirth that had been present in my father’s eyes seemed to evaporate, replaced with worries and insecurities. I imagined he was only a few years into his criminal lifestyle at that point, driven to bankruptcy by the company he’d worked for and unwilling to leave his family wanting for anything.

      I wished I had been old enough to know at the time, old enough to tell him that it would have been enough to have a simple life. None of the extravagance—just the three of us and our love to get us through any hard times.

      For my mother’s part, she seemed to almost deflate as the years passed. Where she’d once stood with proud posture and a big smile, her confidence had been ripped away by a husband who had inadvertently made her feel as if she weren’t enough. I would never tell my father about the nights I’d found my mother crying alone in their bedroom, clutching one of his shirts and praying that he would stay safe. If only we had known. If only we had been smarter.

      Age thirteen was completely absent from the photo album, and pictures didn’t really reappear until I turned sixteen. My father’s face was ashen in every shot that I’d managed to take of him, though most of the pictures were just awkward teen selfies that I wouldn’t have thought to keep.

      It had been so long since I’d been through that photo album. For the first time, I was almost able to consider the situation as an outsider. I felt strangely detached from the awkward teenager, the sickly-looking father, and the mother that would never appear in another photo.

      When my mother died, my father had gone all-out trying to fill the void in our hearts. Every day was spent grieving for the life she’d lost, disguised as a celebration for the health we could still claim. My father drank himself sick. I thought he may take what had happened as incentive to come home, to be a father again. He only threw himself harder and harder into his work, until there was nearly nothing left to give.

      I hadn’t wanted riches or five-star restaurants and bodyguards. I’d just wanted something that resembled a family. That was all.

      As I sat staring into the pages of the photo album, I noticed a change in myself. A change similar to the one I had seen in my mother, but somehow more profound. I didn’t smile anymore. My expression was always a bitter one, or a forced smile when my dad happened to be watching.

      He had thrown our entire lives away, all so he could keep living the high life. Part of me wanted to hate him, and I couldn’t deny that some small part of me resented him, at the very least.

      If I were to turn him in to the federal government, he truly could receive the help he had needed for many long years. Since before my mother had died, since before we had even known what it was like to hit rock bottom. I could only imagine how my dad felt, seeing that note I’d left behind for him.

      Would he realize what he was doing, then? Would he be willing to change, in the hopes of a better future? I wasn’t sure, but I was determined to find out.

      Closing the photo album, I resolved that I had shed more than my share of tears that day. I had been granted a new opportunity, and I wasn’t going to squander it.

      My thoughts turned to the military man with the cheeky smile and the lonely heart. I could tell he was trying to push me away, and I couldn’t blame him. I had been all but throwing myself at him, when he scarcely even knew me. As far as he knew, I wasn’t someone worth fighting for. Certainly not someone worth losing his job over.

      Even if that were so, and I wasn’t worth his time, I wanted to at least get to know the man who had taken not only my first kiss, but who had stolen my heart. After everything I’d been through, it seemed to me that the perfect stress relief would be hitting the bars and having some drinks with Owen.

      It seemed unlikely that he would allow it, but I hoped that he would at least consider the thought. I deserved a chance to enjoy the taste of freedom I had been granted. I couldn’t do that locked in the apartment, as much as I truly enjoyed the quaint nature of it.

      The only thing I wanted was to have a day where I could at least pretend to be a normal 21-year-old woman. I wanted to hop from bar to bar, drink, eat some greasy food, and go to my temporary new home with a buzz in my gut and desire running through my veins.

      I wanted Owen to take my virginity. It was a thought I had been battling with since I’d first been kissed by him, and there was no denying it. I was used to getting what I wanted with a flick of my wrist, but this I was willing to fight tooth and nail for. That is, if he would have me.

      I strode out of my bedroom, spying him sitting on that couch I’d somewhat ridiculously come to adore. He was staring straight ahead, and while I could hear the TV, it seemed as if he were looking straight through it. There was a distant look in his eye, and I could only guess that he was troubled by how much of himself he had revealed to me.

      I couldn’t imagine it was easy, being assigned a job like that and trying to keep distant from your captive. I should have made it easier on him. Then again, I never should have fallen for him either.

      “Owen,” I called out, walking towards the couch.

      He didn’t seem to hear me, only glancing up when I repeated his name. He looked tired, but I prayed that he would agree to spend the night on the town with me. I didn’t want to press him too hard, but being a doormat was the catalyst that had gotten me into this situation to begin with.

      I stepped towards him, easing into a seated position at his side. He forced a smile, but it was obvious that it didn’t come from the heart.

      “What’s up, Emily? Everything okay in your room?” he asked softly, brushing a hand through his gorgeous blond hair.

      I tried not to sigh dreamily, focusing on the task at hand as much as possible.

      “It’s fine, but I actually wanted to ask you a question,” I began nervously, hoping he would hear me out.

      Already, I could see the subtle narrowing of his eyes, the glint of suspicion reflected back at me. He reached out to take my hand, giving it a gentle squeeze before releasing it.

      “What’s the question? There’s only so much I can tell you. I have no idea what they’ll do with your father, I don’t honestly know what they’ll do with y—” He cut himself short before I could properly interrupt, but it suited me just as well.

      “It’s not about my father. You should be happy to know that I’ve decided to tell the FBI everything. He needs help, and this might be his one chance to get it,” I said, wanting to start on a good note and butter him up.

      He seemed all too aware of my intent, though.

      “That’s good. I’m happy to hear that, Emily—more than you can begin to know. But there’s obviously something else on your mind, so just spit it out,” he said.

      I knew there was still time to back out, but if there was an inkling of a chance he’d agree to go with me, I was going to take it.

      “I thought, after the long day we’ve had, that you and I could go out for drinks. Visit a couple of bars, get to know each other. Relax for the first time since we escaped,” I suggested with a hopeful smile.

      His eyes only narrowed further, and it was clear he was none too pleased by my suggestion. Before I could begin to argue my point, he’d made his decision.

      “If you want to relax, you’ll have to do it here. As much as I may like you, and as much as we get along, you’re still my captive. The feds would have my head if they knew I took you out on the town,” he said dismissively.

      As I parted my lips to speak, he glared at me with force I’d never received from him.

      “I’m being serious, Emily. I have to hand you over soon, and leaving the safe house jeopardizes the entire mission. I’m sorry, but the answer is no.”

      As much as I wanted to argue, I knew it was a moot point. I should have known already that I was being transferred from one prison to another. What Owen didn’t know was that he was nothing of a warden compared to my father.

      This little jailbird planned to grow her wings and fly, whether he liked it or not.
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          Owen

        

      

    
    
      I didn’t revel in the idea of keeping Emily from having a birthday celebration. I felt awful about how I’d had to let her down, and would continue letting her down until I turned her in and never saw her again.

      I was downright miserable, and it wasn’t made any better by the kindness she continued to show me, in spite of her disappointment. She had every right to be angry; it wasn’t as if the situation was actually fair. I would probably be pissed if the tables were turned, but there she was, acting as if this were the most natural situation in the world.

      The fortunate thing about the safe house was that it was very small, and I didn’t have to work too hard to be able to keep an eye on her. The only windows were on the north facing wall, which meant there was a small window in the bathroom, as well as the windows in the living room. As I was spending much of my time on the ragged sofa positioned against the south facing wall, it meant I didn’t have to keep too close of an eye on Emily.

      It left me plenty of time to reflect on my feelings for her. She had become almost impossibly sweet in spite of how cold I’d been, and while I knew I had to do what was best for the mission, it was still difficult to shake the desire to show her a good time.

      Then again, her idea of a good time seemed to be tangling herself in the bedsheets with me, the poor repressed girl. She truly had no idea what she would be getting involved with, and once more, I battled with the thought that she wouldn’t be able to have a fling without feelings being involved.

      Emily was a source of constant surprises, however. When I thought she would veer one way and give into melodramatic antics, she seemed happy enough to sit beside me on the couch and watch television. We didn’t exactly have an expensive cable package, only having a few channels to surf through before being forced to decide on something. She assured me that she didn’t mind watching a rerun of an old football game, and truthfully, there was nothing any more interesting on.

      Hoping that she remained blissfully ignorant of the fact that she was haunting my thoughts, I glanced at her as inconspicuously as I could manage. She was fixated on the tiny television, resting her elbows on her knees as she hunched over on the impossibly hard couch.

      I wondered if the novelty of the situation had begun to wear off yet, but she’d yet to indicate as such. It was getting late all the same, and I was really ready to go to bed. I couldn’t sleep until she decided she was good and ready to do so as well, because I wasn’t sure if I could trust her not to bust out of the place.

      “You aren’t tired after all we’ve been through?” I asked, feigning a casual tone.

      She shrugged a bit, not bothering to look at me.

      “I’m a little sleepy, but I really want to get a shower in before I go to bed. I feel all grimy and…unappetizing,” she said with a slight smirk.

      I didn’t really think about her request initially, only musing that unappetizing was just the opposite of how she looked. I wanted nothing more than to pin her down on those scratchy sheets and show her what she had been missing out on for so long.

      Shaking off the thought, I was all too aware of her watching me with a timid little smile. For some reason, she seemed almost hesitant about the request, though I couldn’t exactly figure out why. I was fully prepared to send her off to the bathroom to wash up with the soap I could only hope had been stocked.

      However, a thought suddenly hit me like a ton of bricks and I realized why she might have been nervous about asking.

      With the window being in the bathroom, it would be foolish for me to allow her in there alone. She could easily turn on the shower and shimmy out the window without me being any the wiser. I was almost positive she wouldn’t do something as foolish as that, but I definitely wasn’t going to take any chances. She’d been something of a wild card, after all.

      My first instinct was to tell her that she could just get a shower after I handed her over to the feds, and it would no longer be my problem. It seemed almost cruel to deprive her of such a simple pleasure, though.

      Rubbing my chin thoughtfully, I considered my options. I could take a risk on her, but that just wasn’t going to happen. No way, no how. I mused that the only real option that held any measure of kindness was offering to supervise her while she washed up. I felt a stirring in my gut at the thought, but I made no move to voice it.

      I was almost sure she would decline. After all, who could blame her? If she decided against the shower on her own accord, however, I would feel much less guilty than if I hadn’t offered at all.

      Steeling my gaze, I tried to keep my expression cool and passive as I turned to face her. She immediately began to deflate, but against my better judgement, I reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. She reddened, awkwardly glancing at the place where my hand was resting.

      “I understand if the answer is no, Owen. I can’t expect you to put your job on the line without being sure I won’t make a break for it,” she said sadly.

      “You’re right. You can’t expect that. But, I have another option that we can consider,” I began, and she stared at me much like a deer in headlights.

      I could immediately tell where her mind was going, and as much as I’d have liked the idea of showering with her, it just wasn’t going to happen. I wasn’t going to put her feelings on the line.

      Before she could panic (or maybe even get her hopes up?) too much, I finished telling her my idea.

      “I can wait outside the shower curtain while you’re washing up, and then I’d have some insurance that you can’t escape,” I offered.

      It was obvious that she was somewhat dubious about the offer, though she began to look the part of the cat who got the canary after a moment. She took me by the wrist, pulling me in the direction of the bathroom. I was torn between disappointment that she hadn’t backed down, and a strange excitement that I didn’t dare voice.

      “Thank you so much! I’ll feel so much better after getting nice and clean,” she gushed, smiling.

      I resisted the desire to make a comment about her getting dirty immediately after, but I wasn’t entirely confident that I kept my expression from betraying my lewd thoughts.

      Dragging me the final distance to the bathroom, Emily released me and stepped away to begin undressing. It was my turn to look shocked, and I quickly cleared my throat, steering her behind the shower curtain.

