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      Him

      

      The tension in the room is high. Stepping into my dress pants and buckling my belt, I can hear Ava’s heavy breathing all around the room. I knew my suggestion would throw her off balance, but I thought she would be a little bit excited at the prospect of letting her hair down. A night to relax – just her and me. She pushes past me on her way to the bathroom mirror, she’s digging for a fight, with the hope of derailing our evening. I smirk at her, determined not to let her worries fuel my already building hesitation. “I would’ve moved out of the way if you’d asked,” I tell her. I poke my head into the bathroom to see what her witty comeback is, and I see her meticulously applying the deep red lipstick on her plump lips. Moving in a circular motion, the “o” she forms with her mouth, has my dick curious as to how it would look with her painted lips around it. I walk into the bathroom and stand behind her, close enough so she knows exactly where my thoughts are headed.

      “Move your dick away from my ass,” she sasses. Chuckling, I lean my head close enough to her ear and try to push her white satin wrap off her shoulders.

      “But, babe, you love my dick.” I whisper.

      “Cage.”

      “Ava.”

      “If you want tonight to happen, you’re going to have to let me finish getting ready.” She fixes up her wrap, so it’s tight and there is no way I can see what is underneath.

      “You know I’m happy to stay home and fuck all night, but this was your suggestion.”

      All I hear is “fuck all night”, and my mind goes haywire. I can’t even remember the last time we fucked all night. I have to remind myself tonight has a purpose and I should not be distracted by visuals of my dick thrusting in and out of her red-stained mouth.

      “Fine. I’ll wait for you in the car.”

      Just as I’m convinced I’m going to have to go back inside and drag Ava out of the house, the car door opens and her gorgeous long legs slide right in. My eyes make their way up her body and I notice the length of her dress rises to the middle of her thighs, when she sits down. The dress is tight and hugs her perfectly. She looks mouth-watering.

      “Are you going to drive?” her voice snaps me out of my not-so-subtle ogling.

      “Sorry. Yeah, you just… you look beautiful.”

      “Oh,” she says. I’m not sure why she sounds surprised, I always tell her how beautiful she is. Her fingers rapidly tap her thighs. She’s nervous. I reverse out of our driveway and turn the music up, maybe this will help change her mood; get her mind exactly where I need it to be.

      The silence stretches throughout the car, it’s not tense, but the mood is contemplative. We’ve always been on the same wavelength, but lately everything we’ve worked so hard to achieve seems like it’s falling apart.

      Change.

      It’s our enemy, yet it comes at us so often we should be used to the chaos it creates. I have faith that we will overcome, but the pain in watching Ava retreat and become a shell of the woman I love, is too much to bear. I need her to come back to me; even if it means I have to stick my hand into the depth of her soul and release all her demons. I need her. Everything is out of focus, we’ve changed from glossy to matte and it isn’t the way that I want us to be. I deserve more, we deserve more – we have not battled the flames, lived with our scars and survived the nightmares to give up on happiness now. Our story is not finished.

      I’m hanging onto the idea of tonight like it’s a lifeline. It has to work. I need my girl on the same page as me, because letting her go isn’t an option. I will move heaven and hell for her. Make her happy, make us happy; be everything she needs, because Ava is my forever, and there’s nothing that will change that.
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      “Babe.”

      “Ava.”

      “Ava!”

      I turn my head to look at Cage. “I’ve been calling your name for a minute,” he says. “We’re here.” I’m looking at him but not really listening. Lost in the moment, I’ve convinced myself this is a terrible idea and if I can’t walk in there with Cage he’s going to leave me. This idea is his saving grace, but I don’t think I can go through with it. As usual, I will disappoint him, and this time he won’t forgive me. There’s only so much one man can take. There will be no animosity, no blame, no confusion – when my heart breaks and he leaves me, I will have nobody to blame but myself. I take a deep breath and grab the door handle, I mutter to myself some encouraging words and hope for the best. I have to try.

      The music is loud, the beat pounding in sync with the hammering of my heart. I haven’t been here in years. The minute I walk into the club, the memories play like a movie in my mind, and while the pressure of Cage’s tight grip on my hand reminds me that he is the one I’m with, all I can feel is him. My thoughts are disrupted as I walk straight into Cage’s back. Lost in my thoughts, I hadn’t noticed he’d stopped mid-stride. He turns and leans in close to my ear, “I’m going to the bar to get us some drinks.” His voice goes hoarse as he tries to speak above the noise. I pull back and nod. “You trust me, don’t you?”

      I continue to nod, “I’m just going to the bathroom.” I point over his shoulder, “Whoever is finished first meets at the booth over there.”

      He turns his head to see where I’m pointing and turns back to look at me. He lets go of my hand, holds my face, and kisses me. Leaving me breathless in the middle of the club, he walks off to get our drinks. Mesmerized by the way he commands attention, the sea of people part and stare. They notice what I already know. He’s perfect.

      The line in the bathroom is seven women long, each one more drunk than the next. Drunkenly gushing about how much sex they’re going to get when they get home, talking whilst seductively practicing their dance moves in front of the mirror as the line moves along. Finally, it’s my turn. I don’t actually need to go to the toilet. Pushing the toilet lid down, I sit there and count backwards from 60. With each minute that passes, I restart the countdown.

      “Baby girl, you finished in there?”

      “I’m here, about to piss my pants and my shorts look so hot right now, it’s going to ruin the sex vibe I got going on.” I can see her running on the spot, outside the door.

      “So, you done?”

      Standing up, I laugh to myself and make sure my dress is sitting the exact way it’s meant to. 	“I’m coming out.”

      Opening the door, the young woman pushes past me and I make my way towards the mirror. 	Looking at myself, with all the alcohol and music around me, I’m taken back four years, six months, 25 days and two hours; but who’s counting?  This exact club, this exact mirror. But I’m different. I’m older and wiser. Life hasn’t been the best to me, but I found Cage, and in him I’ve found everything. He gives. He holds. He loves.

      It dawns on me that more than 10 minutes have passed; Cage will be sitting on his own, patiently waiting; stifling his natural reaction to worry.  I need to tell him that everything will be ok, whatever issues I have with this club and my past is on me. I can make this sacrifice for him. Stepping out of the bathroom, the air shifts and the hope I felt in the bathroom disintegrates into nothingness. I knew it was only a matter of time before the past came to meet my present.

      Ava, you idiot. He’s here. Of course he is. And he’s found me. I’m sure of it. I can feel the tension start to creep up, from my spine to my shoulders – the familiar feelings of anger and hate start to flow through my veins. I’m an idiot to think he wouldn’t be here. My feet take off on their own and before I know it, I realize I’m not at the bathroom. I’m face to face with the door from my nightmares. Inside is everything I was and everything I’m not. I lift my hand and place my palm flat against the middle of the door, unsure of the message I’m sending and the emotions I’m feeling. I take my hand off and prepare to turn around. The door opens.

      “Nena.”

      My eyes lock onto his and I can feel it all. What was, what could’ve been, and what damn well shouldn’t be right now. He grabs my wrist and pulls me into the room and I don’t even protest. He pushes me towards the closest wall and in this moment I know, nothing will ever be the same. You will lose everything. Leading me to the wall is pointless; I’m already running backwards. His hold on my wrist is burning my skin, reminding me of who he is and how well he knows me. His pupils dilate. Nothing but black. I’m in hell and the devil himself is staring back at me.

      Depraved. Wanton. Feral.

      I am home.

      He slams my back into the wall and the hard surface knocks any semblance of self-preservation I had right out the window. It’s automatic. Like a choreographed dance I’ve spent years practicing and many more years perfecting, I lift my hands in the air taking my long, wavy hair with me. Lifting it off my neck, I revel in the way his body looms over mine. Lowering his face, the tip of his nose makes circles against the pulse in my neck. He brings his lips closer to my throat and switches from kisses to little licks, just the way I like it.

      His hands make their way down to the bottom of my dress. He slowly lifts the hem, cups my ass, and squeezes. His rough, calloused hands caress my ass with such reverence. This isn’t like him. While I’m questioning his gentleness, I notice the kisses on my neck have stopped. In one quick movement, the tight squeeze on my ass returns and he thrusts his fully-clothed erection into me. Like a snake, he hisses in my ear, “Bienvenida a tu casa, nena.”

      There’s the beast.

      He pushes me harder into the wall, his hands hook into the back of my upper thighs, and he lifts my legs, wrapping them around his body. My breathing picks up and the tightening in my stomach starts to move lower. He’s focused on my mouth and I impatiently wait for him to make the first move. Like always.

      He moves forward and I take it as my cue. Our lips collide and years of hunger and pain rise to the surface. Tongues. Teeth. Biting. Sucking.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” he breathlessly asks. “You know better than to run away from me.” Aligning my pussy with his dick, I feel him start to move, our clothes only intensifying the friction. I’m panting. Desperate for more. I lift my head up and let it lean against the wall, closing my eyes and letting my body run wild. Letting him own me.

      He releases one ass cheek and moves his hand to my front. His index finger moves my thong to the side and his middle finger slides up and down, spreading my wetness. “See the way you want me?”

      Hovering around my clit, his touch drives me crazy. I’m about to combust and he knows it. The teasing continues and his finger finally sinks into me. He pushes harder and deeper. I’m riding his hand, searching for release.

      “I’m going to put a second finger in, ok?” He always does this, asks like any answer I give him will make a difference. “I want to stretch you wide and get you ready for me.”

      I open my eyes and look down at his moving hand.

      “Look at me,” he demands.

      I lift my eyes and they lock with his.

      “You remember how it used to be don’t you, baby?” His second finger goes in and we find a perfect rhythm.

      I’m climbing. Higher and higher. His thumb deliberately begins to massage my clit and the urge to call out is paralyzing. This was always the hardest part. So many rules to remember, and I don’t even know if the new me can ride this wave in silence. As his thumb applies a hint of pressure, my eyes close and my body shatters into a million tiny pieces. “Fuck!”
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      She’s different. But fuck, if it isn’t a bigger turn on. I watch her face as she comes and feel the heaviness of her exhale as all the tension leaves her body. She’s spent, and I am nowhere near done. I put both hands back under her ass and hold her against me as I turn and carry her to the leather lounge that sits across the room. I sit her down, then kneel in front of her and with both hands on her knees, I spread her legs. I focus on the damp spot in her panties. “So what brings you here, nena?”

      I concentrate on her pussy, reminiscing on how it looked, how it tasted, and how it smelled. I’m hungry and horny. I only have so much restraint and the quicker she tells me why she’s here, the quicker I can move onto devouring her sweet cunt.

      I knead her thighs, moving my hands higher and higher – closer to where I want to be. “Are you going to answer me? Or are you here to let me do what I do best and fuck you?”

      She tries to close her legs, but I’m stronger. I know she will be on her back in minutes, so for the sake of whatever game we’re playing I’ll let her believe she calls the shots.

      My hands splay out over her thighs and both my thumbs skate the edge of the lace. No matter how hard she tries to deny her attraction to me, the quickness of her breath tells me otherwise.

      Wanting to read her body language, I lift my head and give my eyes the freedom to roam. Devouring every inch of her perfect body, the rise and fall of her breasts holds my attention. With a zipper running down the middle of her fitted, blood-red dress, my hands know exactly what their next move will be.

      Moving my body closer, we finally make eye contact. Taking my hand off her thigh, I reach for the zipper. “Did you get dressed tonight, hoping I would be here?” My thumb and forefinger hold the clasp tightly and I start to drag it down.

      “Maybe,” she whispers. The sound of her voice travels straight down to my dick. Hard and painful, I need to get inside her soon. The sound of metal scraping against metal echoes around the room as I open the dress all the way to her torso, leaving her black sheer bra exposed. My eyes are level with her nipples; pale, pink, and delectable.

      Pulling down the straps of her dress, I watch as it pools around her waist.

      “Take off your bra.”

      Her hands move between her breasts, and she separates the clips that hold the lace together.

      Her hands remain in front of her, like she’s trying to hide her body from me. I grab her hands, one in each of my own and move them to her sides.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I growl.

      Licking my lips, I lower my head and let my tongue touch her nipple. My mouth hovers and my tongue roams free, swirling and sucking. “Have you always tasted like this?” Letting go of one hand, I raise mine and cup her plump breast and then alternate between clutching and caressing.

      Her free hand grips the back of my head, interchanging between pushing and pulling. The sensation reminds me of how far I used to push her and how much pain she wanted to feel. It makes me want to take her back there and remind her how explosive we were together. The connection was unrivalled – the devil only meets his match once. She was my queen. My secrets were hers, and her sorrows were mine.

      The darkness was ours.

      Determined to reciprocate the delivery of pain, I stop with the tenderness and bite her nipple. She gasps. Moving to her other nipple, I make sure both of her breasts have received equal attention – every inch licked, squeezed, bitten, and sucked.

      Pushing her breasts together, both my thumbs fondle her stiff peaks as my tongue makes its way through her cleavage. As my head moves lower, my tongue takes me to my next destination. Releasing her breasts, I let my fingertips glide around and down her stomach.

      Her body trembles. The anticipation is palpable.

      My lips are pressed together, right above her clit. Inhaling deeply, the smell of her arousal only spurs me on. Swiftly, my hands push her legs apart to their furthest point, and I rush to dig my hands under her ass and lift her pussy closer to my face.

      “Ready, baby?”

      She takes control and pushes my face down and breathlessly pleads, “Please.”

      I lap up her wetness. Gliding up and down and sliding my tongue in and out, I can’t get enough. I tease her and swirl around her clit. She tugs at my hair in frustration and I bite her clit. “Fuck,” she screams. Sucking on her with unusual tenderness, I alternate between pleasure and pain. With every sigh, she has me wanting to stay here forever.

      “That’s it, baby. You’re so close.” As I thrust my finger and tongue inside her at the same time, I decide to show her who’s in charge and drive her crazy one last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          HER

        

      

    

    
      My pussy drips, and the fucker stops. I try to find my breath and focus on him. As he rises, he’s unbuckling his belt in a frenzy, but his haunted eyes never leave mine. “You were so close weren’t you, nena?” he taunts. “Keep your legs open, baby. Show me how you make yourself come.”

      He unzips his pants. Wearing nothing else, his cock is front and centre. Hard and glistening with precum, all I want to do is have it in my mouth.

      My body is on fire. I can’t wait on his instructions any longer. With my legs open wide, I use one hand to spread myself and the other one to rub my clit. I hold his gaze and watch desire dance around in his eyes. He grabs the head of his thick cock and spreads the precum, slowly stroking up and down.

      “Rub harder, baby. I need you to come.”

      My fingers move faster, desperate to please him. I can’t stop staring. Everything about him consumes me. I would be lying if I said I haven’t thought of him before this moment. The club, this room, his eyes – he was my heaven in hell.

      My body is ravenous for him. With old emotions bubbling to the surface, my greed is at an all-time high. As I watch him continuously stroke himself, my eyes indulge in the man in front of me. One more touch and I will burst.

      “Now, nena.”

      “Oh, God.” My orgasm rocks me. From head to toe my body pulsates from pleasure.

      I close my eyes and let my head fall backwards. Taking a deep breath, I exhale loudly and let my body sink into the couch.

      “Nena,” I hear him whisper, his warm breath tickling my face, bringing me back to reality. He’s close and I’m not alone. What have I done?

      Reality settles in and my head and body begin to wage a war against one another. Adrenaline races through my veins as guilt simultaneously settles in my stomach. I want to bask in my post-orgasmic haze and replay every touch. Every kiss. Every moment of unforgivable bliss. Outside these walls, responsibility and routine fill my days. Monotony has become my safety net. Convincing myself the past never happened; a new name, different hair colour, and numbness instead of emotion have guaranteed that nena can’t be found. Until now.

      For the first time since walking in this room, I think of Cage. My Cage. His eyes are the darkest of browns, yet they always manage to shine with so much light. The way he looks at me, filled with adoration and reverence. His heart is pure and his soul is mine. With him I feel clean, whole, and untainted.

      Will we ever come back from this?

      I know he can see through me, no matter how much I try to hide. The cracks are showing, and the debauchery and deceit are making their presence known, screaming at me loudly. There is a fine line between want and need, the difference between addiction and infatuation, and the way my mind unconsciously gravitates to everything I’ve tried to stay away from.

      Acknowledging his patience, I finally open my eyes and we stare at each other. This is that moment in your life that changes everything. The decision that maps out the rest of your life. The presence of good, bad, and free will.

      I’ve worked too hard to fuck up now. Like before, I’ll continue to repress. Internalize. I don’t really need this.

      Hastily I stand up, unbalanced, disorientated but determined. “I have to go,” I mumble to myself. I put my clothes on. With robotic movements I clip all my clasps and zip all my zippers. Like a hunter watching his prey, he stares as I put my clothes on. Not moving. In minutes, my clothes are in place and I can almost convince myself that nothing happened.

      I try not to be distracted by his stare or confused by his silence. It’s better this way; I don’t want to be lured back in with a soliloquy of sweet seduction. Like a ticking time bomb, the clock started the minute I walked into this room. This is my only chance to cut the wires and avoid decimation.

      Turning away from him, I stalk towards the door. My body feels lighter with every step I take, closer to the new me, closer to my safety net. Done with the temptation, I place my hand on the cold, silver door handle and press down. Before I can pull the door open, his arm flies past the side of my head and slams the door back shut, my hair is being pulled with his other hand and my head snaps backwards. Heat and tension radiate off his body.

      “It was great watching you think you were leaving here before I fucked you,” he murmurs.
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      I’ve got her hair pulled so tight the length of her neck is exposed. Her veins are stretched and the thrum of her pulse visible. If I could fuck her like this I would, but I love the chase. I want to play hunter and prey. Coax her and then pounce. Remind her that there is no shame in what we do in here. There’s no harm bringing the past and the future together. I need to show her what we can be. One time, where hopeless can be hopeful.

      “I have to go,” she tells me. I can feel her moving her head forward, trying to pull her hair out of my grip.

      “Go where?” I growI. I slowly release her hair from my tight hold and watch as she maneuvers her neck back to a normal position. Her hand reaches for the door handle and I grab her and twist her body to face me. Her head is down and she refuses to look at me.

      I grab hold of her chin and tilt her head up, waiting till her eyes meet mine, “I asked you, where do you have to go?”

      “I don’t want to do this,” she seethes. Her fingers circle around my wrist; she holds on tight and squeezes. She tries to push away my hand but her attempts are futile. I will always be stronger.

      I ignore her desperation to get away from me. I won’t hurt her, but sometimes we like it rough.

      I release my hold on her chin and let my fingers lightly graze their way down to where her dress strap sits on top of her collarbone. “All your clothes are back on. It looks like we’re going to have to start from the beginning,” I tell her. I stop touching her and stand back. I’m expecting her to run, but she surprises me and remains in front of me.

      “What are you going to do about it?” I ask. I hook my arm behind my back and pull my top off over my head, throwing it to the side of the room. My pants are already unbuttoned. I push them down, step out of the legs and kick them to the side with my shirt.  My eyes are focused on her, waiting for a reaction. I’m naked and soon enough she will take notice. After all that foreplay my dick is hard and ready. I can hear her breathing start to pick up, but I don’t acknowledge it. Her eyes roam, they stop for a second too long on my cock, and then I notice she licks her lips and looks me straight in the eye.

      “Or would you rather get on your knees and let me fuck that gorgeous mouth of yours.” I wink.

      She pulls her body back and shoves both hands at me, trying to push me out of the way. “I told you, I don’t want to do this. Why can’t you just let it go?”

      My body doesn’t move. “Baby, what you’re telling me and what your body is screaming at me, don’t match up.” I stalk back towards her. “Now, get back on that couch or I’m going to tie you to that stripper pole that I know you love so much and fuck you till you can’t stand straight,” I threaten. “One way or another, it’s going to happen.”

      I’m watching her assess the situation, trying to decide how she’s going to get out of here. I show her the most patience I have ever shown anyone. If it wasn’t for the fact that I can’t shake the memories of how we fuck, I would’ve made her walk right back where she came from. I miss this too. The void needs filling. I’ve tried everything to make it go away but after years of suppressing it – her, here in this room, there’s no way I’m not taking everything I can. This might be my one and only chance.

      Explosive, rough, and fierce.

      Finally, I see a flicker in her eyes and it gives me all the permission I need. As I turn to the pile of clothes on the floor, she makes her way to the pole and begins to undress. I reach for the clothes and find my pants. I take out both the turquoise and black satin dress ties that I never leave the house without.

      She stands in front of the silver pole and holds her hands out, waiting for me to tie her up. Even though I know standing there reminds her of hell, she looks ethereal, angelic and innocent – everything this moment is not. I gently pull her hands to my mouth and kiss both her wrists.

      “It will be worth it, Nena, I promise,” I whisper.

      Still holding her wrists, together we walk backwards till her back touches the pole. Her body breaks out in goosebumps from the cold metal. I raise her arms above her head and I skilfully tie her wrists to the pole. I then blindfold her with the black tie.

      I step back and watch as her body is offered up to me. Like a sacrificial lamb, she is now at my mercy. Her heavy breathing, the red hue covering her stretched, tight body – she’s ready and I feel like a fucking god.

      I begin to kiss her behind her ears and move my lips down her neck. The silence in the room amplifies the sexual tension and does nothing to ease her anticipation. I bite, kiss and lick my way down her whole body, with such tenderness – I worship all of her. If this is the one time we both get to be back here, then I need to show her that the two worlds she has created for herself can coexist. It doesn’t need to be a choice of me or him. She can have it all.

      My mouth has touched her whole body, from head to toe; there isn’t an inch of skin that doesn’t know that she is the love of my life.

      I stand up, my dick throbbing – it’s show time. I turn her around and her back is flush with my front. I bury my head in between her neck and her shoulder and lick. My hands pinch and pull at her nipples and my cock settles in between her plump ass cheeks. I can feel her body bending forward, I release one of her tits and use my hand to push her forward more. I grab hold of myself and let the head of my cock slide up and down her pussy; she’s ready for me.

      In one fluid movement, I bend down and whisper in her ear, “Remember, I love you.” I ram my cock in her cunt. She moans, and I still. Fuck. I’ve missed this. I need to move but I don’t want this to end.
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      I’ve got her hair pulled so tight the length of her neck is exposed. Her veins are stretched and the thrum of her pulse visible. If I could fuck her like this I would, but I love the chase. I want to play hunter and prey. Coax her and then pounce. Remind her that there is no shame in what we do in here. There’s no harm bringing the past and the future together. I need to show her what we can be. One time, where hopeless can be hopeful.

      “I have to go,” she tells me. I can feel her moving her head forward, trying to pull her hair out of my grip.

      “Go where?” I growI. I slowly release her hair from my tight hold and watch as she maneuvers her neck back to a normal position. Her hand reaches for the door handle and I grab her and twist her body to face me. Her head is down and she refuses to look at me.