      “You can undress in there,” I said assertively, and she giggled as I heard her shuffling around in the stall.

      I didn’t really know what was so funny about me trying to be considerate, but soon, she peeked her head out and handed over her clothes.

      “Seems like you don’t trust yourself to just…keep your eyes closed,” she said with a pleased little lilt in her voice.

      I couldn’t exactly reply that she was entirely right, and that if I saw her naked body, I wasn’t sure what I would do to her. I simply shrugged, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Just trying to preserve your modesty. I wouldn’t want to make this arrangement any more uncomfortable than it needs to be,” I settled upon saying, and she only laughed again before slipping back behind the curtain.

      I heard the knobs being turned, the water shooting out of the shower head in a gush.

      “Ah! Damn—cold, cold,” she cried out.

      My thoughts immediately turned to the effect that the cold water would be having on her body—specifically, a certain part of her body that I longed to play with. The thought of her nipples hardening as cold water flowed over her naked breasts sent a slithering tendril of desire coiling in the pit of my stomach.

      “It’ll warm up; don’t be a baby,” I managed to get out.

      She didn’t answer me, instead sighing in pleasure as the water got to a more bearable temperature. I could imagine her look of bliss, which would have imprinted itself on my memory forever, would I have been able to actually see it. The thought was tortuous enough.

      “Mmm, it feels so good,” she murmured, but I was almost sure she knew I could hear her.

      It wasn’t as if the bathroom was particularly large, so I was forced to remain achingly close to the shower curtain, and her naked body behind it.

      I remained silent, feeling a stirring in my groin as she continued to sigh and moan. I knew she was trying to get a rise out of me, but I wasn’t going to let her know how much it was working. I was helpless to think about anything besides tearing the curtain open and pinning her to the wall.

      “Hurry up, I don’t have all night,” I said gruffly, attempting to hide the arousal in my voice.

      She whined, peeking out of the curtain. I felt her eyes travel south, and was suddenly aware of the growing bulge in my pants. She smirked, looking me in the eye with a mischievous expression.

      “Okay, okay. You sure you don’t want to swap out? Seems like you could use a bit of alone time, unless of course—” she started, but I quickly cut her off.

      “I’m fine. Just peachy, all right? I’m just tired,” I said icily, putting a stop to whatever dirty thought was playing in her mind.

      I didn’t say as much, but I was putting a stop to my own crude thoughts as well.

      “Just let me get rinsed off. Can you grab a towel?” she asked, her voice still painfully sultry.

      I rummaged around in the cabinet, grabbing a large towel and pressing it into her waiting palm after she shut the water off. As I thought of her drying off, I realized I’d never been more jealous of an inanimate object in my life. I wasn’t even sure I’d been jealous of any inanimate object prior to that very moment.

      “You’re going to have to turn around and face the door. I’m not getting my clothes wet,” she said.

      “They’re…on the counter, then. Get on with it,” I grumbled, turning to face away from the shower. I could feel her presence behind me, steam flowing out from behind the freshly opened curtain. It would have been so easy to simply turn around and sweep her into my arms.

      “All right, all dressed,” she reported.

      I couldn’t admit how disappointed I was to see that she was telling the truth.
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      After the moment we’d shared in the bathroom, Owen seemed ready to turn in for the night. His expression was troubled, and as much as I wanted to soothe his pain, it didn’t seem as if he would be willing to give me the chance. I could tell he was attracted to me, and while I was relatively sure it was only on a physical level, I was also sure that there would be no man I’d rather give my virginity to.

      Even if I never saw him again, it was a moment I wanted us to share. I wouldn’t voice the thought, though we both knew it was well evident. If Owen truly didn’t want me, I wasn’t going to push the issue.

      At least, not when I had so much else occupying my mind. I’d been making an effort to be as kind as I could manage, even after he’d rejected my request to go out for drinks altogether. There was an ulterior motive, as I’m sure he suspected.

      No matter how suspicious he was, though, I wasn’t going to risk my plan by being cold towards him. After all, you could always capture more flies with honey than vinegar. Admittedly, I had been something of a tease in the shower. I was almost hoping he would be overcome with desire and simply have his way with me.

      Being dominated was a thought I felt rather enamored with, especially considering how easily he could pin me down and do whatever he wanted. I’d have been foolish not to notice his impeccable musculature, not to mention the sizable bump in his jeans. He had been unable to hide his reaction in the bathroom, and I could almost sense that I was wearing down his defenses.

      He was still determined to see me caged like some exotic bird, a part I was willing to play…as long as he was awake.

      In that moment, we stood facing each other at the foot of the bed. His lips were pursed, and though I had my doubts, I hoped he would sleep on the couch or something that night. He crossed his arms, looking from the bed, to the door, to the couch and back to the bed again.

      He wasn’t particularly good at disguising his growing irritation, though I wasn’t sure which of us he was more bothered by. He seemed to do a good enough job of getting sullen without my help.

      “You can sleep on the couch. There aren’t any windows in here,” I pointed out.

      He looked as if he wanted to entertain the notion, but then shook his head unhappily.

      “There’s not a lock on the door, either. I can’t risk you trying to sneak off while I’m dead to the world,” he said firmly.

      I resisted the desire to roll my eyes, determined to keep my pleasant facade up. I shrugged, gesturing towards the bed with a cheeky smile.

      “Well, somehow, I have my doubts that you’d be willing to share the bed. I wouldn’t have any complaints, so if there are really no other options…” I drawled, stretching the words out in a sexy croon.

      He flinched, and I took a moment to wonder if his arousal had abated altogether. There was almost a guilty look in his eyes, as if he wanted to do something unforgivable. At least, unforgivable in his own eyes. He could do to consider life from another perspective besides the one that had that stick so far up his ass.

      “I’m not going to sleep with you,” he said, though I couldn’t be sure how much weight the words carried.

      Did he just mean literal sleep, or was this his final rejection to my advances?

      I shook my head disdainfully, moving to slide beneath the sheets. He watched me with his mouth slightly agape, and maybe he hadn’t been finished arguing, but I was definitely done.

      “I don’t want to argue about this, Owen. You can sleep in the bed beside me, you can sleep on the sofa. Whatever you decide, I’d rather you try to do it soon. I’m exhausted and ready for some rest,” I said.

      Sighing contently, I settled into the sheets, resting my head against the pillow. It wasn’t extravagant by any means, but it would do. I didn’t plan to do any sleeping, anyway. There was no reason Owen needed to know that, though.

      Almost as if reading my thoughts, he frowned before shuffling to the closet, where there were some extra linens that had seen better days. He spread them out on the carpeted floor at the foot of the bed. I watched him with a sliver of disbelief for a moment before laughing outright.

      He couldn’t be serious. There was no way he would be so bullheaded.

      “If you try anything, I’ll wake up. I’m a light sleeper,” he announced coolly.

      I considered him with a raised brow, crossing my arms behind my head and allowing my head to drop back down. In spite of his claims, I was still confident in my ability to sneak out of the place without him knowing. Buff macho man on the floor or not, I wasn’t going to let him scare me.

      He seemed to realize I was no longer paying him any mind, so he turned off the light before dropping to the floor like a rock. He groaned softly in pain.

      “Comfortable down there?” I asked, fighting off my giggles.

      “Just great,” he replied bitterly, and I could hear him shuffling around in the little cocoon he’d made for himself.

      I rolled my eyes, well aware that he couldn’t see me now. We lay in the darkness, the silence somewhat uncomfortable, though neither of us dared to break it. I closed my eyes, going through the motions of slowing down my breathing. He shifted at the foot of the bed, and I could feel his eyes on me.

      “Good night, then, I guess. Sleep well, Emily,” he said softly.

      My lips curled into an easy smile after he lay back down.

      My good night had nothing to do with sleep, but whatever made him rest easy was good enough for me. If all went according to plan, I’d slip out of the bathroom window after he’d fallen into a restful slumber, coming back in the same way before he even realized what had happened.

      Luckily, the apartment was on the first floor, and the bathroom window wasn’t ridiculously high on the wall. It was small, but then again, so was I.

      Pretending to sleep was an easy task; it was one I had perfected years ago when I’d still lived with my father. My body seemed to think I was nearing sleep, but my mind was as alert as ever. I could hear every little sound, from the cars zooming past outside to the soft inhales and exhales as Owen breathed.

      When Owen’s breathing began to slow, some might have jumped the gun. I was perfectly intent to bide my time, however. The man being just on the edge of sleep wasn’t good enough. I wanted him in a full and restful slumber, and knew just what to listen for.

      I figured the military man would be a light sleeper, just like he’d suggested. When he began to loudly snore, I almost leapt for joy. Initially, the snoring was so loud and obnoxious that I thought he might have been faking. It was too easy; there was no fathomable way that he had fallen into such a deep sleep so quickly.

      As I quietly sat up in bed, edging towards the foot of it to glance at him, his snoring didn’t ease off. He looked at peace for the first time since I’d met him, and the worried creases at the corners of his eyes were replaced with smooth and flawless skin.

      Flawless, save for the one scar that trailed beside his eye. I couldn’t make out the faded injury in the dark of the room, but I had memorized every inch of his face.

      Moving as silently as I could, I slid to the middle of the right edge of the bed, still able to keep Owen in sight. It was still far enough that I was confident that the sound of my feet hitting the floor would be muffled. The carpet did most of the work for me, and I had never been more thankful for tacky flooring choices in my life.

      I resisted the desire to twist and turn in an excited dance, treading carefully to the door. Surprisingly, Owen had left it open, which made my job all the easier.

      Looking warily at him, I almost expected him to be seated upright and staring angrily in my direction. He only groaned in his sleep, during which I remained completely still. He smacked his lips, turning over on his side before he began to saw logs in earnest again.

      I exhaled a quiet, relieved sigh, keeping my feet light as I stepped through the door and crept through the apartment. The bathroom door was still ajar, and it was as if my prize had been presented on a silver platter.

      Inside the bathroom, I made quick work of quietly working the window open, leaving enough of a gap to squeeze through. I had to suck all my breath in as I pushed out of the window, hitting the ground with a rather loud thump.

      I winced at the sound, scrambling to my feet and peering through the window to see if he’d woken up. Thankfully, he hadn’t, and I could still faintly hear his snoring. God, how could he have expected me to sleep in the same room with all that racket? Shaking off the thought, I snuck away from the apartment building, towards the streets.

      Though I hadn’t noticed on the way in, the apartment complex seemed to be on a pretty busy strip. I could see neon signs glimmering in the night, marking all the party spots on the road. I didn’t exactly know what part of California we were in, but the streets seemed crowded in spite of how late it was.

      It was as if this city didn’t sleep. Well, neither did I.

      Walking confidently away from the complex, I joined a crowd and began to seek out the best place to celebrate my birthday. It might be kind of depressing celebrating alone, but being alone was better than being trapped in a prison with no escape. I allowed myself a cheer as I darted into the night.

      I was going to have a blast, and nothing would stop me!
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      The thing is, I had lied about being a light sleeper. Emily didn’t seem concerned with trying to call my bluff, and I waited until her breathing had reached an even tempo for some time before allowing myself to drift off.

      I didn’t expect to wake until early the next morning, at which point I would prepare a quick breakfast for the two of us before driving Emily to the FBI’s Los Angeles field office. I had gone to sleep with a faint sense of melancholy, regretting that I hadn’t been able to oblige her birthday wish.

      Finding myself being drawn from my peaceful rest, I blinked my eyes open. I wasn’t sure what woke me, as the sun was still absent from the sky and everything seemed to be as I’d left it. I sat up for a moment, stretching my arms out over my head as I yawned. I glanced towards the bed where Emily was sleeping peacefully.

      Where she was supposed to be sleeping, anyway.

      The realization that she was not in bed was a startling one, and I felt as if the breath had been knocked clean out of my lungs.

      She had to be in the bathroom. That had to be it. It was the only rational conclusion.

      Making an attempt to calm myself down, I got to my feet all the same, intent upon giving the young woman a piece of my mind. If she’d needed to leave the room, she should have woken me up.

      I could only assume that the lack of her comforting presence had been what caused me to stir, but I wondered how long it had taken me to notice that something was off. It couldn’t have been that long, especially if she was still in the bathroom.

      Please, God, let her be in the bathroom.

      “Emily,” I called out, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I strode out of the bedroom.

      The silence that answered me was a foreboding one, but I wouldn’t let myself start freaking out yet. That is, I didn’t plan to, until I saw the bathroom door wide open, and no one inside.

      Even more terrifying than her absence from the place I’d expected to find her was the window. It had been jimmied open, and the cool night air flowed freely into the safe house.

      “Emily!” I yelled, lurching towards the window and looking out.

      Had she been taken? It was unlikely, but the idea that she would sneak away from me was almost too ridiculous to comprehend—did she know what kind of danger she was in?

      I shouted out the window once more, jolting upright and banging my head against the window as someone in turn shouted for me to pipe down. I scowled, but didn’t bother biting out an answer.

      I had a captive to find, and Los Angeles was a big city. There was no telling where she had gone or what had happened to her. I had no idea how long she had even been gone. I had fallen asleep hours ago.

      Rushing through the apartment, I checked every room twice to make absolute sure that she wasn’t anywhere in the safe house. I swore loudly, hearing a thump from the ceiling and another muffled cry for me to shut up. As much as I wanted to give this guy a piece of my mind, I had more pressing matters to attend to.

      I rummaged through my suitcase, grabbing my knife before running out the door. I slammed it shut behind me, feeling a slight tingle of vindication when angry shouting followed me out the second story window. The guy could suck it. I had to find Emily, or die trying.

      As angry as I was about her jeopardizing my mission, I was actually more worried than anything. Emily was the most sheltered person I’d ever met; I’d seen twelve-year-olds with more street smarts.

      There was no telling what she might get wrapped up in, wandering the streets. We were on a busy strip, and not in the best part of town. She could be lying dead in an alleyway somewhere already.

      Forcibly dismissing the thought as it entered my brain, I kept a firm hand on my knife, just in case. I tried to think where on earth my pretty little captive could have gone, wondering if she had perhaps gone somewhere to call her father. I didn’t give the thought much merit, but maybe she had decided she liked her original cage far more than the one I’d trapped her inside of.

      If I had just listened to her little request, if I had just gone out for one drink, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. That had to have been the straw that broke the camel’s back.

      That was when it hit me. Emily wasn’t vindictive enough to abandon me altogether, and truth be told, I had my suspicions that she planned to come back before I even noticed her absence. She wasn’t going back to her father. She was just entertaining her rebellious streak; I was sure of it.

      Jesus, she was in for an earful when I caught up with her. It was just a matter of finding her among the numerous bars on the strip. God forbid she had actually ventured beyond this small area. I might never find her.

      More importantly, she might never find her way back to me.

      My little prisoner may have snuck out successfully, but I was determined to find her. As much as I tried to tell myself that this was all for the sake of the mission, that I only cared about turning her in for a big reward, that wasn’t the only thing on my mind. If she was just a prize, it would have made no difference if I couldn’t find her. I wouldn’t be reprimanded that harshly, I was sure.

      Though I wanted to ignore the truth of the matter, there was no turning my back on my feelings. I was falling for Emily Madden, and not the fantasy version I had imagined before meeting her.

      I had fallen for her flaws, her little melodramatic theatrics, her innocence…I had fallen for those beautiful brown eyes, that soft brown hair. I had become smitten with every single facet of her being, and I didn’t want things to end. Not yet, not like that.

      As much as I should have been bothered by the revelation, I suppose it was made easier by the fact that it wasn’t news to me at all. Deep down, I’d felt something for Emily all the while. I knew it, and I was sure she had been just as aware. It hurt that she would betray me by running away like this, but it was something I could move past, as long as I could find her.

      I wasn’t fooling myself into thinking things could ever really work out between us. I knew that, as soon as the time came, I would be saying my final farewell to her. I couldn’t forget the mission. I couldn’t betray my life’s work.

      Shaking off the thoughts, I scanned the crowd outside the most popular bar on the strip. If she had decided to mingle with any of the civilians walking the streets that night, there was no doubt that she would have quickly chosen the place as her destination.

      I was losing hope quickly, but as I cast a final glance over the crowd, I spotted a familiar glimmer of gold. She was still wearing that goddam gaudy necklace. God forgive me for the verbal lashing I was about to give her.

      Before I could close the distance between us, I noticed two particularly sleazy-looking guys approaching Emily. I had no doubt that it was her they were going for; she stuck out like a sore thumb if you knew what you were looking for. These guys, I was sure, were looking for an easy target.

      I strode in their direction, spotting the look of trepidation that Emily turned towards the nearest of the men as he reached a hand out to touch her arm. Her expression morphed to one of terror, and I could only guess what the guy was saying to her.

      Forcing my way through the crowd, I came to a stop in front of Emily and the two sketchy guys. I brandished my knife confidently and almost casually, smiling wickedly as the men caught sight of me. Emily followed their gaze, looking torn between relief and an even deeper fear. No, not fear—she looked guilty. She had to have known that she’d hurt me.

      “Emily, baby, are you making some friends?” I asked cordially, stepping towards her and drawing her into my arms.

      I wrapped her in a warm embrace, ghosting my lips to her ear.

      “Play along. I mean it,” I whispered before kissing her on the cheek.

      “Baby, I’m so happy to see you!” she cried out, and I had no doubt that it was the absolute truth.

      It played into the plan well enough, and I scrutinized the men as they looked between Emily and me. The man who’d touched her arm smiled awkwardly, exposing a gold tooth.

      “Oh, we were just offering to show her around. You her, uh, boyfriend?” he stammered, taking a step back as I fixed him with a glare.

      “As a matter of fact, I am. It’s very kind of you to offer your…services, but I can assure you, they’re not needed,” I said coldly.

      “What did he say to you?” I asked, whispering the question into Emily’s ear.

      “He said…he said he would show me a good time. Whether I liked it or not,” Emily managed through her ragged breathing, pressing into my arms.

      The thinly-veiled meaning in the man’s words was quite obvious, and it looked as if he was all too ready to flee the scene. His eyes were fixed on my knife, and he took a hesitant step back before meeting my gaze.

      “Did you say that to my girlfriend?” I asked, barely contained rage bubbling under the surface.

      He stuttered for a moment before turning his back on me and bolting away. His friend followed quickly behind him, and I released Emily, ready to chase them down. She kept a hand on my arm, though, causing me to pause.

      “Can we just go back to the safe…the safety of our apartment?” she implored, her voice strained.

      I noticed the near slip, and it only served to remind me just how much had been put at stake for this little act of defiance. Fortunately for her, the tears in her eyes made it impossible to remain angry.

      “Let’s go, baby,” I murmured, the pet name slipping out even though there was really no need to carry on the facade.

      Emily didn’t ask about it, scarcely seeming to notice. We walked back in silence, her hand gripped in my own.
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      Tears spilled freely down my cheeks as we walked the path back to the safe house, and though Owen clutched my hand, I knew he was silently preparing to reprimand me when we got home. Strange that the safe house felt more like a home than my old apartment ever had.

      I couldn’t get past the fact that I had not only gotten caught; I had hurt Owen in the process. I tried to catch his gaze, but he refused to look at me, keeping his eyes ahead even though I felt him squeeze my hand almost tenderly. In spite of how angry he might have been, I was comforted by the fact that he still seemed to care—even if it was just a little bit.

      Pulling open the door to the apartment, Owen gave me a gentle nudge inside. I allowed myself to be guided, making a miserable path to the sofa and collapsing onto it. He closed the door, leaning against it and letting out a sigh.

      He took a moment to shuffle over to his open suitcase, tucking his knife back into a hilt that had obviously been stuffed under his other things. I wondered if he felt as if he could trust me with the knowledge of where the knife was located, but then again, who could tell what I could be trusted with? I didn’t even trust myself anymore.

      Turning to face me, Owen appeared somewhat torn in that moment. He was still being the more responsible between us, but that was nothing new. Walking towards me, he lingered in front of me for a moment before sinking onto the couch beside me.

      He reached out to grip my hand again, and I inhaled a shuddering breath as I felt his warmth envelop me.

      “I’m so sorry, Owen. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but…I really and truly am so, so sorry,” I blubbered.

      He drew me closer, resting his chin atop my head. He rubbed my back, a steady up and down pattern that helped to soothe me. I closed my eyes, though sleep was the last thing on my mind. My body shook from the mixture of anxiety and adrenaline, but he didn’t seem to particularly mind.

      Owen was breathing slowly, in through his nose, and out through his mouth. His breath tickled the top of my head, and I realized that he was trying to guide my breathing.

      As I began to focus on regulating myself, the tears began to wane. The occasional hiccup escaped me, but once I had pulled myself together somewhat, Owen tilted his head down to meet my gaze. His breath was hot on my lips, and all I wanted in that very moment was to press forward and capture them with my own.

      I realized that wouldn’t be particularly well received, as it stood, but the desire lingered.

      “Do you know how dangerous that was?” he growled, his eyes locking on mine and refusing to break away.

      I shivered, feeling inexplicably excited by the low growl I could hear just under his breath. He was getting angry now that he felt it was safe enough to do so, and I couldn’t blame him. All the same, I felt safer with him than I ever had prior.

      “You could have been killed. The extreme jeopardy you put this mission in aside, you could have been killed, or worse. Do you not understand that?” he hissed.

      “I’m sorry about the mission,” I said, sniffling, but he only seemed to grow more agitated. He gripped me by the chin, refusing to let me look away, and my breath caught in my throat, my pulse quickening as I rested quaking hands on his shoulders.

      “Forget the mission! Did you not hear the rest of what I said, or are you choosing to ignore it? I know you’ve lived a sheltered life, Emily, but it’s time to start growing up. This is the real world, and it’s a dangerous place,” he said, his voice dangerously low.

      The sound of my pulse pounded in my ears, and I knew he was right. I had been afraid, but I hadn’t truly grasped just what could have happened to me. I liked to think that the world was better, that people were generally good at heart, but…

      “You’re right, and I’m sorry I put myself at risk. Nothing terrible happened, though. You saved me. You saved me again,” I whispered, reaching up to touch his cheek.

      There was slight stubble along his cheeks and jawline, and the sensation of it beneath my fingertips was electric. His skin was so warm, his eyes so intense. For all his rough edges, I knew he had softness as well. His heart was warm, and his lips looked perfectly kissable.

      Unable to contain myself any longer, I closed the distance between us.

      Owen seemed startled at first, and considering the conversation we’d just had, it wasn’t hard to see why. I realized something suddenly, however, something that I thought I could be no more certain of than I already had been. It seemed that the handsome soldier was going to keep surprising me at every turn, even if he wasn’t aware of it. I knew it had never been his intent to drive me to the brink of sweet madness.

      I simply knew, in that moment, that I had never wanted to be with someone as badly as I wanted to be with Owen.

      Though his lips were still at first, it didn’t take long for him to give in to the emotion of the moment. He threw his arms around me—one gentle hand on the back of my head, the other nestled against the small of my back. I gripped at his shirt desperately, having no idea what to do with my hands. I wanted to touch, and I wanted to be touched, but I had no idea where to start.

      It was hard enough to think without his lips feverishly pressed to my own, but thinking logically while making out was apparently an impossibility.