      I grab hold of her chin and tilt her head up, waiting till her eyes meet mine, “I asked you, where do you have to go?”

      “I don’t want to do this,” she seethes. Her fingers circle around my wrist; she holds on tight and squeezes. She tries to push away my hand but her attempts are futile. I will always be stronger.

      I ignore her desperation to get away from me. I won’t hurt her, but sometimes we like it rough.

      I release my hold on her chin and let my fingers lightly graze their way down to where her dress strap sits on top of her collarbone. “All your clothes are back on. It looks like we’re going to have to start from the beginning,” I tell her. I stop touching her and stand back. I’m expecting her to run, but she surprises me and remains in front of me.

      “What are you going to do about it?” I ask. I hook my arm behind my back and pull my top off over my head, throwing it to the side of the room. My pants are already unbuttoned. I push them down, step out of the legs and kick them to the side with my shirt.  My eyes are focused on her, waiting for a reaction. I’m naked and soon enough she will take notice. After all that foreplay my dick is hard and ready. I can hear her breathing start to pick up, but I don’t acknowledge it. Her eyes roam, they stop for a second too long on my cock, and then I notice she licks her lips and looks me straight in the eye.

      “Or would you rather get on your knees and let me fuck that gorgeous mouth of yours.” I wink.

      She pulls her body back and shoves both hands at me, trying to push me out of the way. “I told you, I don’t want to do this. Why can’t you just let it go?”

      My body doesn’t move. “Baby, what you’re telling me and what your body is screaming at me, don’t match up.” I stalk back towards her. “Now, get back on that couch or I’m going to tie you to that stripper pole that I know you love so much and fuck you till you can’t stand straight,” I threaten. “One way or another, it’s going to happen.”

      I’m watching her assess the situation, trying to decide how she’s going to get out of here. I show her the most patience I have ever shown anyone. If it wasn’t for the fact that I can’t shake the memories of how we fuck, I would’ve made her walk right back where she came from. I miss this too. The void needs filling. I’ve tried everything to make it go away but after years of suppressing it – her, here in this room, there’s no way I’m not taking everything I can. This might be my one and only chance.

      Explosive, rough, and fierce.

      Finally, I see a flicker in her eyes and it gives me all the permission I need. As I turn to the pile of clothes on the floor, she makes her way to the pole and begins to undress. I reach for the clothes and find my pants. I take out both the turquoise and black satin dress ties that I never leave the house without.

      She stands in front of the silver pole and holds her hands out, waiting for me to tie her up. Even though I know standing there reminds her of hell, she looks ethereal, angelic and innocent – everything this moment is not. I gently pull her hands to my mouth and kiss both her wrists.

      “It will be worth it, Nena, I promise,” I whisper.

      Still holding her wrists, together we walk backwards till her back touches the pole. Her body breaks out in goosebumps from the cold metal. I raise her arms above her head and I skilfully tie her wrists to the pole. I then blindfold her with the black tie.

      I step back and watch as her body is offered up to me. Like a sacrificial lamb, she is now at my mercy. Her heavy breathing, the red hue covering her stretched, tight body – she’s ready and I feel like a fucking god.

      I begin to kiss her behind her ears and move my lips down her neck. The silence in the room amplifies the sexual tension and does nothing to ease her anticipation. I bite, kiss and lick my way down her whole body, with such tenderness – I worship all of her. If this is the one time we both get to be back here, then I need to show her that the two worlds she has created for herself can coexist. It doesn’t need to be a choice of me or him. She can have it all.

      My mouth has touched her whole body, from head to toe; there isn’t an inch of skin that doesn’t know that she is the love of my life.

      I stand up, my dick throbbing – it’s show time. I turn her around and her back is flush with my front. I bury my head in between her neck and her shoulder and lick. My hands pinch and pull at her nipples and my cock settles in between her plump ass cheeks. I can feel her body bending forward, I release one of her tits and use my hand to push her forward more. I grab hold of myself and let the head of my cock slide up and down her pussy; she’s ready for me.

      In one fluid movement, I bend down and whisper in her ear, “Remember, I love you.” I ram my cock in her cunt. She moans, and I still. Fuck. I’ve missed this. I need to move but I don’t want this to end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          HER

        

      

    

    
      “Fuuuuuccckkkk,” he groans. Both hands grip my waist as he slams into me from behind. His words are still ringing in my ears; he loves me. Somewhere along the way it seems I forgot that. I forgot the depth of his love. The intensity and that when he said forever, he meant it.

      The fight between push and pull continues with every stroke. There’s no escaping this. I’m here, in this moment and every moment we’ve had before. Thoughts I’ve kept locked up and hidden, explode underneath my eyelids. The memories cause a shiver to run through my body and goosebumps to erupt all over my skin. A smack across my bare ass cheek causes my body to jolt.

      “I’m just bringing you back, baby.” he tells me. I can feel him smirking at his not-so-subtle way of reminding me who’s in charge.

      He teeters on the edge of rough and refined; mixing between the two, we find a rhythm that is both familiar and yet, so very different. With each thrust, the euphoric sensation rises. He pushes harder and harder and I’m in deeper and deeper.

      “This. Pussy. Is. Mine.” he says with clenched teeth. Sliding in and out, his thick cock hits the spot every time. I feel so full and complete, there’s no denying he owns me.

      He slaps my ass again. It’s a warning.

      “Yes. Yes, it’s yours,” I whimper. His large palm connects with my already reddened skin.

      “What’s mine?” he growls.

      “This pussy. My pussy. It’s yours.”

      He stills and slides himself out. My breathing is loud and heavy, my panting filling the silence in the room. He bends his body flush with mine and takes hold of my wrists. He slides them up the pole and guides both our bodies into an upright position. With one hand behind my head and the other on my wrists, he simultaneously unties the blindfold and the satin holding my hands together.

      Even though he’s massaging the stiffness out of my wrists, his eyes are locked on mine, “Can I trust you without the tie?” he asks. I nod. At this point in time, I’m a puppet and he is the master. Pulling all the strings, the outcome known only to him. “Lift your arms up above your head and hold onto the pole with your hands,” he instructs. “Don’t let go.”

      I do as he says and wait to see what he does next. With both hands he holds my face, ensuring I can’t look anywhere but at him. He lowers his mouth to mine and with such finesse he kisses me. It starts off as little pecks, from one corner of my mouth to the other. I feel his tongue caress my upper lip and I can’t help but moan into his mouth. My hands are clenched around the pole, holding on for dear life. Delicate and tender, I have to use all my strength to not release my hold and deepen the kiss.

      As if he can read my mind, his tongue makes its way into my mouth and like the striking of a match, it lights the flame. Matching stroke for stroke, with no words, his mouth tells me everything I need to know. Hungrier for more, the kiss loses its warmth and desperation sets in. My body is on fire. I pull back and lower my hands to his cheeks. His face in my hands and with clarity I tell him, “I need you.”

      He kisses me and murmurs into my mouth simultaneously, “Hands back up, baby.” I get back into position and with both hands on my upper thighs, he lifts one of my legs off the ground and viciously drives his cock into me. “This is it, baby.”

      My hands and arms are holding me up and I’m pressed back up on the pole. His self-restraint has vanished, and he’s fucking me with reckless abandon. He’s so deep I can’t breathe, but I want more.  

      “From here on out, there’s no turning back,” he tells me. “No more running.”

      He uses his free hand and tweaks my hard nipple. “I need to taste these.” Bending his head, he fastens his mouth onto my round breast. With every brush of his tongue, I grind my hips into his, desperate to get closer.

      “My hands,” I plead. “I need them, please.” He kisses me and drowns me out. I feel his hands on my arms dragging them down. He’s locked his lips on to mine, his tongue mimicking the motion of his dick. With my hands free to move, I wrap my arms around his neck and let my fingers weave themselves into his hair. Loosening the kiss, I move my mouth to his neck.

      Peppering his neck with nips, kisses and licks, I try to reciprocate the attention he’s given me and my body. “Nena, baby,” he says breathlessly. “You know how much I love your tongue on me. If you keep doing that…” He can’t even finish the sentence and I know it’s time to throw the match and let our bodies’ burn.

      I let my nose graze the length of his neck. I reach his ear and bite the lobe. His grip on my cheeks tighten and he pumps into me ferociously. Every touch is littered with pain, and I bite harder at the thought. “Come on, baby, let’s bring it home,” he pants. I close my eyes and lean back on the pole. Touching my nipples, I alternate between pinching and pulling, getting lost in the overwhelming sensation at the pit of my stomach.

      “Open your eyes, baby, and let me look at you when you come.” We stare at each other, and I hope everything I see in his eyes is mirrored in mine. Love and lust consume us. He reaches for my clit and my body tenses.

      “Fuck. Shit. Fuck.” I incoherently try and string a sentence together. “I need to come. Please let me come. I can’t hold on any longer.” His fingers skilfully continue to rub my sensitive bundle of nerves. Faster and faster. “Fuck, baby I can feel you clenching my cock.”

      My orgasm is within reach but I don’t want it without him. “Come with me Cage, please.”

      “Damn, I love hearing my name come out of your mouth. Say it again,” he insists.

      “Cage.”

      “Yeah, baby,” he responds.

      “Cage, I need to come,” I moan.

      “Come on, Ava baby, let me hear you scream my name, while I feel you drip all over my dick.” With one last long push, he groans and I scream, “Cage!”

      We both explode. I feel his release surge inside of me and the aftershocks rock my body. Intoxicated by ecstasy, we hold each other and come down from this unexpected high. There’s so much to think and talk about, but right now we’re not moving. Rooted in this moment, I bask in the reality of what has just happened. Everything has changed and yet nothing is different.

      I should’ve known he loved me unconditionally. Every. Single. Version. Of. Me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          HIM

        

      

    

    
      With her face in my hands, I kiss the tip of her nose. “Are you ok?” I ask. Her eyes pool with unshed tears and she nods. Overcome with emotion, she is unable to speak, but the relief is palpable.

      It’s difficult to explain or even understand, why this, right now has the power to change our future. Here, in this room, this was home. Years ago this was us. Every day and every night. Two teenagers desperate for acceptance and addicted to the high, we were fuelled by the bass in this club. Ava worked the pole and I gave all the girls courage; in the form of a white powder that made me a lot of money and gave them a lot of trouble. We thrived on the adrenaline of it all.

      Breaking me out of my thoughts, I hear her whisper, “I’m so sorry.”

      I stare at her in understanding, my voice gravelly with emotion, “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “I’ve missed us. The comfortable, familiar feeling – I didn’t know I needed it.”

      “I didn’t know either, babe, I’m just glad we finally did this.”

      She pulls me towards her and we latch onto one another. Tightly.

      Tonight is about taking steps to rid ourselves of the judgement. The unrealistic expectations we’ve put on our future and giving ourselves permission to accept each other; flaws and all. We were lost and innocent. And we let it lead the way. Guide us to a black abyss of pain, heartache and regret. Our future is nothing without our past. It’s been a hard lesson to learn, but I know it will be worth it. There’s to be no more hiding, no more running, no more shame. From this moment forward, it’s nothing but transparency, and honesty; the way it should’ve been from the beginning.

      The difficulty with running from your past, is you get tired, you slow down and in a moment’s notice it crashes into you – unaware and unprotected. It’s fight or flight, and there was no way I wasn’t going to fight. For her, and me; I would fight.

      Every. Fucking. Day.  