      Feeling his tongue prod at my lips, I parted them obligingly and moaned as he deepened our embrace. I wondered if all kisses were this intense, this bone shaking, or if Owen was just particularly good at it.

      Either way, I was content to remain tightly grasped in his arms for an eternity.

      When he drew away, he immediately lowered his head to kiss my neck. It was like he was a man possessed, and I could do little but mewl and gasp as his teeth brushed my pulse point. He sucked lightly at the skin there, and I pressed him closer in a way that I hoped was encouraging. It was all happening so fast, and all at once, I could feel his erection pressing against my stomach.

      He shifted his hands to cup my ass, pulling me flush against him.

      “Owen,” I moaned out, and he growled gutturally, pushing me against the back of the couch.

      For a moment, I was sure he wouldn’t stop, he seemed so caught in the moment. When my hand ghosted against the front of his pants, however, he nearly jolted off of the couch. I stared at him, wondering if I’d done something wrong.

      “I…oh, Emily. I’m sorry. I just…I got swept up, and…” he trailed off, looking like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

      I hesitated, trying to steady myself and breathe normally in place of the desperate gasps I was gulping down.

      “I would never push you into something like that, especially after…Christ, I’m sorry,” he said, tensing his hands into fists.

      I rested my hands on his own, trying to soothe his doubt. It was the last thing I wanted him to feel. I brought his hand to my cheek, urging him to touch me. After a moment, his hand relaxed and I pressed against his palm.

      “I’ve just…never done anything like that before. Everything was moving so fast, and I needed a moment to think. I didn’t think…I didn’t think you felt that way. I didn’t know you wanted me like I want you,” I said in a reverent whisper.

      He smiled gently, tracing his fingers down the column of my neck.

      “It would be a shame for me to just take your innocence in a burst of adrenaline on an uncomfortable couch,” he murmured.

      I giggled, grabbing him by the front of his shirt and pulling him in close again. When our lips touched this time, it was gentler. There was no rush. He seemed content to let me explore him, to move at my own pace. I parted his lips this time, exploring his warm and moist mouth with my tongue.

      He seemed to be struggling to keep his hands to himself, and after a moment, I drew away.

      “You’re right; that would be a shame,” I said quietly.

      I wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed—maybe both. I stood up, lingering a moment before inclining my head towards the bedroom.

      “You’re ready to sleep after all of that?” he asked, his voice laced with disbelief.

      I shook my head, smiling shyly in spite of how bold I was being. He blinked, his cheeks turning the faintest tint pinker.

      “Not sleep. I’m not going to push you into anything, either. It’s just…I kind of made my mind up about this…a while ago,” I sputtered, trying not to melt under his stare.

      He rose from the sofa, tilting his head curiously for a moment.

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?” he asked gently.

      I nodded, trying not to buckle at the knees. It would seem he sensed my dilemma, because in one swift motion, he swept me up into his arms.

      “Take me to bed,” I whispered.

      He acceded to my request with surprising tenderness, carrying me to the bedroom.
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      Laying me gently on the bed, Owen hesitated for the briefest of seconds. I stretched out comfortably, the scratchy sheets the last thing on my mind. Though I wasn’t quite sure what to do at that point, I was prepared for the handsome SEAL to take the initiative and show me what I’d been missing.

      He didn’t seem particularly rushed, looking me in the eyes as he edged onto the bed. I felt my lips curl upward as I reached out to touch his cheek. He gently took my hand, guiding it to his lips.

      Placing a kiss to the center of my palm, his eyes fluttered shut in what I could only hope was silent ecstasy. The touch of his lips on my skin, his hot breath against the softest part of my hand, these things burned in the pit of my gut. It was a fire I didn’t ever want to go out.

      He drew a hair’s width away from my hand, turning soulful eyes to meet my own. He parted his lips to speak, but I wasn’t prepared to break the silence. I slid my hand behind the back of his muscular neck, drawing him closer to me.

      Tilting his head, I touched my lips there, kissing him in a way that could only be described as timid exploration. His breath seemed to stammer, his pulse fluttering beneath my lips.

      I wondered how long it had been since he had done this. I wondered if I could ever hope to please him like someone with more experience. I didn’t voice those traitorous thoughts, however, allowing my fleeting desires to guide me.

      My hands found the hem of his shirt, dipping underneath for the pads of my fingers to touch skin I’d not yet laid eyes on. Goosebumps rose, trailing behind each little caress. I steeled myself for a moment, moving to tug the garment off of him. His hair tousled a bit as I yanked it overhead, and his eyes crinkled with breathtaking delight as I met his gaze.

      My hands shook nervously, but I found the fortitude to spread both palms across the expanse of his chest. He inhaled deeply, and I was so captured in the moment that I scarcely noticed when he spoke.

      “Are you sure this is what you want, Emily?” he murmured, keeping absolutely still under my wandering touch.

      Hoping my hesitation had not caused his arousal to fade, I snuck a glance to the bunching of fabric between his thighs. His sizable manhood strained against his pants, and I found my breath catching in my throat. I forced myself to meet his gaze once more, feeling meek under the intensity of his stare.

      “I can’t think of anything I want more,” I said honestly, making no effort to hide my desperation.

      I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anything in my life; I would gladly sacrifice my freedom if it meant spending eternity at his side. Sex was no commitment, but I would give him anything he asked. If that was all he wanted, it’s all I would need. Though I hoped he might feel some sliver of feelings for me, I didn’t waste time thinking of the future. All that mattered was that very moment, the time we were together.

      “I’m sure that’s not true,” he laughed, his modesty as entrancing as every other part of him.

      I found myself giggling, pulling him towards me as I lay back on the bed. He moved fluidly along with me, his eyes never leaving my own as his hand found its way onto my hip. His thumb brushed against the sliver of exposed skin between my pants and shirt, and it was my turn to erupt into chills.

      “You’ve just never been free before. I don’t want to take advantage of your innocence, the fact that what you feel for me is…probably not the easiest to deal with,” he said quietly, his tone turning serious.

      “For once in my life, I think I won’t look before I leap,” I said gently, leaning in to kiss him again.

      His hand shifted underneath my shirt, edging it up to expose my stomach. I felt a little self-conscious, but his expression was one of awe as he dipped his head lower, tracing his tongue around my bellybutton.

      I gasped, fisting my hand in his hair and guiding him higher. My shirt inched higher and higher, and his tongue explored every inch of my abdomen before he drew away with a wry smirk.

      “I’ll make sure you don’t regret it,” he said assertively.

      He gently tugged my shirt the rest of the way off, taking my undershirt off along with it. His eyes rested appreciatively on my chest, and I wished that I’d worn something sexier.

      “You’re beautiful, Emily,” he whispered.

      I felt my cheeks flare up with warmth, and he smiled gently before reaching behind me to unclasp my bra. I sat slightly more upright, allowing the bra to fall away and expose my breasts. I was tempted to hide behind my arms, but I managed to refrain.

      “Oh, you say that like I’m something special,” I said awkwardly.

      He cupped my breasts in his hands, his skin hot against my rapidly hardening nipples. I bit my lip, staring up at him from beneath my eyelashes. He held my gaze for a moment longer before leaning in to whisper against my ear.

      “You are something special,” he assured me.

      I all but melted at that, fully prepared to be nothing more than putty in his hands.

      Owen didn’t disappoint, carefully rolling a nipple between his fingers as he lowered his head to the opposite breast. His tongue flicked out, the sensation nearly too much to bear as the wet muscle touched one of my most sensitive spots. He swished it around, flattening his tongue against me and dragging it up before wrapping his lips around my pert bud.

      “Oh, Owen,” I gasped out, my hands fumbling blindly to grip the sheets.

      It was more than I could have ever expected or hoped for, and I felt as if I were giving myself to sweet insanity. When he drew away, I could do little but whimper and plead for more. He looked pleased with himself, thrilled by the primal reaction he had set alight within me.

      “You want to keep going?” he asked carefully, and I could feel him toying with the button on my jeans.

      “I want you to keep going and never stop,” I implored, cupping my breasts with my hands.

      He watched me with a little smirk, and I wanted to just wipe that smirk off of his face. So I did.

      I lurched upright, capturing his lips with an intensity that even I couldn’t have predicted. He easily unfastened my pants, sliding them down my hips to expose my panties. I was almost embarrassingly soaked.

      He pressed a finger between my outer lips, touching me through my panties.

      “Wow, you do really want this,” he snickered.

      I rolled my hips, desperate for the friction he wasn’t providing.

      “Stop teasing me, Owen. I want you…I w-want you inside me,” I tried to say forcefully, but my confidence petered out as he looked at me with a smug expression.

      He tossed my pants off of the bed, slowly and almost reverently pulling my panties down soon after. I squeaked at the breathy growl that slipped past his lips as I was exposed to him.

      “Slow and steady,” he muttered, more to himself than me.

      I inhaled a shaking breath, spreading my thighs to further part myself. His fingers dug into the skin of my hips, and it looked very much like he wanted to eat me alive. Before I could make a smart remark, he licked my lower lips slowly with his warm tongue.

      I cried out and thrashed, but he kept my hips pinned to the bed to keep me from moving too much. He licked me from the bottom of my soaked slit to the tip of my clit, and it was the most delicious sensation of my life.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, squeezing my eyes shut against the overwhelming sensations.

      I could feel something inside me rapidly mounting, something more intense than I’d ever felt before. However, before I could reach that blessed peak, he licked his lips and pulled away.

      “Why did you stop?” I whined, clutching his face in my hands.

      He raised up, moving to get out of his own pants. As I saw his manhood peeking out of his briefs, I felt myself growing more and more heated.

      “You did say you wanted this…” he began, freeing himself from his underwear.

      His length bounced in the air, looking almost painfully hard. If his arousal was anything compared to my own, I was surprised he could keep from plunging himself into me.

      “It’s not too late to change your mind,” he said haltingly, wrapping his hand around himself. “If you don’t want this,” he murmured.

      My heart ached at how attentive he was, how much he cared about my wellbeing.

      “Please don’t make me wait any longer,” I sighed, pulling him nearer to me.

      His skin was hot, a few beads of sweat rolling down the tanned expanse of flesh. Any hesitation he may have felt seemed to slip away as he settled between my thighs, looming over me.

      He guided himself towards my entrance, the tip pressing against me just barely, and I realized, in that moment, that there was no other man I could ever imagine doing this with.

      I’d never felt so impassioned in my life. No one could hope to compare.

      He pushed inside of me, and I bit my lip as inch after inch disappeared into my depths. He cupped my chin with one hand, pressing our lips together as he drew back slightly before pushing into me fully. I squealed, sinking my nails into his shoulders and trying to focus on the kiss.

      “Are you okay?” he asked in a hushed voice, and I nodded with much more confidence than I was currently feeling.

      He hummed, reaching down between us to press his thumb to my clit. He rubbed circles around it, slowly drawing his hips back before bringing them to mine again. The mix of pleasure and rapidly fading pain had me reeling, but I couldn’t imagine asking him to stop.

      “I’m perfect. It feels so good,” I gasped breathily, the words ringing true as he began to work his hips more rapidly, making me bounce with each thrust.

      My eyes nearly rolled back, and all at once, pleasure like none I’d felt before washed over me. I cried out, clenching around him as he continued to pump in and out. Owen seemed undeterred by the sudden tightness, and each movement was only serving to heighten my pleasure.

      “Oh, Owen!” I gasped.

      “Yes, Emily,” he shouted, thrusting once more before emptying himself inside of me.

      I felt my insides being coated with his essence, and somehow it only made the experience better. His body shook as he clenched the sheets before nearly collapsing on top of me. He managed to roll to the side, gasping for breath nearly as desperately as I was.

      There was so much I wanted to say. I longed, more than anything, to tell him how I felt. When I turned to speak to him, his eyes were closed and his breathing was beginning to even out. I rolled my eyes, but then realized that my disappearance had drawn him out of very little sleep.

      Resigning myself to keeping quiet, I grabbed his arm and pulled it around myself, settling in for a good night’s sleep. I couldn’t imagine it getting any better.
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      When I woke the next morning, Owen was no longer in the bed. I could feel the warm spot that he had previously occupied, but his absence worried me faintly. I knew I was likely overthinking it, but I couldn’t help wondering if he had decided that he regretted what had happened.

      I hoped he would tell me as much if that were the case, liked to think he would care enough to tell me if he had decided that last night was a mistake. Then again, I hadn’t even spoken to him that morning, so fruitlessly worrying wasn’t going to do any good.

      Rising out of bed, I noticed that his clothes had been tidied up, and my own were sitting at the foot of the bed in a folded pile. Well, surely he was just being considerate. I made a point of not getting dressed, walking straight out of the bedroom to seek out the man that had captured my heart.

      I found Owen in the kitchen, preparing a breakfast out of what few ingredients were available in the safe house. I watched him silently for a moment before getting the confidence up to approach him. I wrapped my arms around him, enjoying that he had at least left his shirt off for the time being. I could only hope the fact that he’d put the rest of his usual attire on wasn’t some sort of terrible implication.

      Although, if that wasn’t a bad sign, the way he stiffened in my arms certainly had to be.

      “Good morning,” I said quietly, waiting for him to relax into my embrace.

      He didn’t. Instead, he stepped out of my grip none too kindly, turning to consider me with a critical expression.

      I deflated, already aware that he wasn’t going to be the kind man he had been last night. I hadn’t been that bad, had I? I thought I’d done a pretty good job; I’d managed to get him off, at the very least. Maybe he had just been caught up in the moment and felt taken advantage of.

      Whatever the case may have been, he wasn’t happy.

      “Let’s not get too touchy-feely, all right?” he said, an edge to his voice.

      I flinched, trying to ignore the sting of his words. Clearly, I had done something wrong. I just wished he would tell me what it was, so I had a chance to make it better. I had no doubt that I had fallen for Owen in the time I’d known him, and I thought he might have felt something for me in turn. I no longer felt like a captive, if that could really even be used to describe my feelings prior to that moment.

      Staring at him, I wondered how to go about asking him what I had done to upset him. I couldn’t just ask him if the sex was bad, could I? Surely there was something deeper than that, but I didn’t want to consider that possibility too intensely.

      If it had just been an intimate flaw, I could easily dismiss that as inexperience. Maybe he would agree to a bit of hands-on practice, and I was confident that I could learn how to properly please a man. No, not just how to please any man—I wanted to know how to please him specifically. I wanted to know what touches sent a thrill through him, what jolted desire through his being.

      Realizing that it was a conversation that was likely better saved for later, I offered him a nervous smile. He didn’t return the expression, looking rather strained. He turned his attention back to the pancakes he was cooking, looking furious to see that he had taken too long to flip the one in the pan.

      He growled, grabbing the pan and throwing it in the sink—pancake and all.

      “Son of a bitch, I can’t even make breakfast like this,” he swore, storming past me to rummage through the cabinets again.

      This time, he came out with a box of cereal that had likely gone stale some time ago. I tried to keep a positive expression, flinching as he slammed the box on the table then tossed down a bowl.

      “Eat up. We’ve gotta get a move on. I’ve dawdled too much on this mission,” he said coldly.

      “W-was I that bad?” I stammered, and his expression softened slightly, if only for a moment.

      He quickly steeled himself again, and I realized that trying to talk to him was a lost cause. I sat down at the table, pouring some cereal in the bowl.

      “Is there any milk?” I tried again, hoping that he would at least answer that simple question.

      “Sorry, no. You’re just gonna have to eat it dry. They didn’t really have a lot of time to stock this place,” he replied, not sounding remotely sorry.

      I felt immeasurably silly sitting naked at the table while he paced the floor. He seemed lost in his own mind, and I wasn’t prepared to draw him out again. It seemed I was going to have to come to terms with the fact that we were pretending the night before hadn’t happened.

      Belatedly, the thought struck me through the heart like a poison arrow. I frowned into my dry cereal, realizing what a dire mistake I had made. Not only was I miles away from home and being turned into the feds; I’d also lost my virginity to a man who seemed to care about nothing but the mission.

      It was painful to think that his entire personality had been a facade up until that point. He had seemed so sincere, but perhaps he had only wanted one thing from me.

      Well, one thing aside from turning me in.

      Tears filled my eyes, and I struggled to keep my sniffles quiet. I took as much time as I could eating the depressing breakfast, musing that I could be eating at a five-star restaurant at that very moment, had I remained in Guam. I had given up everything for this stupid idea of freedom, and it seemed that I wouldn’t even get the chance to enjoy it with the man I loved.

      I’d been an idiot to think he could have loved me back. I’d been stupid to think he could feel in any capacity at all.

      “Owen, how much longer do I have with you?” I asked, noticing the subtle tensing of his muscles. “Never mind, you don’t have to answer that. I just…I was just curious,” I blurted, trying to make up for my mistake.

      “You have until you finish breakfast and get dressed. Since you’re not even eating, just go put some clothes on. We’ve wasted too much time already,” he snapped.

      He stomped into the living room, grabbing a shirt from his suitcase. I watched him for a moment, aching at the thought that everything we’d been through was just a waste of time for him. It had been so much more than that—for me, anyway.

      Jolting out of the chair as he glared in my direction, I padded into the bedroom to gather my clothes and get dressed. It occurred to me to try and escape from the bathroom window again, but I realized that I simply didn’t care enough to make the effort. Ultimately, it seemed that all I’d ever been was a glorified prisoner.

      If he wanted to turn me over, I would allow it. I couldn’t stand the thought of hurting him, even after the pain he’d caused me.

      Taking my time to get dressed, I allowed my tears to fall freely in the loneliness of the empty bedroom. I wasn’t even that angry at Owen. He was only doing a job. I had more or less forced myself on him, and he had just given me what I’d thought I’d wanted.

      Now that my innocence was gone, I had to accept that sometimes life just wasn’t fair. I couldn’t act like a sheltered child any longer. I would turn my father over, and accept whatever fate the FBI decided to inflict upon me.

      When I stepped out of the bedroom, Owen was dressed and smoking a cigarette on the couch. I hadn’t even known he smoked, and it went to show just how little I actually knew about him.

      I shuffled towards him, my arms hanging limply at my sides as I searched his expression for some semblance of the man I thought I had come to know.

      He looked pained, in a way, but maybe I was just projecting my own feelings onto him.

      “I guess we should get moving, then?” I asked quietly.

      He nodded, rising from the sofa and stubbing out the cigarette on the rough fabric. It burned a hole through it, and I was somewhat shocked by the callous action. Somehow, the simple fact that he scorned the place that was so important to me was enough to spurn me into crying again.

      His expression flickered from stony to sympathetic, and he reached out a hand as if to touch my arm. I drew away, turning to walk towards the door.

      “Yeah. I guess it’s time we finish this,” he said from behind me, his voice gruff.

      He pushed the door open, giving me a little push outside. I hesitated for a split second, glancing back into the safe house. It hadn’t been much, but it had been my one taste of something like freedom. It was the place where I’d lost my virginity. It was where I’d fallen in love…for what good that did.

      Bidding the place a mental farewell, I allowed Owen to guide me to the car, ready to accept whatever fate lay ahead of me.
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      The car ride passed in relative silence, and I struggled to keep my eyes off of Emily for the duration. I couldn’t deny that her every sniffle cracked my heart closer and closer to utter disrepair.

      I clenched my hands on the steering wheel, trying to tell myself I was doing the right thing. If it was so right, though, why did it feel so awful? Surely I hadn’t needed to be so cruel to her, but I was afraid that if I allowed myself the slightest bit of kindness, I would lose my resolve. I couldn’t afford to compromise the mission; I would effectively be ruining myself in the process.

      As I peered over at her, my heart gave a painful throb. She was so damn beautiful, in spite of her state of disarray. That damn gaudy necklace didn’t even look half bad in that moment.

      Maybe I really was losing it. It seemed more likely that I’d already gone insane, had given myself to the craziness from the moment I made love to Emily.

      As much as I wanted to believe the contrary, I had no doubt that what I felt for her was more than lust or even a simple crush. So much had happened over the course of our time together, and though it hadn’t been all that long, it still felt as if we’d known each other for an eternity.

      Could I really betray her like this? Moreover, would I allow myself to betray my own feelings by turning her into the feds without knowing what would happen to her? There was no telling what they would do with her, though she hadn’t committed any crimes.

      She had been held prisoner by her father; it wasn’t as if she’d willingly gone along with him. She hadn’t agreed to hold tight to his secrets; she had been forced. As much as I wanted to blame Randy Madden for what he had put his daughter through, I couldn’t shoulder my own mistakes off on him. I was wounding her more deeply than he ever had.

      Thinking I held some sort of power over Emily may have seemed self-absorbed, but the girl wasn’t exactly a closed book when it came to her feelings. I had no doubt in my heart that she loved me—or had, before I’d dragged her into that damn car that morning.

      It took all of my self-restraint not to make a U-turn in the middle of the road, take off down the street and…and…

      Where would we go from there? The military was all I had ever known. It had given me the freedom I’d never known as a teenager. It gave me the family I’d longed for, the kind that would accept me without forcing me into some tiny box in the middle of nowhere.

      Yet, wasn’t that what I was doing to Emily in the very act of turning her in? Stealing her freedom, shoving her back into a prison that I had more or less vowed to help her escape? She bore the title of my captive, but it had never felt quite that way. I cared about her. Wardens didn’t love their inmates.

      It was as simple as that, really. It should have been enough that I loved her.

      My eyes were drawn to her again, and she glanced towards me with a helpless sort of sigh. She had given up, and I had brought that upon her. The woman who had gotten under my skin like no one else was likely convinced I was some stone-cold asshole.

      Was I? Would I really turn her in? There really wasn’t any other option. If I fled with her, what sort of life could I have given her? It was better that I turned her in, better that she not entertain the hope of leading a happy life clutched in my arms.

      I couldn’t give her much. If I quit my job, I would have nothing. Being a SEAL was all I knew. I’d sacrificed so much to be where I was in that moment. I’d sacrificed my family. I’d sacrificed my home. But I’d come out for the better for it…hadn’t I?

      The decision seemed to be made, and I settled on the path to the FBI field office. She would be fine. She would be happy. The feds couldn’t do anything that horrible to her, could they? She was innocent, after all.

      “I’m sorry for all of this, Owen,” she said quietly, interrupting my thoughts.

      I glanced at her, raising a speculative brow.

      “What are you apologizing for?” I asked, not bothering to hide the weariness in my voice.

      I let the fact that I should have been the one apologizing hanging in the air, doomed to remain unsaid. It wasn’t that I feared showing weakness; I was confident enough to admit when I was wrong in most cases. This one was different. The fact that I was utterly and completely in the wrong went without saying.

      Even still, she raised a hand to wipe the tears from her eyes. I was relieved that she seemed to be pulling herself together, but the bitter resignation that radiated from her was anything but comforting. She reached out, resting her hand on the center console. I took it without a second thought, gripping it in my own.

      Love was supposed to be a splendored thing, yet there I sat, ruining it without a second thought. I told myself it was for the best, repeating the mantra in my head until I was almost able to believe it.