      

      ***

      

      The music is loud, the beat pounding in sync with the hammering of my heart. I spot Ava as she walks out of the bathroom and towards the booth. Our eyes meet instantly. With her mussed-up hair and skin-tight dress, she’s as sexy as sin. Biting her lip, she tries to contain her smile. I wink at her and the blush in her cheeks is a tell-tale giveaway that she’s nervous but excitable.

      It’s been an intense year of therapy; both individually and together. Working our way towards this moment, a way to expose all our insecurities, and use our new strengths to not repeat our mistakes. Erase the fear and hold on to hope. We were told in therapy, it’s unusual for couples who both battle addiction to stay together, but if we were determined to beat the odds, then our journey would be unconventional. We’re ok with that.  

      That’s why I brought Ava here.  A place that haunts us. A place where we could rewrite our story, and show how only we hold the key to our happiness. Reminding one another that all our experiences can co-exist, we just have to show them all how to get along.

      She slides into the booth. Placing her clutch on the table, she fidgets with the buckle as she waits for me to say something. I slide her drink on over, “I got you your favourite.”

      “Thanks.”

      Breaking the silence, “How did that feel?” I ask. I stare at her face to see if what’s on her mind matches what comes out of her mouth. Twisting her upper body, our faces are turned to one another. Unexpectedly, she grabs my hand and with worry in my voice, I repeat, “How did that feel?”

      She lifts her hands to my cheeks and lets her thumbs graze my lips. I close my eyes.

      One Kiss.

      Two Kisses.

      Three Kisses.

      I feel her whisper across my face, “It felt a lot like love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      “What shirt should I wear?” he says loudly, from the walk-in-wardrobe.

      I’m in the bathroom, carefully applying my make-up. “Whichever one you want,” I shout back. “It’s not like you’re going to be wearing it for too long anyway,” I mutter to myself.

      Every six weeks we surprise one another, a place from our past, a little bit of roleplay and a whole lot of love. Bit by bit, I’ve managed to shake off the hesitation. The first time it was my turn to plan the night, I panicked. Calling my therapist every hour on the hour, for two days leading up to it. I’m sure she regrets ever meeting me. I’m a perfectionist at heart, and this was no different.

      Cage pokes his head into the bathroom, smirking at me as I put my lipstick on. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Nothing,” he responds

      Stopping what I’m doing, I place my hands on my hips, and raise one eyebrow. “Let’s do this again. What are you thinking about?”

      He makes his way into the bathroom and stops directly behind me. Grabbing both of my shoulders he maneuvers them so my body stands straight in front of the mirror. “Look at your reflection,” he demands.

      I look in the mirror and my eyes meet his.

      “Look at yourself in the mirror, babe.”

      I exhale loudly, acting like his request is such an imposition, but my eyes make their way to my reflection. Deep down, I’m curious to see where this leads.

      I stare at myself in the mirror, awaiting instructions.

      His fingers find my collarbones, grazing them horizontally backwards and forwards. I feel his breath on my neck, “Watch my hands, Nena,” he whispers.

      

      Slowly he slides the spaghetti straps of my slip off my shoulders, already loose around my body, the satin slides right off. I’m naked.

      Lightly, one hand slides up and down my spine as the other slips through the gap between my arm and my torso. Reaching around and lightly stroking my exposed nipple with his thumb. My plump breast fitting perfectly in his hands.

      He nibbles at my earlobe and there’s nothing that could break my concentration. Watching his hands all over me, has me desperate. I don’t ever want him to stop touching me.

      No longer stroking my back, he slides his hand down to my ass, caressing and squeezing. His right arm, makes its way down my torso and his hand cups my pussy. I hold my breath as I watch.

      His middle finger slides its way inside and his thumb rubs my clit. The build-up has my lower body in knots.  His fingers move faster. In and out. He lets go of my behind and puts his index finger in his mouth. Taken aback by the eroticism of it all, I don’t follow his movements, until I feel his wet finger push through the tightness.

      “Look at yourself, Nena,” his voice filled with lust, fuels my desire.

      Staring at myself in the mirror, fascination and desire stare right back at me; flushed cheeks and wild eyes.

      “Ask me what I’m thinking about, Nena.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut, for a split second whilst I try to regain focus, “What are you thinking about?” I ask breathlessly.

      His fingers push into me “This,” he growls.

      Harder and harder. I’m on the edge of a cliff and ready to fall. Our eyes lock onto one another and my body erupts into flames. My orgasm pulses through my whole body and has every nerve-ending tingling. I watch myself explode in ecstasy and my knees weaken immediately. His body pushes me against the cabinet, so I don’t fall. The movement of his hands slow and he kisses behind my ear.

      “This is what I’m ALWAYS thinking about.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forever Love

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          LEO

        

      

    

    
      “Are you going to go inside?” a voice from behind me asks. 

      Turning my head, I’m greeted by a confused but very dressed up Millie. As the maid of honor, she’s all dolled up, looking happy and excited, like anyone would be on their sister’s wedding day.

      Giving her a practiced smile, I shrug nonchalantly. “I didn’t want to walk in on anyone getting dressed.”

      “Pffft,” she scoffs. “Like you haven’t seen Stevie half-dressed a million times. You guys lived together all through college. I’d be surprised if you two didn’t spend a lot of that time fucking.”

      My eyes widen in horror, and Millie’s shoulders shake with a laugh. “What? You didn’t think I knew that I wasn’t the only Merriman daughter you stuck your dick into? There’s nothing about my sister I don’t know.”

      Before we get the chance to delve deeper into that revelation, the door flies open and a frantic looking Stevie is on the other side. “What are you two doing out here?”

      Dressed in nothing but her underwear, she latches on to my wrist and drags me inside, Millie quick on my heels. 

      When I finally bring myself to look at her face, and not her body, I realize she’s on the verge of a breakdown. “Hey, hey,” I croon, walking closer. “What’s wrong?”

      “Besides the fact that my maid of honor and best man were nowhere to be found, my dress doesn’t fit,” she cries.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, eyeing the extravagant dress that’s hanging from the ceiling.

      “Let us help you,” Millie chimes in. “I’m sure between the three of us, we can get it on.”

      Millie tips her head up to the dress, and I take it as my cue as the tallest in the room to pull it down. 

      Carefully, I lay it across Millie’s forearms, and then place my hands on Stevie’s waist and guide her to the full-length mirror in the middle of the room. 

      I look at Stevie through the reflection, kicking myself that I’m the man helping her put her wedding dress on, instead of the man waiting for her at the end of the aisle. 

      We were six when we first met. We went to school together, and picked the same high school, and then the same college. Because a day apart from one another was unheard of. Unbearable. We were the very best friends until friendship morphed into fucking, and we used our bodies to say all the things our hearts were too scared to admit. 

      By the end of it, we were cowards who lied to ourselves, telling each other it was nothing but a circumstantial fling. And that’s when I left.

      I wasn’t brave.

      I wasn’t honest.

      I just left, because the possibility of real heartache and the permanent loss of my best friend was way worse than a life where I couldn’t call her mine.

      I left her to run right into the arms of my older brother, who was just waiting in the wings to sweep her off her feet and show her the life she deserved. 

      The life I didn’t fight hard enough to give her. 

      “Here, step into it,” Millie instructs Stevie, pulling me out of my spiral of thoughts. Millie then looks at me. “Do you think your fingers are nimble enough to zip it up, or will your bear paws ruin it?”

      I look at her pointedly, and then soften my expression at Stevie. “We got this, okay?”

      She gives me a quick nod and places her hand into mine. I help her maintain her balance while she carefully steps into the dress, maneuvering her feet so they don’t get caught on the extensive layers of tulle. 

      Millie slowly drags the dress up Stevie’s body, until it covers every inch of her beautiful, milky skin. Years of pent up emotion expand in my chest, and I will this day to be over sooner rather than later so I can be done watching the woman I love marry someone else. 

      When Millie clears her throat, I turn and meet her knowing gaze. She tilts her head to the gap in Stevie’s dress, and I shake my head to rid myself of thoughts I shouldn’t be entertaining. 

      “I’m going to pull the fabric as close together as I possibly can, and you drag the metal up,” Millie explains to both of us. “Stevie, suck your stomach in a bit and hope for the best.”

      “Are you saying I’ve put on weight?” she exclaims, somewhat offended.

      “No, I’m saying we need to try everything and anything, because not getting married today isn’t an option. Now, everyone do their thing on the count of three. One. Two. Three.”

      Slowly, I tug the zipper, till the metal teeth close up behind me. The material covers up her slender back, the final touch in making her look like the beautiful bride God intended her to be. 

      I rest my hands on her shoulders, wanting nothing more than to touch her anyway I can. 

      She covers my hands, giving them a squeeze. “Maybe I shouldn’t get married today,” she says softly. 

      Three pairs of eyes snap up to the mirror. Stunned into silence, I watch the sisters look between one another and then back at me. 

      “Do I need to leave?” I ask politely, even though every fiber of my being wants me to tell her she feels like that because she shouldn’t be getting married today. 

      She shouldn’t be marrying anybody who isn’t me. 

      “Leo,” Stevie breathes out, but Millie cuts her off. 

      “Leo, I need to talk to Stevie, please.” My head turns to Millie, and then I look back at Stevie through the mirror. For the first time ever, I can’t read the room. For the first time ever, I can’t be her best friend and the guy who’s madly in love with her. 

      “Privately,” she adds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          STEVIE

        

      

    

    
      The second Leo leaves the room, Millie turns to me, concern and worry etched on her features. “Want to tell me what you’re thinking right now?”

      Unshed tears fill my eyes. “If I marry Ben, it’s over with Leo.”

      Shame and guilt sit heavy in my gut with my admission, but Millie’s my other half, and there’s no secret too big or too small that she doesn’t know. 

      “I thought being with anybody other than Leo meant it was over.”

      “It should mean that,” I huff. “But I never imagined marrying anybody but him.”

      Millie takes small, impossible steps in her dress and stands behind me. She wraps her hands around my waist, rests her head on my shoulder, and holds my gaze via the reflection in the mirror. “Remember why it didn’t work out in the first place?”

      “Because he slept with you?” I say with a small smile.

      “You mean after he found out you were with Ben,” she starts. “Or when he found out you were engaged. And then again when you and Ben both asked him to be your best ‘person’.”

      The tears that I’ve been holding on to begin to roll freely down my face as Millie continues to tell me things I already knew. “He only ever slept with me because he couldn’t have you.”

      “That’s so fucked up,” I sniffle.

      “It is, but I knew what I was getting into, and I think Leo figured you were with his brother so who cared what lines were being crossed, right?”

      “What do I do, Millie?” I ask, my voice filled with nothing but pain and worry. “Ben is amazing. He’s everything a woman wants in a husband. But he’s—”

      “He’s not Leo,” she finishes for me. “I get it. The heart wants what it wants.”

      “What if I cancel this wedding and Leo doesn’t feel the same way?”

      She squeezes me tighter. “At least you won’t be marrying a man you’re not one hundred percent in love with.”

      At the thought of hurting Ben, my shoulders shake in anguish. I cover my face with my hands and let all the pent-up confusion out. 

      After Leo chose a life without me, I got swept up in feeling needed and wanted, and I clung to that harder than I should’ve. 

      Standing here in my wedding dress, I stupidly realize I let this go on for too long. And now, instead of being the one to make today the happiest day of Ben’s life, I’m about to crush him in ways nobody deserves. 

      Finding courage, I step out of my sister’s hold and straighten my shoulders. “Can you tell Ben to come here?”

      Millie eyes me cautiously. “Are you sure?”

      Nodding, I hold my hands out to her and she takes them. “He deserves better.”

      Leaning forward, she presses a soft kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be back.”

      When she leaves the room, I stare at myself in the mirror, every part of me oozing disappointment and heartbreak. 

      It takes all of five minutes for Ben to come storming in the room. His tuxedo on like a second skin, his honey blond hair styled to perfection. He looks like a Calvin Klein model, with a heart of gold and enough love to make someone feel complete for the rest of their lives. 

      But the only problem is, I’m not that someone. 

      With my face still streaked with tears, I turn to face him. 

      I don’t know how, but his face morphs from concern to defeated understanding. “We’re not getting married, are we?”

      Taking a seat, he rests his elbows on his knees and keeps his head in his hands. 

      Torn between comforting him and just ripping off the Band-Aid, I decide to wait until he speaks first. 

      When he does, I’m not surprised by his line of questioning. “Is it because of Leo?”

      It seems like everybody else knew this was coming but me. It’s not like I thought it was something I could get away with or it was something I tried hard to hide. 

      I think I just convinced myself I was really over him. 

      But having him help me put on my wedding dress felt wrong. It wasn’t where he was supposed to be. He was never that guy when I imagined my happy ever after. 

      I hike my dress up, clutching the material into fists and head over to Ben. When he doesn’t look up at me, I awkwardly lower myself till I’m on my knees, looking up at him. 

      “I’m so sorry, Ben,” I choke out. I place both my hands on his knees. “It just kind of hit me out of nowhere.”

      He finally raises his eyes to meet mine. “You were always his. It was stupid of me to think anything different.”

      Swallowing hard, I refrain from saying anything, because the truth is, nothing I say will soften the end of our relationship.

      “I thought—”

      He raises a hand, silencing me. “Did you know any time I did something or showed you something, you would say, ‘Yeah, but Leo does it this way.’ Or, ‘Yeah, I knew that, Leo taught me. Leo told me. Leo showed me.’ I told myself it was because you two had known each other your whole lives. I told myself it was because he was my brother, and of course he and I would be similar. It was inevitable there was a cross over right?”

      Surprisingly, he places a hand over mine. “This is on me, Stevie. It’s my job to protect my own heart, and deep down, I knew you would be the one to break it.

      “But,” he shrugs, “I thought I could make it work. I thought I could squash my fears and insecurities in order to have the one thing I wanted. Love made me blind. I thought I had your heart, but the truth is, you never gave it to me in the first place.”

      I quickly swipe at my tears and taper back the urge to argue with him. To tell him that it isn’t true. But because my broken heart ranks very low on the things that hurt today, I keep my mouth closed. 

      “Does he know?” he queries. “Did you tell him you were calling it off?”

      I shake my head vehemently. “No. I haven’t told him anything.”

      “Did he tell you he was in love with you?”

      “No,” I answer. “This isn’t like that. There wasn’t some elaborate scheme to ditch you and run away behind your back.”

      “Can I talk to him before you do?” he asks.

      Confused, but not really in a position to deny him, I answer, “Have at it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          LEO

        

      

    

    
      Ben storms out of the bridal suite and stares straight at me. His face is a combination of hopelessness and anger. Lots and lots of anger. 

      “Can we talk in private?” he asks. 

      Without hesitation, I walk to the room where he was getting ready and hear his heavy footsteps behind me. I open the door and find myself holding it till Ben crosses the threshold.

      Closing the door, I wait for the lock to click before turning around to face my brother. Like he was waiting for just the right moment, his fist hooks into my jaw, causing my head to snap back and forward from the force. 

      “Fuck,” I groan, holding on to my jaw. “I guess I don’t need to ask what you and Stevie spoke about.”

      “Are you going to marry her?” he blurts out while gripping his offending fist. 

      “I want to,” I answer honestly.

      “Well, that’s good,” he mutters to himself. “At least she didn’t leave me just so she can watch you pick something else over her one more time.”

      “Hey,” I warn, “it wasn’t like that.”

      “Whatever.” He waves his uninjured hand at me dismissively. “She deserves to be happy, Leo, and it may not be me who does that for her, but if it’s not you, let that poor woman go once and for all.”

      “She’s it for me, Ben. She always has been,” I exclaim. “I didn’t mean for this to happen today. I thought I could step back into the shadows and watch her live her life. Be the brother-in-law. Be the supportive best friend. But after seeing her in that dress…”

      “You should have never left her,” he chokes out. “She was so fucking broken.”

      “I know,” I cry. “But I’m here now, and I will never ever hurt her again.”

      Unexpectedly, he begins to tug at his bow tie, loosening it around his neck. “Here,” he says, handing it to me. “Get dressed in these.”

      “What?” Ben begins stripping, and I feel like I’ve missed something. “Ben, what are you doing?”

      “You can’t marry her in your best man clothes.”

      “Marry her?”

      “You’re going to marry her, right?” he says while unbuckling his belt.

      “Yeah. Of course.” 

      “Well, marry her today. Don’t let all this go to waste.”

      “Ben, I can’t do that to you. That’s your dream wedding out there.”

      “No,” he says firmly. “It’s hers. And you’re her dream guy, so make her happy.”

      “What about you?”

      In nothing but boxers, he walks over to his duffel bag that’s sitting on a small gray sectional and pulls out the clothes he must’ve come to the venue in. 

      “I’m getting out of here, because I need to break things, or get drunk, or do absolutely anything that doesn’t involve watching the woman I love declare her love for my brother.”

      “Ben, I don’t want—”

      “No,” he shouts. He looks over his shoulder, piercing me with a stare that stings. “Marry her, Leo. And I’ll send you what you owe me in the mail when it’s all said and done.

      “Yes, I’m hurt. And, yes, I’m in pain. But for whatever fucked up reason, I want this for you, Leo. So do the one right thing today and marry the love of your life. Can you do that for me?”

      Meekly, I nod at my older brother.

      “Good. Get dressed and get the girl.”

      Dressed in sweats and a t-shirt, he slips his feet into some runners, grabs the duffel, and heads for the door. He claps a hand on my shoulder before he leaves. “I’ll see you around, little brother.”

      A second after he walks out, the door swings back open, and Millie walks in. 

      “Fuck, you’re bruising up,” she observes. “Are you guys okay?”

      I don’t have time to explain it, so I focus on the one thing I can salvage today. “Do you think she’ll marry me today?”

      “Oh.” Millie’s mouth opens and closes in shock. “And Ben’s okay?” 

      She can’t help but look back at the open door, and then back at me.

      “I wouldn’t say he’s okay, but did he give me a blessing that I don’t deserve, that I’m going to take? Yes.”

      Millie takes in my words, and then an unexpected smile splits her face in two. She runs into my arms and I catch her excitedly. She holds on to me tightly, and we both stand there, me feeling lighter than I have in a long time.

      Holding on to my biceps, she steps back and looks at me with nothing but platonic love in her eyes. “You know, the only secret I’ve ever kept from my sister was how badly I didn’t want her to marry Ben.”

      I let out a soft chuckle. “Is that your version of a blessing?” 

      “Something like that.”

      “You think she’ll want to marry me?” I ask.

      “Today?”

      “More like now,” I clarify.

      “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      Millie squeals excitedly and spins on her heels to leave. 

      “Millie, wait,” I call out.

      She looks over her shoulder. “What?”

      I raise the unfastened bow tie. “Can you help me get dressed?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          STEVIE

        

      

    

    
      A dapper looking Leo walks in to the room, and my heart struggles to stay contained inside my chest. We paint a different picture now to the two people whose hearts were yearning for one another only moments ago.

      His steps are cautious, but the look on his face matches the myriad of emotions we’ve shared over the years. When he finally reaches me, he lowers himself till he’s down on bended knee in front of me. 

      My gaze follows. “What are you doing?”

      “I have fucked up so many times with you.” He takes my hands in his. “And while, if you let me, I will undoubtedly spend the rest of my life trying to make it up to you, there are some things that need to be said and done right now.”

      I don’t dare say a word as my head and my heart prepare for the onslaught of apologies and declarations I’ve waited a lifetime to hear.

      “When we finished college, I got offered a job of a lifetime. And like an idiot, I was scared of all the ways we may not work, and I chose the job. I didn’t expect you to wait, but I wasn’t prepared for what it would feel like to walk away from you. What it would feel like to watch your life move on without me. 

      “Not only did my body miss yours—your lips, your smell, your taste—but my heart ached for you. For your touch, your smile, your love. For the love we had, and the love I knew that could be.”

      The tears that I swore wouldn’t return, come back with a vengeance. Every single one of his revelations mirroring how I’ve felt over the years. The things I tried to hide. The things I told myself I didn’t need.

      “Stevie, I hurt you,” he continues. “A tremendous amount of hurt that nobody should ever have to endure. Hurt that you have every right not to forgive me for. But I can’t live without you—I’ve tried.

      “I’ve tried so fucking hard. I’ve searched high and low trying to fill the emptiness of life without you, but it’s futile. Because I know now. I know the only thing that will complete me, is you.”

      His voice cracks with emotion, and his honey brown eyes fill with unshed tears. He’s never one to wear his heart on his sleeve, but this side of him, exposed and vulnerable, the way I’ve always felt around him, is heartbreakingly beautiful. 

      Tugging on his hands, I try to pull him up. When he finally stands in front of me, I make sure we’re toe-to-toe, and I press one hand on his heart and I rest my the other on his cheek.

      Leo’s fingers circle my wrist, and he brings my hand to his mouth, pressing soft kisses onto my palm. 

      “There are so many times where I wanted to hate you.” His face softens with sadness at my honesty, but I don’t let it deter me from the things I need to say. “There were nights where I wanted to rip my own heart out of my chest, it hurt so bad. But then life changed, things happened, and I learned to live with that dull ache. It became a part of me, a constant reminder of what I’d lost and what I thought I’d never feel again.

      “I lied to myself, and in the process, I lied to Ben. And that’s something I will never forgive myself for. I thought I could do this. Do today,” I correct. “But seeing you. Watching you help me put on a dress that I wasn’t wearing to marry you,” I swallow hard to calm my shaky voice, “that was the moment I realized I wasn’t fooling anyone, and I would be the worst kind of person if I married someone else, knowing they would always be second best.

      “I love you,” I breathe out, the relief at finally setting those three little words free is palpable in every solid, certain beat of my heart. “I have always loved you.”

      Big, strong hands cup my face, Leo’s thumbs wiping away the tears that have pooled in the corners of my eyes. His eyes bore into mine, glistening with nothing but understanding, empathy, and love.

      “I know this is last minute,” he hedges. “And I would understand if it didn’t feel right or you felt—”

      I throw my hand across his mouth because I know exactly what he’s going to say, and I don’t want to hear anything but the three words I’ve always wanted him to say.

      “Just ask me,” I tell him.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I love you,” I say, because that’s the only answer he needs.

      With all the confidence in the world, he returns to his knees. He opens the suit jacket and sticks his hand into the breast pocket, pulling out something I haven’t seen in over ten years.

      I gasp, looking at the ring I made him out of frayed pieces of material when I was sixteen years old. “You still have that?” 

      “I’ve carried it with me every day since you gave it to me.”

      Grabbing my left hand, Leo holds it mid-air and raises his eyes to meet mine. “Stevie Rose Merriman, will you marry me?”

      The words are lodged in my throat, but my excessive nodding and unmissable smile seem to be all the answer he needs. He slips the plaited material on my finger, and it feels like the last piece of the puzzle has finally been locked into place.

      Without another word, Leo is on his feet, grabbing my face in his hands, our mouths crashing together in a desperate reunion.

      His lips on mine feel like coming home. Like I was doing life wrong without his touch, without his taste. Without his love. 