      “I shouldn’t have forced you last night,” she said quietly. “I let my feelings get in the way, and I know you don’t feel the same about me, so it wasn’t fair. I was angry at first, knowing that you planned to turn me in all the same, but I can’t stay mad. I didn’t have sex with you because I expected some higher treatment. I asked you to make love to me because that’s…what I feel for you.”

      There was something unfair about the way she’d admitted it, the way she’d been able to say she loved me with such ease. Then again, she was innocent. Her love was pure, while mine was just the opposite.

      “You didn’t force me into anything,” I croaked, though it may have been easier to let her believe as such.

      I was head over heels for her, but it wasn’t like it was something I could readily confess. It would only make things more difficult, more difficult than any of this really needed to be. If she was willing to operate under the notion that I was using her, was it that wrong to allow it? Especially when it would spare her feelings?

      “You wouldn’t have had sex with me if I hadn’t thrown myself at you. I complicated things. I knew from the start what your intentions were, and I’ve always known I was a captive. Blurring the lines only made things more difficult for both of us. Well, for me at least…” she trailed off, resting her forehead against the window.

      I remained quiet, though I wanted nothing more than to tell her how wrong she was. It was difficult for me, too; she had to know that. I’d given her no indication to suspect as much, but it wasn’t as if I were that closed-off with my feelings.

      Then, it struck me. My father hadn’t even known that I had my own dreams. He’d offered me ownership of his business because he’d felt it was the right thing to do, not to spite me. I often said he begrudged my choice of joining the military, but that wasn’t necessarily so. I hadn’t heard from him since I’d left West Virginia. He probably didn’t even know where I was right now.

      Did that speak of the limited nature of my compassion? Was I cold? How could I have gone my whole life without offering some sort of kindness to those that cared the deepest about me?

      “It wasn’t exactly a one-way street, Em,” I murmured, the pet name flowing off of my tongue without a thought.

      It felt comfortable; it seemed somehow right. She didn’t seem to notice, too wrapped up in my betrayal to even consider my words deeply. As much as I wanted to reach out and grip her chin in my hand, force her lips to my own with all the tenderness of a proper man in love, I realized that we were nearing our destination.

      It felt much like driving off a cliff, knowing that I was throwing away my chance at true happiness. Years I’d spent, longing for someone to hold close at night. The night before had been everything I’d hoped for and more.

      If only we had met under different circumstances.

      “Yeah, I feel the same,” she whispered, and I realized that I had voiced my thoughts aloud.

      She sighed sadly as we pulled into the parking lot wherein her fate would be sealed. I parked near the exit, gripping her hand more tightly in my own when she made to open the passenger side door.

      She paused, looking at me with a curious expression.

      “I’m not going to run. You don’t have to walk me inside. I wouldn’t endanger your job like that,” she assured me, using her free hand to pat the top of our joined ones.

      I kept a grip on her, staring at the building where a federal agent was waiting for me to drop her off.

      He hadn’t seemed to notice our presence, instead focusing on the screen of his cellphone. He was so wrapped up in whatever application he was fiddling with that he probably wouldn’t notice Emily until she walked straight up to him.

      “Wait,” I breathed as Emily began to draw away from me.

      Enough of the theatrics. Enough of waiting for what might have been, what could have happened. I was going to grasp the future by its damn horns.

      “What is it, Owen?” the girl who had captured my heart asked, and I reached over to fasten her seatbelt once more.

      Quickly, I shifted into reverse, keeping a close eye on the federal agent who waited near the entrance.

      “Duck, and stay down until I say otherwise,” I whispered, maintaining a steady speed out of the parking lot.

      Emily obliged, staring at me through wide and confused eyes.

      I wasn’t ready to say goodbye. Not yet. Not ever.
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      We traveled in relative silence for thirty minutes or so. Emily had yet to rise from her ducked position, and I might have been amused if she weren’t staring so incredulously at me.

      Determined to keep my cool, I refused to meet her gaze. As far as I was concerned, I had made my point well enough by refusing to hand her over. Granted, there hadn’t been an explicit refusal, but it was very well implied. I certainly didn’t want to spell things out for her. It was embarrassing enough to be gripped so fully by my feelings; I didn’t want to give voice to them.

      I couldn’t quite believe it, but I actually wanted things to work with Emily. What I felt for her was unlike anything I’d ever felt before, like stepping out into the sunshine after being locked away for years. It was the most intense feeling I’d ever felt, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. As much as I’d wanted to be close to someone, now that she had been dropped in my lap, I wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

      Emily was more wonderful than I could have ever imagined her. In the short time we’d been together, I’d been happier than I’d ever thought possible. I felt complete. Admittedly, there had been a few missteps, but…I knew what I felt. I also knew that it wasn’t a feeling I could simply smother and hope that it faded.

      “What are we doing, Owen?” she asked carefully, finally taking the initiative to scoot up in her seat.

      The drop-off point was miles behind us, and I didn’t quite know where I was driving. All I knew what that I needed distance from the place where I had nearly given up the woman I loved.

      She would forgive me; I knew. She was far too enamored with me for her own good, and more than I deserved. I decided that, for the foreseeable future, I would make sure she knew how much she meant to me.

      “I’m not willing to lose you,” I said after moment, and she looked at me as if I’d grown a second head.

      Admittedly, with how cold I had been acting, it must have seemed strange for me to have such a sudden change of heart.

      “The mission, though…” she sputtered, reaching out to grasp my hand.

      I settled our joined hands in their familiar place on the center console, giving hers a reassuring squeeze.

      “You mean more to me than any mission. I just—” I paused, fidgeting in an uncharacteristic show of nervousness. “I just hope we can avoid their radar. I’m sure that I’ll be considered a criminal for taking off with the woman I’ve been ordered to hand over to law enforcement, but it’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

      Her expression was one of obvious concern, and I was almost sure she’d think I was an idiot.

      “Do…do you really mean that? I can’t just let you throw your life away for me! It’s not fair; I don’t expect you to feel the same way as I do. I never wanted you to put your own wellbeing at stake for me,” she insisted.

      I found myself grinning a bit, stroking my thumb along the back of her hand. She seemed comforted by the simple action, though she was clearly wracked with nerves all the same.

      “It’s one of those things, Emily. You didn’t ask for me to do this. I took the initiative. I can’t deny how I feel for you anymore. I’m tired of pretending to be something I’m not. I’m sick of hurting you,” I said gruffly.

      Tears brimmed in her eyes, and I tried to keep my expression positive in spite of the horrible turn things could take. I’m sure my captive was well aware of them. No, not my captive. I would set her free if she no longer wanted me. I wanted her to be with me because it seemed to be what she wanted. If she wanted her freedom, alone, I would let her have it, for the sake of her happiness.

      “I love you, Owen, and I can’t stand the thought of something happening to you because you let your feelings get in the way of your job. I’m not worth throwing your life away,” she sniffled, rubbing her eyes with her free hand.

      I chuckled a bit, not taking my eyes off the road as I lifted our joined hands and drew them close to kiss the back of her knuckles. She shivered involuntarily, and I liked being the one with the power to make her react in that way.

      “What’s done is done, Emily. I would be throwing my life away if I gave you over to the feds. I would be betraying my heart, and that’s not something I want to do anymore. It’s probably selfish of me to assume you even want to be with me after all I’ve done, but—” I began to ramble, cut off by her melodic laughter. It was music to my ears, an utter joy to hear.

      “I can’t just turn off my feelings. I’ve completely fallen in love with you, and there’s really nothing you could to change that,” she told me, smiling.

      My heart fluttered in my chest, and my confidence wavered for the shortest of moments. How could this beautiful woman love me after all I’d done to her? I didn’t deserve her kindness.

      “You’re overthinking it. If this is what you want to do, for once just go with the flow,” she said comfortingly.

      Her confession of love—deep, true love—didn’t strike me until a few moments later.

      Emily was patiently waiting for my response, and I could see the faintest glimmer of hope in her eyes. There was no doubt in my heart regarding how I felt about her, and things may have been moving fast, but it didn’t change how desperately I loved her.

      “I love—”

      I paused in the midst of my confession, feeling my phone vibrating in my pocket.

      A sense of dread washed over me, and I pulled out my phone to see who was calling. My worst fears were confirmed when the name ‘Gomez’ flashed on the screen.

      I pressed a finger to my lips to signal her to remain silent. I was certain we’d been found out, but I could still entertain the hope that we might put some distance between ourselves and the FBI. Swiping my phone to answer, I managed to keep my voice steady.

      “Commander. To what do I owe the pleasure?” I said calmly.

      For her part, Emily’s eyes looked as if they would pop out of her head, looking more like a deer in headlights than ever before. She bit her knuckle to keep quiet, her breath shuddering. I smiled gently at her, trying to appear reassuring, though I certainly didn’t feel the most confident.

      “Caldwell. I’ve got some bad news, and I called you as soon as I could. Intel shows that Emily Madden has gone missing, so the mission has been put on an indefinite hold. It’s a disappointing turn of events, but we’ve decided to take another direction in catching her father,” Gomez explained, sounding somewhat preoccupied.

      My heart leapt into my chest, and I was struck by the thought that there was no way I could be so fortunate. Crossed wires where intel went missing was something that almost never happened. I swallowed the lump that had formed in my throat, keeping my voice casual.

      “That explains why I couldn’t find her. Hell, I thought I’d ended up in the wrong place or something,” I joked, all too aware of Emily’s eyes drinking me in with desperation.

      Gomez laughed, sounding altogether nonplussed by the turn of events.

      “Well, as you can probably guess, you’re free to come back to the base as soon as possible. It might be a bit slow here, but maybe you’ve had your fill of excitement for a while,” Gomez chuckled.

      I thought quickly before responding.

      “Actually, since I’m due some time off, I was wondering if I could take a couple of weeks off. Guam is really nice, and I’d like the chance to see the place without searching for some runaway kid,” I said smoothly, and Gomez hesitated for a moment.

      My breath caught in my throat, and I wondered if I had pushed too far. However, Gomez simply chuckled, and I could hear him shuffling some files around.

      “I can understand that. Yeah, you have two weeks’ leave that you’re free to take, so I’ll go ahead and mark you down. Have a good time, Caldwell, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” he said, the smile obvious in his voice.

      I smiled, swiping my phone to hang up and breathe a sigh of relief. Emily was looking imploringly at me, but I had a decision to make. If I kept my job, it would only be a matter of time before they caught on to the fact that I’d helped Emily escape. I had two weeks to make a decision, but truth be told, the decision was already made.

      Certain that I wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with the woman in the passenger seat of my car, I decided that that after my two weeks of paid vacation were up, I would begin the resignation process. It was something of a heavy decision, especially considering all that the men at the base had done for me. Though he was my superior, Commander Gomez had always felt more like a friend. As much as it killed me to throw away the life I had forged up until that moment, I was determined to do right by Emily.

      Glancing at her, I placed my hand on top of her smaller and delicate one. She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, the anxiety of the entire situation still seeming to send jolts of nervousness through her. As I felt her racing pulse, I realized I had some explaining to do.

      And, as we drove out into the Californian desert, I knew it was the first step in the rest of our lives.
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      It was difficult to tell which was more intense—the anticipation of knowing we’d been caught, or the desperate hope that I would finally get a taste of freedom. Owen wore a somewhat pensive expression, focused on the road as we took an exit off the freeway. It was more or less empty, seeming to lead farther away from the suburbs and into the desert.

      His lips curled as he glanced at me from the corner of his eye. It was all I could do to keep from outright begging him to tell me what had happened on the phone. He seemed far too composed for the situation, and when his hand found my own again, I struggled to calm my racing heartbeat.

      “Their intel shows that you’ve gone missing,” he began, his voice shaking.

      My entire being was gripped with fear at the idea of the FBI already knowing that Owen had helped me escape, and I stuttered for a moment, fighting tears. He wasn’t done talking, though, and his voice was tinged with disbelief as he spoke again.