      I slip my arms around his neck, bringing us closer, feeling him all around me. The kiss becomes frenzied and frantic as we try to catch up on the years we lost with every movement. 

      Leo’s tongue swipes at the seam of my mouth, and I open up for him. Always wanting more. Our tongues dancing to a familiar song, patching up the heartbreak and promising each other a happy ever after. 

      “I could kiss you forever,” Leo murmurs against my mouth.

      “You can kiss me forever.”

      He pulls back at my words, the fact that we’re both here and finally together, still feels so surreal. He rests his forehead against mine. “I didn’t think we’d ever get here, but I also didn’t ever think we would not. Does that make sense?”

      I lick my lips. “It does to me.”

      His face splits into a blinding smile, his happiness settling over me like a warm, secure blanket. 

      “I love you, Stevie,” he reiterates.

      “I love you too.”

      Reluctantly, we stop kissing but keep our hands entwined, the thought of not touching for even a simple second too much to bear.

      Leo leads us toward the exit, the door the only thing standing between us and forever. 

      “You ready to make it official?” he asks.

      I rise on the tips of my toes and press my lips to his cheek. “More than my next breath.”

      “You know this is forever, right?” 

      I turn to look at him, memorizing this very moment. I bring his hand up to my mouth and kiss his knuckles. “And forever still won’t be enough.”
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            Chapter One

          

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      After my morning workout and shower, it takes me all of five minutes to run across campus and walk into my first class of the day along with the rest of the students. 

      AP English isn’t exactly a full class, but thankfully my spot in the back is empty. 

      “Where’ve you been, Benton?” a familiar female voice whispers beside me.

      Mask in place, I turn to Michelle, the prettiest and most popular girl in our school. It helps that she’s more than just a pretty face, but studying is never what she has in mind when she speaks to me. 

      I plaster on a flirtatious smile and answer her. “I’ve been around. Why do you ask? Miss me?”

      “Thought we’d get to hang out this summer.” She bites the corner of her mouth, hoping this might be the year where she manages to finally seduce Greensday High’s notoriously single track star. Spoiler alert: I’m not interested. “There were a few parties on, and you were nowhere to be found.”

      “Mr. Stewart,” Mr. Reid, our teacher calls out loudly, inadvertently shutting Michelle up, and has me mentally fisting the air in sweet victory. Crisis averted. “How nice of you to join us.”

      My eyes follow the interruption, my focus now on the one person on the planet I would let seduce me. The one person who captures all my attention. The one person I try so hard not to give it to. 

      Micah Stewart.

      My eyes attempt to subtly roam up and down the length of his tall, lean body. He’s dressed in his signature black, skinny-leg jeans and black leather, high top Chucks. He’s in an oversized, charcoal tee, and his long, inky colored straight hair is gathered at the nape of his neck in a loose and messy bun. He finishes off the look with leather bands lining his wrists and silver rings decorating every odd finger. 

      With his tanned skin and long lashes that frame his dark brown eyes, his high cheek bones and slightly dimpled chin––there’s not one single thing that makes him stand out. But when it’s all put together, he becomes the very reason my traitorous dick gets hard. 

      For years, everything about him has enthralled me. He’s the complete opposite of me in everything he does, and it fascinates me. 

      Where I’m fake and everything I do is for show, and everything everybody knows about me is a lie, Micah is the epitome of truth. He wears it like a second skin, unapologetically himself.

      He’s confident and honest and happy. So damn happy. I don’t think I’ve seen anybody happier. On anybody else it would be infuriating. But not on him. 

      On Micah it’s a magnetic force. The thing that has everyone and everything gravitating toward him. 

      Including me.

      For years, like a stalker, I’ve kept a close eye on him, watching him from afar. Cataloguing his walk, his smile, his voice. Committing to memory all the things that I have no business being infatuated with. Things that don’t and won’t ever belong to me.

      But it seems the more I try to deny it, the more I notice him. And the more I notice about him, the more I want him. 

      Over the years, curiosity has turned into fascination, and now I’m just a horny eighteen-year-old obsessing over a guy and a life I can never have. 

      At first, my interest was just that. Micah was different from me and my friends, and that made me curious. But then the allure turned into desire, and at the realization that I was very much attracted to guys, wanting Micah Stewart turned into an all-consuming obsession.

      It’s something I try not to decipher, because it isn’t something I’m comfortable acknowledging, and it’s definitely something I wish I could ignore. 

      Without a care in the world, his lips turn up at Mr. Reid’s reprimand. “It is nice of me to come to class, isn’t it?”

      The teacher rolls his eyes, but the small smile threatening to split his face doesn’t go unnoticed. Because it’s all people know how to do around him. 

      “Sit down, please, Micah,” he requests.

      Discreetly, I watch him as he walks to his usual spot. With a relaxed gait, he reaches the desk and puts his pile of books on the sturdy wood before maneuvering his long body into the small space.  

      When Micah settles into his seat, he looks around the room, appraising his surroundings. Unexpectedly, his gaze, instead of passing, stops at me, and my eyes dart away in haste. It’s not often that he catches me looking at him, but when he does, he always makes sure to let me know he’s noticed.

      When I find the courage to look back at him, I’m not all that shocked to see he’s still staring at me. He raises an eyebrow, and I feel my cheeks heat up at the measly scrap of attention. 

      Awkwardly, I clear my throat and shift on my chair, steering both my body and my focus toward Michelle. Reflexively, the question leaves my mouth, and I hate myself for it.

      “What are you doing this afternoon?” I ask her, my mask back in place, my voice low and inviting.

      What the fuck are you trying to prove, Oliver?

      “Really?” She’s clearly stunned, but she’s nothing short of interested. 

      “If practice doesn’t go on for too long, yeah, sure,” I lie. “We could make up for lost time.”

      “Oliver,” Mr. Reid calls out. “Anything you’d like to share with the class.”

      I shake my head. “No, sir.” 

      I make a show of zipping my mouth shut and throwing away the key. 

      My ridiculous idea to make plans with Greensday’s Barbie, means she tries to continuously sneak in conversation. Like the prick I am, I retreat into myself for the rest of the class. I put my walls back up and ignore her, like I didn’t just initiate some makeshift date to prove I’m not into guys. 

      Pretending to concentrate and focus on the work, I bullshit my way through taking notes and sigh a huge breath of relief when the bell rings to signal the end of class. 

      Books slam and chairs scrape against the linoleum floor, but Mr Reid manages to shout loud enough to have us all freezing in motion. 

      “Back in your seats,” he demands. “I have some news I want to share really quickly.” 

      A collective groan fills the room. 

      “Do you remember those practice college application essays I made you all write before the break? Well,” he continues. “They were actually for an all-expenses paid opportunity to visit the University of Washington and check out their campus.”

      “Why would it need to be all-expenses paid?” someone at the front asks.

      “It’s for a week,” he clarifies. “I’ll chaperone, and you’ll stay on campus and get to experience the life of a college student. There are a few conditions attached to that, but I wanted to congratulate Oliver Benton and Micah Stewart on their win first, and then have them come see me at the beginning of lunch to discuss the finer details.”

      The sound of our names being said aloud, together, has my pulse quickening underneath my skin. The excitement and anxiety of being around Micah for a whole week crashing through my veins like a tsunami.

      A chorus of congratulations fills the room, everyone’s eyes darting between us, while my eyes find him. I should be proud of my essay and focused on the fact that this could secure me a spot in a top college before the year is even out, but the only thing taking up space in my head now is how I’m going to survive being in his presence, alone, for a whole week.

      Swallowing hard, I lower my head, trying to hide my face. Worried it will give away my thoughts, I rise from my seat needing to get the fuck out of this room. 

      “Oliver. Micah,” Mr. Reid says, his voice stopping me in my tracks. “Don’t forget to come back here at the beginning of lunch to discuss details. I’ll need parental permission as soon as possible.”

      My tongue gets lodged in my throat, and before I know it, Micah is standing behind me, answering for the both of us. “Yeah, we’ll see you then.” 

      I glance over my shoulder to look at him, and for the second time today he holds my stare. This time I bravely hold his too. If I’m going to be around him, I’m going to have to figure out how to not look like an awkward, fumbling, idiot, who can’t speak or be somewhat normal in his presence. 

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      He looks like he’s about to say something more when we’re interrupted by the familiar voices of my friends. “Benton, come on, we don’t got all day.”

      Many heads turn to the open classroom door, and my friend, Jamie, tips his chin up at me. “Hurry the fuck up, man.”

      “He’s coming,” Micah snaps at him, unexpectedly irritated. 

      “Suck my dick, Stewart,” Jamie bites back.

      “You fucking wish.”

      I’m not surprised by Micah’s come back. He’s not one to look for trouble, nor does it often find him. But the one thing he never does is balk or back down. 

      Not when he was outed at school. 

      Not when other students throw homophobic slurs at him. 

      And definitely not when all the jocks of the school try to stanch and intimidate him. 

      “Boys,” Mr. Reid shouts. “You can take whatever this is to the corridors, and I’ll see you two,” he points between Micah and me, “at lunch time.”

      I nod, eager to get the fuck out of here and away from all the tension. Leaving both the teacher and Micah behind, I exit the room and step into the circle of my friends. “What the fuck is so important?”

      “Michelle mentioned you were going to meet up with her this afternoon,” Liam says. “She said she was bringing some friends, and since your parents aren’t usually home, and we haven’t hung out all summer, we thought we could bring some of the good stuff over.”

      Geez, news travels fast.

      I clear my throat, desperately wanting the ground to swallow me whole. There’s no way I’m hanging with Michelle, and for a plethora of reasons I don’t have time to explain, none of my friends are coming to hang at my house any time soon. 

      “Nah,” I tell them, scratching my temple. “Mr. Reid said I have to stay back for this college thing, and you know I’m not smoking that shit.”

      My friends all come from rich families that are always happy to bail them out of their misdemeanors. I’ve never had the luxury, and getting caught with drugs in my system is a guarantee I’ll lose my Greensday scholarship.

      “Didn’t he just say you had to come at lunch time?” Jamie queries suspiciously.

      “And after school,” I lie. “I don’t know how long it will take exactly, but you guys take the girls to your place. I’ll see if I can meet up with you guys after.”

      Jamie pins me with a quizzical stare. He may not know the exact reasons I’m lying, but there’s no denying he knows I’m full of shit. Of late, I’m always declining invitations to hang out with my friends when their only mission is to get their dicks in as many Greensday girls as possible. I’m not sure how obvious it is that I’m deflecting, but I’m certain Jamie’s got his suspicions. 

      My only saving grace is my usually outspoken and unfiltered best friend hasn’t called me out on it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MICAH

        

      

    

    
      I walk back into my AP English class at the beginning of lunch and am surprised to see Oliver sitting in the front row, laughing and talking to Mr. Reid. 

      It’s a rare sight, one so different to his usual curt and uptight self. It accentuates just how good looking he is, when he’s not scowling with his prick posse. 

      His gaze shifts to the doorway where I’m standing, and the ease and comfort in his demeanor immediately disappears. I’d like to say it’s a surprise, but after years of attending the same school, I’m used to the multitude of mixed signals Oliver Benton throws my way. 

      Signals that I can never seem to decipher. 

      When Mr. Reid stops mid-conversation, I realize the change in Oliver isn’t only obvious to me. Looking over his shoulder in my direction, the teacher offers a welcoming smile when he realizes it’s me. 

      “Micah, I’m glad you made it.” He gestures for me to come on in while he walks back to his desk and picks up what looks to be a stack of papers. “Take a seat, please. I was just telling Oliver how great this opportunity will be for the both of you.” 