      “They’ve decided that the mission is a wash. They’re turning their attention to other ways of bringing your father in. As far as they’re concerned, you have ceased to exist,” he continued, sounding almost giddy.

      The idea that they had given up on finding me was a surprising one, but I knew Owen wasn’t so malicious as to make up something like that on the spot. He was smart, but if he hadn’t been interrupted before the phone call, I was sure he was going to confirm that his feelings were as deep as my own.

      I tried not to get too wrapped up in that desperate hope, but the expression he fixed me with as we made our way deeper into the Californian desert set alight a burning desire in me.

      “I don’t understand. They’re not going to come looking for us?” I asked.

      He grinned, shaking his head. My heart was nearly pounding out of my chest, and it was all I could do to keep from lurching across the center console to passionately lock lips with my savior.

      “But…you’re going to be returning to your base in Hawaii after two weeks, right? So I might never see you again,” I said, the realization settling on me like a ton of bricks.

      He sighed, pulling the car over to the side of deserted road. I realized we were going to have a very serious conversation, and I wasn’t sure I was prepared to have my heart shattered.

      “Emily…as much as my life in the military has meant to me over the years, I have no doubt in my heart that you mean even more. It’s soon, I know, and I’ve never been one to rush my feelings, but I’m also not one to ignore them when I feel so strongly about someone. When Gomez called, he interrupted something I’ve been biding my time to say. I wanted it to be perfect; I wanted it to be romantic…” he explained, leaning back in the driver’s seat.

      I tried to remain calm, but the hitch in my breath had to be noticeable.

      “What is it, Owen? You know you can tell me anything,” I whispered, my heart pounding so frantically that I was surprised he couldn’t hear it hammering against my ribcage.

      He smiled, a gentle expression as he reached out to grip my chin in his hand. I exhaled a quaking breath, the anticipation building up to a near crescendo inside me.

      “Emily, I would give up anything as long as it meant we were together. I love you, with a passion and certainty that I’ve never felt for anyone else. In two weeks, once I’ve received my vacation pay, I will be resigning from my job. I’m going to give you a taste of the freedom that you’ve longed for, for too long. I just want to be sure that’s what you want…to remain by my side,” he said with adoration in his eyes.

      I was unable to swallow my gasp, the sheer ecstasy of knowing that the man I’d given my virginity to loved me. He actually loved me.

      “I’m free? You…love me?” I stammered, almost unable to believe it.

      He laughed, a loud and joyous sound as he lurched across the car to capture my lips in a tender kiss. Tears spilled down my cheeks, though this time, they were tears of joy. I couldn’t believe that after so many years of being a glorified prisoner, I was free. Not only that, I would never have to worry about being alone.

      Threading my fingers in Owen’s hair, I deepened our kiss with a desperation that I was almost embarrassed by. He moaned into me, pulling away all too soon and fumbling with his seatbelt. I watched him with a curious expression, the heat building in my gut as he pushed the door open and all but fell out of the car. He circled around to my side, and I obligingly unfastened my seatbelt when he threw my door open.

      “There’s more room in the back,” he suggested, his voice gruff.

      I tried not to sweat under the intensity of his stare, jumping out of the car and squeaking as he pressed me against the door. His attention was anything but gentle, the complete opposite to the first time we made love. There was desperation on both parts, and I squealed as he nudged a knee between my thighs. His lips found my neck, nipping and kissing the sensitive skin there.

      “You drive me crazy,” I gasped, and he flicked his tongue to my earlobe.

      “You haven’t seen anything, yet. I’m going to rock your world,” he whispered into my ear, his breath hot.

      I whimpered, wrapping my arms around his neck as he grabbed me under my rear and guided me into the backseat. He tossed me inside, and I made a desperate attempt to shimmy out of my pants. He watched me with hungry amusement dancing in his eyes, like a cat playing with a mouse.

      “Please, please. I want you so bad,” I pleaded, lifting my hips as he helped me with my jeans.

      He slid them down my legs slowly and sensually, his fingertips grazing each inch of exposed skin. When he got to my feet, he grinned and tossed my pants into the front seat. He leaned in, grabbing me by the ankle and pressing a kiss to the top of my foot before dragging his tongue up my leg.

      I moaned, unable to form actual words as he worked me up higher than I’d ever been before.

      “We’re going to take this nice and slow. There’s no rush, anymore. We’re free, baby,” he murmured.

      He drew away, tossing his head back and shouting towards the sky.

      “We’re free!” he cried out, and my arousal only surged as he crawled into the car, slamming the door shut behind him.

      The air conditioner was still blessedly pumping out cool air, but my skin felt like it was on fire. Owen loomed over me, pulling his shirt off over his head and sitting back to watch me for a moment. The ravenous look told me all I needed to know about how passionately he would make love to me.

      “Touch me,” I whispered, sitting up a little to shed my shirt and bra.

      He palmed my breast, then pinched my nipple, causing me to cry out in a mix of pleasure and pain. My panties were already uncomfortably damp, and we’d barely even gotten started. He gently rubbed my breast after the pinch, soothing the tingle that remained.

      “Too much?” he inquired softly, leaning in to press a kiss to the stiff peak.

      I groaned, shaking my head desperately.

      “More. More,” I demanded, pressing a hand to the back of his head.

      He allowed himself to be pressed flush to my chest, gripping the nipple opposite the one he’d pinched in his teeth. They were just barely touching the skin, but it was enough to make another gush of wetness soak my panties. I hadn’t orgasmed yet, but I was so damn wet just from his teasing.

      If the buildup was doing so much to me, I couldn’t imagine how it would feel when he was hilted inside me again.

      Owen seemed to be in no rush, removing his teeth and sucking on my rosy bud. I all but screamed, dragging my nails down the expanse of his back.

      “Someone’s eager,” he murmured against my skin, his breath hot.

      I whined, rolling my hips towards him. I needed friction, desperate for his experienced touch between my thighs.

      He hummed, the vibrations against my nipple setting loose the shout I’d managed to contain up until that moment. He grinned, kissing his way down my stomach and settling between my thighs. The car was cramped, but I couldn’t think of anywhere I would rather be.

      Looping his fingers in the waistband of my panties, he slowly eased them down. The slick that had seeped out of me clung to them, and I watched with an inexplicable thrill as he tossed them in the same direction he’d tossed my pants.

      My breath stuttered as he leaned in, spreading my outer lips with his fingers and giving me a slow, sensual lick. My body stiffened, and it was nearly enough to make me come undone on the spot. He peered up at me from between my thighs, lapping at my slit as he grasped my hips in his hands. He drew me closer, sloppily enjoying every drop.

      I might have been embarrassed by the sounds if I weren’t so taken with him. In the moment, it only served to heighten the sensations.

      Teetering on the edge, I grabbed at him with fumbling hands and brought him up to kiss me. I could taste myself on his lips, and I whimpered into his mouth as I felt him shift his hands down to his own pants. I was smitten, driven to the very brink of ecstasy as I saw his massive member spring free.

      “Please, Owen. Just…put it inside me,” I gasped, reddening at how crude I sounded.

      He moaned in response, wrapping his hand around his girth and pressing the tip against me. I wrapped a leg around him, pulling him against me without any further hesitation.

      Owen gasped as he was hilted inside me, his body shaking as he desperately locked lips with me. I was almost sure he would take my breath, my lungs feeling as if they would burst. Somehow, that only made me hornier.

      “You’re so perfect. I love you so much,” he whispered.

      I stared adoringly at him, burying my face in his neck. I pecked tenderly at the skin there, my body pleasantly sore as he pistoned into me. I felt myself being brought higher and higher, and when I thought I couldn’t take any more, I clenched around him, crying out his name in the steamed-up car. He continued to jerk his hips, prolonging my orgasm and driving himself closer to his own.

      When I thought I knew all the pleasure there could be, fireworks shot off in my head as another orgasm tore through me.

      The sensations were nearly enough to make me cry, and I threw my head back as my entire body shook with delight. He gasped out my name, ducking his head and filling me up one more time before he was enveloped in his own orgasmic bliss. His mouth hung open, and he panted desperately.

      I allowed my head to sink into the cushion of the back seat as I stared into his eyes.

      “Is this what freedom feels like?” I whispered, my voice laced with awe.

      He chuckled, remaining inside me as he began to affectionately pepper my face with kisses. I grinned, happily wrapping my arms around him as he showered me with affection.

      “Freedom, yes, and love. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” he cooed.

      “I can’t think of anywhere I would rather be, than here with you. I never thought I would know what love was like. I didn’t think I’d ever know something like my parents shared. Now…now I know how much I was missing. It makes the years of being alone worth it, being here in your arms now,” I confessed earnestly.

      “You’ll never be alone again, Emily. I will spend the rest of my life showing you how much I care about you,” he murmured.

      It hit me, in that moment, that I truly had the rest of my life to live as I pleased. I didn’t have to worry about being locked in a gilded cage any longer. I thought I had known happiness, but the truth was that I’d never been truly happy before that very moment.

      Funny, how being kidnapped was what it took to make my life worthwhile. I wouldn’t have changed it for the world.
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      The following month was the most excitement I had ever experienced. Owen was eager to show me everything the United States had to offer, and I was happy to let him be my guide. We traveled from the bottom of California, making a winding trip through all the inland states, where I was told we would end up in Florida when all was said and done.

      Owen was oddly nervous around the midway point, and I was somewhat confused to see that we were going on a path that didn’t seem to match what he’d outlined. If it had been any other man, the unexpected diversion might have caused me to worry. As it stood, I was content to let him take me wherever his heart desired.

      I paid close attention to the road signs, trying to determine our end destination without asking him outright. I had my suspicions, but when I saw the sign that read ‘Welcome to West Virginia’, I was sure my heart would explode from the sheer excitement I felt.

      “Are we here to see your family?” I asked gently, receiving a somewhat nervous smile in response.

      It wasn’t usual for Owen to lose his confidence, but I could tell he was really going out on a limb. I wasn’t sure how his parents would react to meeting me, but he seemed even less sure of how they would react to seeing him. I could deal with them not liking me, but if they were cruel to their son, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep my cool.

      “I might not have always gotten along with my dad, but I know he loves me. My mother will be thrilled to meet you, especially if she thinks there’s any chance in hell I might give her grandchildren. She’s kind and sweet and I’m sure she’ll love you. It’s just a matter of how they’ll feel about seeing me after so long,” he said quietly.

      His hands tensed on the steering wheel, and I could tell he was deeply bothered by the idea of his parents being unhappy to see him. I was sure he had nothing to worry about, and planned to tell him as such.

      Before I could get the words out, however, he pulled into the driveway of a small brick house with a white picket fence. It was quaint and pretty, and I was excited to see what kind of life Owen had experienced growing up. I turned to face him, eager to get out and introduce myself. He seemed anxious, twitching somewhat as he stared at the house.

      “Well, time to bite the bullet,” I said, reaching out to rub his arm soothingly.

      He met my gaze, smiling and nodding with more confidence. We got out of the car just as an older couple stepped out of the house, a handsome gentleman that I could immediately place as Owen’s father looking rather shocked to see us. Owen parted his lips to speak, but his mother rushed towards him with a squeal of delight.

      “My baby! It’s been so long since you’ve been home; look at you! All grown up and handsome,” she cooed, reaching out to smoosh his cheeks.

      He blushed, drawing her into his arms and hugging her tightly.

      “It’s so good to see you, Mom,” he said quietly.

      She smiled, wiping a happy tear away from her eye. Then, she turned to look at me. I offered a little wave, not sure what else to do—it wasn’t like I’d ever met a boyfriend’s parents before. Her eyes widened, and she rushed towards me with an excited flap of her hands.