      Oliver’s face turns to stone, and I can’t help but give him attitude. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

      His face heats at being called out, and he gives me a quick nod before tucking his chin into his chest. 

      I lower my messenger bag to the floor and make a show of moving the chair a few inches away from him before sitting down.  

      I wish I knew what his problem is, but over the years, I’ve figured he’s just a passenger on the same homophobic train his shit bag friends ride on. 

      Oliver isn’t as outspoken, or as mean and pretentious as they are, but the disdain and annoyance that seem permanently etched on his face when he’s around me means he probably dislikes me as much as they do.

      Usually, I let their taunts roll off my back, because their opinions are not ones I value. But right now, being in the same room as Oliver, and knowing at some point we’ll be going away on this field trip together, his aversion bothers me.

      “So, here is everything you need to know,” Mr. Reid says, handing us both manilla folders. “Have a flick through and feel free to ask me any questions.”

      I take out the stapled papers and begin to skim over the details. It’s the opportunity of a lifetime, one that I’m not going to give up. Even if it means five whole days with Oliver Benton.

      “As you can see,” Mr. Reid starts. “We’ll get there on Monday morning and leave on Friday afternoon. You will stay on campus in your own dorm room and have access to all their facilities. As well as be given a weekly timetable in which you will be able to observe numerous college classes.

      “There is a questionnaire in there that asks you what subjects you’re interested in, as well as what you’re interested in studying overall. You need to fill it out and return it to me tomorrow, and the schedule will be set up based on what details you provide them with.

      “You will also need parental permission.” He points to the folders. “That form is also in there.”

      “I’m eighteen,” Oliver exclaims. 

      “I know.” Mr. Reid looks at me. “Aren’t you eighteen too?”

      I offer him a nod. 

      “Well,” he continues. “The permission is more for the school. So you’re accounted for and you’re excused from class for the week. And obviously I’ll be there the whole week, along with another staff member.” He claps his hands together. “Do you guys have any questions?”

      “Will this go toward our actual application?” Oliver questions. “Will it give us any extra credits?”

      “It’s not as black and white as extra credits, but the university wants you guys,” Mr. Reid says enthusiastically. “They were impressed by your mock applications, and they want to give you an up close and personal look at the university because they want to impress you. They want to be your first.”

      “And I guess you never forget your first,” I say sarcastically. 

      “Micah,” Mr. Reid admonishes.

      I see Oliver’s shoulders shake in my peripheral vision, and a sudden rush of pride rushes through me for making him laugh. Maybe we can survive this week away after all. 

      “When is this taking place?” I ask, flicking my gaze between Mr. Reid and the documents.

      “They didn’t put it on there?” he questions.

      I hand Mr. Reid the booklet so he can double check himself. He traces his finger down each page, and then hands the paper back to me when he’s found what he’s looking for. “They’ve written it in words instead of numbers. So it’s easy to overlook. They want you there three weeks from now.”

      “And if we can’t go?” Oliver asks. 

      My gut twists at the possibility of him missing out on such a huge opportunity. “You’d be an idiot to pass this up,” I blurt out.

      His head snaps in my direction, his eyes widening in shock by my outburst and interference. Truth is, so am I, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to back down.

      “Not that it’s any of your business, Stewart, but maybe not everyone can drop everything at a moment’s notice,” he bites back.

      I don’t bother explaining that my life is far from whatever it is he’s assuming, because he’s right, his life is none of my business. And if he wants to throw away an opportunity of this magnitude, that’s none of my business either. 

      Irritated with myself, I nab the folder off the desk and look directly at Mr. Reid. “Can I go now?”

      He purses his lips together and nods at me sympathetically, which makes me feel even worse. “Make sure you get those notes to me as soon as you can.”

      “I will.” Still seated, I bend over to shove the bunch of papers in my bag. I have no idea what urges me to do it, but I turn my head to sneak a peek at Oliver, but he’s already staring at me. 

      It’s not a scowl, or his usual hostile glare. It’s unfamiliar and unguarded. 

      His russet colored eyes, both transparent and vulnerable, showing me the flicker of interest I seem to have missed all these years. 

      It’s the missing piece of the Oliver Benton puzzle. It’s the reason he’s always so awkward around me. Why he’s always so skittish after I catch him looking. Why he always pretends he isn’t. 

      Swallowing hard, I look away. Not in a rush. Not in disgust. But just enough to hide my surprise. Not once, in all the years did I ever consider that Oliver could be gay.

      Wanting to test my theory, I turn to look at him and hold his gaze. I slowly rise off the chair. 

      My movements are deliberate and filled with purpose, stretching out and showing off the length of my body. His gaze is glued to me, his eyes greedily taking me in, bouncing around every inch, unsure of where to look. Trying so hard not to linger. 

      Someone clearing their throat reminds me we’re not alone. I straighten my back and awkwardly turn to look at Mr. Reid. The look on his face says, maybe, subtlety isn’t my strongest suit. 

      “Are you guys both ready to leave?” he asks. “I’ve got to get back to my work, and I don’t want you two to miss what’s left of lunch.”

      I offer a quick nod and look back at Oliver. He’s lowered his eyes, his face now out of view, but the red tips of his ears give away his embarrassment at being caught out.

      It’s the sign I need to walk out of class without a second glance, because his interest in me may be appealing, but his reluctance to acknowledge it isn’t.

      The hallways are bustling with students, yet it’s not enough to drown out the new direction of my thoughts. When I really think about it, I don’t know how I didn’t pick up on it earlier. He’s the quietest guy with the loudest friends, the perfect cover up for the guy who’s trying to hide in plain sight. 

      A little bit frazzled by the idea of Oliver being locked up in the proverbial closet, I drag my cell out of my pocket and message my best friend, Lux, who I usually meet for lunch.

      Me: Not hungry. Heading for the Library. 

      Lux: Already here.

      After changing out some books in my locker and grabbing a granola bar, I race over to Lux, hoping to spend whatever’s left of our break catching up on the first half of the day. 

      When I arrive at our usual study pod on the second floor, I’m a little surprised to see Jamie, Oliver’s best friend, and Lux hovering in the doorway. 

      But I’m even more surprised to see Oliver farther in the room, sitting on the large desk, fidgeting with his cell, his legs resting on the seat of the chair. 

      “What is he doing here?” I ask Lux, my annoyance at Jamie’s presence extremely obvious. 

      At the sound of my voice, Oliver’s head snaps up. “I’m gonna go,” he mutters loud enough for us to hear, and my stomach drops at the idea of him leaving because of me.  

      “Actually,” Lux’s voice interrupts. “Can you two keep each other company for a second?” She then turns to me. “Jamie and I got paired together on an assignment, and Oliver’s my insurance policy. If he stays, Jamie stays, and I’m not doing this assignment on my own for him to get all the credit. That fucker can work for it just as hard as I do.”

      I can’t help but smile at her sass. “Go do what you need to do.” I give her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I’ll hold down the fort here.”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “Thank you, I owe you one.”

      In a hurry, Lux leaves the room, shutting the door and essentially locking us in. The air automatically feels thicker, the mood heavier. And from the look on Oliver’s face, this is the last place he wants to be. 

      He’s no longer seated. With his backpack on his back and his cell in hand, he looks ready to run, and it makes me feel sick.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” I stupidly blurt out.

      The color drains from his face and I instantly regret opening my mouth. If I thought he was uncomfortable before, now he just looks down right angry. 

      I watch his eyes darken to a muddy brown while his jaw works overtime, clenching and grinding. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” he spits out.

      “You can talk to me about it,” I push, stepping a little closer “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      Just before I can argue and tell him I know what I saw, Lux and Jamie walk in looking like they want to kill each other. Something in the way we look has both their eyes narrowing at us in confusion. 

      Reluctantly, I step away from Oliver to give him the distance I know he’s so desperately seeking. Jamie’s eyes dart between Oliver and me before he sneers and says, “You trying to have a go at my friend, Micah?” 

      Stepping away from Oliver, a low-lying chuckle leaves my mouth. “Come on, Jamie. Everyone knows I don’t hit on straight guys.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      The weeks following Mr. Reid’s announcement and Micah’s attempt to confirm or deny my sexuality have passed in what can only be described as the slowest blur of my life. 

      The days are going fast, but the hours in school, where Micah now watches me like a hawk, have been painfully slow. I feel his eyes on me at all times, no matter where I am. 

      It’s an unexpected turn of events, and I hate how his attention both lights me up and scares the absolute shit out of me. 

      And now that we’re both standing in the school office waiting for Mr. Reid to arrive so he can drive us to the University of Washington, I can’t work out if I’m coming or fucking going. 

      With my hands in my pockets, I do my best to appear nonchalant, to look somewhat comfortable in my own skin and comfortable being this close to Micah. 

      “Micah. Oliver,” Mr. Reid greets. “I’m so glad you’re here on time. Everything is ready for us to go, and Mr. Grayson is waiting for us at the front gates. Do you guys have everything you need?”

      I look down at my duffel bag and back up at Mr. Reid. “Yes, sir.”

      “Micah?” he queries.

      When Micah doesn’t answer, Mr. Reid reaches up and tugs an earphone out of his ear, startling Micah. “Sorry, what?”

      “Are you ready to go?” Mr. Reid repeats. 

      “Yes, sir. Sorry about that. I’m all ready to go.”

      “Okay then, let’s get this show on the road. We’re anticipating it will take us just under two hours to get there.”

      We follow Mr. Reid for the short walk, and by the time we reach the car, I realize Micah and I will be sitting next to one another in the back seat. A lot closer than I anticipated. 

      As if he can read my mind, Micah places a hand on my shoulder, stopping me from walking any farther.

      The small contact blindsides me, and my breath hitches in my throat. I look over my shoulder at him. “Is everything okay?”

      “It’s okay if you don’t want to sit next to me,” he says sympathetically. “I can tell them I get car sick and need to sit in the front.”

      Courage I didn’t know I had has me shaking my head. “Don’t do that. I want to sit next to you.”

      If my words surprise him, he doesn’t show it. Instead, he gives me a small nod and continues with his walk to the car.

      Once all our bags are packed in the trunk, we climb into the car, and I do my best not to focus on how close we really are in this back seat. Both Micah and I are tall, and my athletic build takes up way more than my allotted half of the space.

      If either of the teachers were concerned by our discomfort or proximity, they don’t say a word. 

      We leave the school in no time, and the tension I thought I would feel doesn’t materialize. There’s an odd sense of comfort and giddiness when sitting next to Micah, like for a few small moments I can just be me. 

      Mr. Reid and Mr. Grayson fill the silence with their own chatter, trying to include Micah and me wherever they can. And like the dutiful student he is, Micah animatedly chimes in with his thoughts and opinions whenever he wants. 

      I let myself get lost in the sound of his voice and the heat of his body so close to mine. Every so often, his thigh brushes up against mine, and my mind doesn’t even falter about whether it’s on purpose or not. Because truth is, I don’t care. I let myself enjoy the contact and the way every single one of my nerve endings responds to it.

      The drive passes with me focusing on the view outside. The constant run of greenery outside brings me the right amount of calm to soothe my rapidly beating heart. When a hand unexpectedly lands on mine, my head snaps around to Micah.

      The simple touch is like static, the after effects lingering in my veins. Unable to utter any words, I look down and then back up at him. 

      “You do that a lot,” he explains nonchalantly. 

      “What?”

      He gives my hand a little squeeze. “I noticed your leg bounces when you’re nervous, but the tapping of your fingers on your knee seems to be today’s tell.”