      “And who is this? Gary, Owen has brought a girlfriend home,” she called.

      I giggled nervously, suddenly aware of the intense stare of Owen’s father. He stepped towards me, his expression cold for a moment before he broke into a smile. He offered his hand, and I shook it firmly.

      “So, you must be the one who convinced our son to pay a visit,” he guessed.

      I shook my head, gesturing for Owen to step closer.

      “No, this was all Owen’s idea, sir. He really wanted to see you. Both of you,” I said reassuringly.

      Gary looked unsure, but Owen stepped towards him and offered a hug. The two smiled before embracing, and I felt honored to be witnessing such a moment—the moment a family reformed. I felt myself being pulled into a group hug with Owen and his parents, feeling a bit awkward but more pleased than anything.

      “So, what brings you two here? Not that I’m complaining by any means, but it is something of a shock to see you, Son,” Gary inquired, and Owen stammered for a moment before pulling me forward.

      “I wanted…I wanted you to meet my girlfriend, Emily. I thought it was only right that you meet the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with,” he said, regaining his confidence towards the end of his statement.

      His father looked impressed, and it was my turn to have my cheeks smooshed by his mother. I laughed a bit at the attention, allowing Owen and his parents to lead me inside. They exchanged chit-chat as we walked, and I wondered if they liked me as much as they seemed to.

      We stayed for dinner, but Owen seemed to have a lot on his mind as he picked at his food. His parents chatted amicably with me, but I couldn’t help feeling as if something were wrong. I didn’t quite understand why my boyfriend looked so troubled, and every time I caught his eye, he averted his gaze away. I frowned, glancing back towards the homemade beef stew his mother had prepared.

      “This stew is better than anything I’ve ever had in a restaurant,” I said amicably, and Owen’s mother, Barb, looked tickled pink by the comment.

      “I’ll have to write down the recipe for you, honey. Owen loves…well, he usually loves the stew I make. Honey, is there something bothering you?” she asked gently, reaching out to touch her son’s hand.

      Owen flinched, glancing towards me with something akin to fear in his eyes.

      “I’m fine, Mom. I just—” he paused, pushing his chair back from the table and standing up.

      His parents stared curiously at him, and I was ready to make an excuse for us to leave the table, but Owen circled around to my chair, fumbling in his pockets. I tilted my head curiously, watching with confusion as he dropped down to one knee and pulled something out of his pocket.

      I felt my heart catch in my chest, my pulse quickening as I realized just what was happening.

      “Owen…?” I inquired nervously, meeting his gaze.

      He managed a smile, and his mother gasped as he popped open the velvet ring box gripped in his hand. I had seen my share of diamonds in my lifetime—my father threw gifts around like it was going out of style—but while it was obvious that Owen hadn’t been able to afford some overly expensive ring, it was without doubt the most beautiful thing I’d ever laid eyes on.

      “Emily, there aren’t a lot of things I’ve been sure of in my life. I wasn’t sure about my future, I wasn’t sure about what I wanted to do with my life, and I definitely didn’t know if I would ever fall in love. That is, until I met you. The time we’ve spent together has been the happiest of my life. I would give anything and everything in the world to make you as happy as you’ve made me.” He paused, taking the ring out of the box.

      Watching as he struggled with his words, I resisted the desire to scream out an answer. I would let him take his time and get out everything he wanted to say. He seemed appreciative of my patience, gripping me by the hand.

      “I love you,” I said, and he smiled as if it were the first time I’d ever said it.

      “I love you too, baby. Which is why I want to know…Emily Jasmine Madden, will you make me the happiest man on the planet and do me the honor of being my bride? Will you marry me?” he asked.

      Tears spilled down my cheeks, and I offered him my hand while silently nodding, not trusting myself to speak.

      Owen laughed, slipping the ring onto my finger before leaping to his feet. He gathered me in his arms, pressing a kiss to my forehead as his parents clapped joyously in the background.

      “Congratulations! Oh my, I’m so happy I could see this moment,” Barb squealed, while Gary smiled, giving us a nod of approval. “I just have one teensy tiny question, you two,” the older woman continued.

      Owen looked at her as if he could predict what she was going to say.

      “What is it, Mom?” he asked, glancing towards me with a sly smile.

      “When can I expect grandkids?” she said seriously.

      Owen grimaced, but it was all I could do to keep from erupting in laughter.

      “First, the wedding. Then, grandkids,” Owen’s father said firmly.

      I couldn’t have agreed more.
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      Our wedding was a small ceremony that was only made possible by selling the necklace my father had given me what seemed an eternity ago. Of course, I’d asked his permission before doing so.

      It turned out that my father had turned himself over to the FBI around a week after my disappearance. He was finally ready to make things right, and he could see why I had chosen to leave behind the life that had been forced upon me. We spoke on the phone every few weeks, and I had been to see him in prison.

      We’d decided to move to Mexico after our U.S. road trip, having fallen in love with a beach town we found on our travels. It was the perfect mix of what felt like home to each of us—just as tropical and beautiful as Guam and Hawaii. Plus, there was no risk of the FBI finding out Owen had stolen me away and married me.

      It was a small ceremony, and a short one as well. Owen and I were eager to get to the house we’d purchased, using what money remained from Owen’s service with the SEALs. I wished my father could have been there to give me away, but things didn’t always go as one might have planned.

      However, there was something to be said about pleasant surprises. After all, I’d never planned to get kidnapped and marry my captor, and yet there he stood at the end of the aisle, tears in his eyes as I walked along to the tune of the bridal march.

      It was a beautiful moment, but there was something to be said for simplicity. We exchanged our vows, slipped on our rings, and all but danced away from the service. Getting married was the happiest moment of my life by far, but I was also ready to enjoy the honeymoon in our new home.

      The house was nowhere near as extravagant as the estate I’d grown up in, but it was still plenty spacious. What it lacked in size, we made an effort to make up for with amenities. We got a jet bathtub and the comfiest couch we could find, and the view from the back porch was truly stunning, looking out over the ocean. My main concern at the time, however, was our king-size bed.

      Owen carried me over the threshold of the front door like a proper gentlemanly groom, and as I was carried through the house, I couldn’t help making a mental note of all the places I wanted Owen to make love to me besides the master bedroom. The tub, the sofa, against the refrigerator, and even on the porch all seemed suitable decisions.

      For our first time as husband and wife, however, my gorgeous military man wanted to keep it traditional.

      My new husband didn’t waste any time in pinning me to the bed, and as much as I wanted to keep my dress from getting rumpled, I was all the more concerned about getting out of it. He helped me to shimmy out of the garment, pulling it off and tossing it to the side of the room as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Truth be told, neither of us seemed to have any concerns while we were in each other’s arms. He kissed me gently, holding his lips against mine in a tender kiss. I pulled him down on top of me, running my hands down his sides as I marveled, not for the first time, at how handsome he was in his suit.

      A shame to rip him out of it, but I had never been the most patient woman in the world.

      “If you don’t take that suit off, I’m not going to guarantee it will survive as anything more than tatters on the floor,” I said, my voice husky.

      He laughed, moving to unbutton his jacket so slowly that I was sure Christmas would come and go before he got it off.

      I pouted, trying to help him as he disrobed. However, he simply took off his tie, tying my hands behind me so I couldn’t jump the gun.

      “You’ve gotten so impatient; it’s hard to believe you went 21 years without having sex, and now look at you,” he teased, grinning cheekily.

      I whined, but didn’t tug too hard at the tie restraint. Honestly, it was kind of sexy, and I didn’t want to get out of it until my new husband directly expressed that he wanted me to.

      He pressed me back against the bed, looking so deeply into my eyes it was like he could see my very soul.

      “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been waiting for this moment?” I asked, breathing a sigh as he ghosted his palm to my breast.

      He hummed under his breath, seeming to give the question some thought.

      “I guess since I asked you to marry me a month ago. What a long and tortuous month it must have been,” he teased.

      All right, so maybe I was being just a tiny bit dramatic. How could anyone blame me? I was the luckiest woman in the world, with the most handsome husband in the world.

      “I never actually thought I’d wind up married. Excuse me for being a little excited,” I sighed, tilting my head back as he kissed my neck and began to suck.

      I could tell that he was going to leave a mark, and I had no doubt that marking me as his own was very much all part of his plan. He nipped at the bruising skin, kissing his way down my chest. He had offered to shave his stubble for the wedding, but I so loved the feeling of it against my skin. It tickled, feeling the slightest bit scratchy against my breast, but I loved every minute of it.

      “Well, just because you’re excited doesn’t mean you get to be a bad girl,” he teased, tracing his fingertips down the expanse of my stomach.

      As he dipped his hand beneath my underwear, I breathed a sigh as he dragged his finger along my lower lips, gathering the moisture there. I’d been turned on from the moment I saw him in his fancy suit, but I wasn’t going to give him a big ego by saying as much.

      Owen laughed mischievously, and I grumbled, feeling even more moisture gather in spite of myself.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “You either got worked up really fast, or you’ve been thinking about this all day,” he teased.

      I rolled my eyes, giving my hips a suggestive little jerk.

      “You say that like you haven’t been thinking about it all day. Anyway, enough talk—aren’t you going to show me why I married you?”

      He didn’t seem to mind my attitude, pulling down my panties and watching me lovingly.

      “And here I thought it was for my personality,” he teased, shifting out of his dress pants and boxers.

      I sighed as he lowered himself on top of me, nudging my thighs gently and stroking himself all along my entrance. I whined at the teasing, but he didn’t seem inclined to give me what I wanted all that soon.

      I parted my lips to complain, only for a sharp squeal to erupt from me as he plunged inside.

      “Mouthy, mouthy girl,” he scolded, grinning.

      “Oh, you love what I do with this mouth,” I moaned, wishing my hands were free to tangle in his golden locks.

      There was something about not being able to touch him, though, something that brought me to new heights. He moved slowly, patiently, working me up to an agonizingly pleasurable peak before I could even properly beg him to make me his. That didn’t stop the words from spilling past my lips, however. I wrapped my legs around him, the one thing I could do to edge him closer.

      Continuing to keep an even and steady pace, I wasn’t sure how many orgasms he’d subject me to until he finally came. I thoroughly enjoyed the process of finding out, though.

      When he pressed his lips desperately to mine and began to piston furiously inside of me, I had already orgasmed four times. When he emptied himself inside of me, filling me to the brim with even a bit of spillover, it made for the fifth.

      “Oh my God,” he moaned, falling limp beside me.

      He drew me into his arms, resting his chin atop my head as I nuzzled into his chest.

      “So, this is what it’s like to be married,” I murmured, sighing as he untied my hands.

      I caressed his cheek, feeling so much love in that moment that I thought my heart might burst. He seemed equally taken with the moment, tilting his head to meet my gaze.

      “Well, that’s the fun part, anyway,” he replied.

      I rolled my eyes, giving him a light shove.

      “One of the fun parts. It’s exciting to think about the future we’ll spend together, isn’t it? Wild and free, without a care in the world. We have the rest of our lives to have fun together. I can’t think of anyone I would rather spend my days with. I love you, Emily,” he murmured.

      I felt tears pool in my eyes and gave him a soft kiss on the lips.

      “I love you, too. Here’s to our future. Here’s to love. Here’s to us,” I said softly.

      He chuckled, his breathing slowing to an even pace as he gave himself to the exhaustion of a long day spent making memories. I took comfort in the fact that we had years to make millions of wonderful memories together.

      Placing my hand on my stomach, I giggled as I wondered if we would be fulfilling his mother’s wishes sooner than anyone expected. Happily, I fell asleep, knowing only one thing for certain about our future.

      I would never have to live in a cage again.

      

      
        The End
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