      Like a trigger, I feel myself wanting to resume the motion the second he mentions it. “I’m not nervous.” It’s half a lie, and I seem to be more stuck on the fact he noticed.

      He raises a knowing brow. “Do you want me to move my hand to prove it?” 

      My eyes dart around the car out of habit, always checking to see who’s around and who’s watching. Assuring myself that neither Mr. Reid or Mr. Grayson are paying attention to us, I drag my hand from underneath his and lean closer so he can hear me. 

      “Can you keep your hand here?” I ask, my voice only a smidgen higher than a whisper.

      He doesn’t answer, but the small amount of pressure he applies to my thigh is proof that he heard me. 

      I don’t let my eyes linger on where he’s touching me, or how it feels like his handprint is searing itself into my skin. Instead, I return to the view outside, concentrating on the lush, green surroundings on the other side of the window. 

      The signs every few miles tell me we’re getting closer, but as Micah’s fingers begin to trail up and down my thigh, lazily drawing shapes over the denim of my jeans, a huge part of me doesn’t want this exquisite torture to end. 

      My dick thickens uncomfortably behind the zipper of my jeans, serving as a reminder that this is real. It isn’t my imagination. It isn’t a fantasy. Micah Stewart is teasing me with his touch, and I’m losing my mind. 

      I try to discreetly shift in the seat and ease my discomfort, but when I hear a chuckle close to my ear, I realize everything I’m feeling is on full display.

      “You okay there?” Micah breathes in my ear.

      I offer a quick, hurried nod and turn back to face the window in embarrassment. I can feel my face heating up, and I don’t need to give Micah any more proof of how much this is affecting me.

      He doesn’t say another word for the rest of the drive, but his hand loyally stays where I asked it to. Eventually, we pull up and park at the front of the main building, and the loss of Micah’s touch is immediate.

      As he steps out of the car, talking to the teachers and collecting his things, he falls into every single role effortlessly. Like he didn’t just have his hand on me, and like he didn’t know my dick was getting hard for him. 

      I stay back in the car for a few extra minutes to regulate my breathing and slip my mask of indifference back where it belongs. When I step outside, Micah is holding my bag.

      I tip my chin up at him. “Thank you.”

      He winks at me, and I’m sure his intention is to make the flush in my cheeks a permanent fixture by the end of the week. 

      Micah and Mr. Grayson walk ahead, making small talk about other colleges, while I hang back a little to compose myself. 

      As we get closer to the entrance, I notice Mr. Reid’s pace is slowing down, his steps syncing with my slower ones. When there’s a significant distance between us and the other two men, he places a hand on my shoulder, stopping me.

      I give him a tight, questioning smile. “Is everything okay, sir?”

      “Yeah. Yeah,” he repeats more confidently. “I just wanted to say I know how brutal your running schedule is, and I really do appreciate you making the time to come out here for the week. I know it wasn’t easy, but I think you and Micah will really benefit from this.”

      Silently, I raise my eyes to the guy in front of me, not sure if my teacher wants to know the real reason I made the impossible happen. 

      “Thanks for the opportunity, sir,” I tell him instead.

      “Nothing to thank me for,” he says, starting to walk again. “You’re the one who did all the hard work.”

      When we step inside the building, I’m taken aback by the grandeur of it all. The history of the place is all over the walls. Pictures, plaques, cabinets full of trophies; there’s nothing that doesn’t ooze professionalism and prestige. And my obsession with Micah momentarily slides to second place on my priority list, because a life here, being the only person in my family to go to college, is an option for me. 

      Seeing it in the flesh, the realm of possibilities feels more tangible than ever. 

      “I can’t wait to see the rest of this place,” Micah says, expressing my own thoughts aloud. 

      “Are you guys from Greensday?” a female voice interrupts our ogling. 

      Four sets of eyes turn, and a young woman, not much older than Micah and me, stands there smiling at us, overflowing with a ridiculous amount of enthusiasm. 

      “You must be Miranda,” Mr. Grayson says. “Guys, this is your tour guide for today. After you settle in your makeshift dorm, Miranda will show you around to all the main buildings around campus.”

       “The university has decked out one level complete for what they call the weekly intern program,” Miranda informs us. “So all year around they offer students from schools around the country to stay here for a week at a time and show them how great UOW really is.”

      “Do you like it here?” I find myself asking her.

      “Definitely.” She nods. “It’s even better than I anticipated.”

      “If you guys want to get going, I can show you both your room.” She turns to our teachers. “The teachers’ rooms are located on the same level if you want to follow me too?”

      “Of course,” Mr. Reid responds. “Either one of us can come back down if we need to.”

      “Okay,” she claps her hands together excitedly, “let’s do this.”

      Surprisingly, the building where our rooms are, isn’t near as far as I anticipated. There’re swarms of students everywhere you look, both an exhilarating and encouraging view. There’s a sense of weightlessness in the air around me, a feeling of freedom I didn’t even know I was chasing.

      We walk up four flights of stairs, and Miranda leads us down the narrow hallway. Pointing to the last three doors on our right, Miranda explains our sleeping arrangements.

      “These are your teachers’ rooms.” She hands Mr. Grayson and Mr. Reid a key each. “And this is your room,” she squeaks out. 

      “Room?” Micah queries. 

      “Yeah,” she answers with a smile. “Unless specified, same genders from the same school usually share a room. Just like the normal university set up,” she adds, just as if to remind me I’m a complete idiot for not thinking of this sooner.

      “So, we’re sharing a room,” I say, more like a statement than a question. 

      “Is there a problem?” Mr. Reid asks cautiously.

      A million of them.

      Micah’s questioning gaze meets mine, and I know this is the moment that will change everything for me. Because on the other side of that door there’s no hiding. There’s no retreating into my shell. 

      It’s me and Micah and my biggest secret. 

      “No,” I rush out in a quick breath. “There’s no problem.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          MICAH

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Miranda and our teachers outside, we’re now alone, and I’m jittery as fuck. In the last few weeks, I’ve gone from Micah, the guy who doesn’t fuck with straight guys, to Micah the guy who wants to see how far he can push Oliver till he cracks. 

      Because he will.

      Because pretending you’re not gay doesn’t work. It doesn’t miraculously go away because you ignore your needs. Your wants. Your truths. 

      And maybe it’s naive of me to think a week with me could change that for him, but after watching him for the last few weeks, and watching him so desperately try to hide himself in his own skin, I want to find his middle ground. 

      I can’t explain why, but I want to be his middle ground.

      There’s a twin bed on either side of the room, a small kitchenette, and one bathroom to share. It’s not bad enough to complain, but close enough to be an issue if getting along doesn’t seem like a possibility. 

      “Which bed do you want?” I ask him.

      “This one is fine.” He drops his bag on the bed closest to the door, and before I can suggest laying some ground rules, there’s a loud knock on the door. 

      We both turn around, staring at it, as if it’s going to open up itself. When the knock sounds again, I push past him in a hurry and pull open the door. 

      “Hi,” Miranda greets perkily, holding a bunch of papers close to her chest. “I was instructed to take you both on a tour, and then you guys would meet back with your teachers for dinner.”

      Offering Miranda a tight smile, I point my index finger up in the air. “Can you just give us a second?”

      “Sure.” She nods.

      When I close the door, Oliver looks at me funny. “What’s wrong? What do you need the minute for?”

      “I wanted to say something without an audience,” I answer honestly. “Because I want to make sure we’re on the same page this week.”

      He shakes his head. “What page?”

      I fall back on the door for support, trying to appear a little more unperturbed than I actually am. “You give me whiplash,” I blurt out honestly. “I don’t mind being nice to you.” I point down to his knee. “And I don’t mind touching you.

      “But I’m not going to put myself out there, only for you to act like you don’t know me in public. If you want to act like I don’t exist, then I don’t exist inside or outside this room.”

      He surprises me when he says, “And what’s the other option?”

      “I’m gay, and you’re in the closet, so I think friends will suffice for now.”

      My honesty seems to work against me, and I watch Oliver completely shut down before my eyes at the mention of being in the closet. His body drops onto the bed, his head buried in his hands.

      “Hey,” I say softly, my feet moving on their own accord toward him. I crouch down in front of him. “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s your life and your choices.”

      Noticing my closeness, he raises his eyes to meet mine. 

      “I’m sorry,” he huffs. “I’m not used to people actually paying attention to me.”

      “You mean, you’ve never been around anyone who knows your secret?” 

      His head hangs in shame, and guilt urges me to change my approach. “Look, if you’re worried I’m going to tell anyone, I’m not. I would never do that.”

      He cuts me off, shaking his head. “It’s not that.”

      Miranda knocking on the door interrupts us. “I guess we’ll need to continue this later?”

      Shocking me, he holds a hand out between us. “Friends?”

      Cautiously, I slip my hand into his. “We can only try.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day moves fairly quickly. Miranda’s tour is both mentally and physically exhausting, but also enlightening to see what life on the other side of high school could be like. 

      Not only is the campus huge, but there’s so much to take in. So many things that feel a world away from the two-bedroom apartment I share with my mother and sister. 

      It’s close enough I can visit them often, but far enough to start my own life. 

      It’s the beginning of a new life, a new journey. The first step in being the man my mother raised me to be. To be the man who works hard enough to provide for her and my sister, Jem; to give back everything she’s ever given me. 

      Surprisingly, it looked like Oliver felt the same way as me. Relaxed in a way I’d never seen him, and sure to never see past this week, I was able to appreciate I wasn’t the only one looking for my pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.

      Add in dinner with Mr. Reid and Mr. Grayson, and the idea of being friends with Oliver Benton is no longer far-fetched.

       Oliver opens the bedroom door, and fatigue hits me almost immediately. 

      “I’m so fucking tired,” I groan. As soon as I get inside, I toe off my shoes and throw myself face forward onto the bed dramatically. 

      A soft chuckle sounds from behind me. When I turn to face him, he’s got his back to me while he rummages through his duffel bag. 

      “What are you doing?” I ask. 

      “I’m going for a run.”

      “Where do you even get the energy?” 

      “Did you see that track?” He looks over his shoulder with a huge smile on his face. “I thought the one at Greensday was amazing, plus I’ve got a little bit of extra energy I need to expend.”

      There are a million different ways that he can exert his extra energy that don’t require him leaving the room, but I keep those thoughts to myself. I don’t want to scare him after the progress we’ve just made. 

      He enters the bathroom, only to come out seconds later dressed in his dri-fit shirt and shorts, but it’s the compression tights he wears underneath that catch my attention. They extend past the hem of his shorts and stop right above his knee. 

      They’re like a second skin, outlining every single sculpted muscle in his thighs. Muscles that I would kill to wrap myself around. 

      When I manage to pull my eyes away from his body, and back up to his face, I find Oliver smirking at me.

      “Something funny?” I droll.

      He shrugs. “Like what you see?”

      I sit up on my elbows in shocked horror. “Oliver Benton. Are you flirting with me?”

      The familiar flush of embarrassment creeps up his cheeks, but he doesn’t shy away from my gaze. “I’m just trying it out for size.”

      As nonchalant as he’s trying to appear, I can see the tension lining his jaw and gracing the length of his neck. I decide to let him off the hook, because I can see how hard he’s trying to just be.

      “If you ever wanna walk around in just those tights, I won’t mind,” I throw out casually.

      The side of his mouth lifts in a shy half-smile. “Good to know.”

      We fall into a comfortable silence as I watch Oliver neatly fold his day-old clothes and pack them into his duffel bag. When the door shuts behind him, my body sinks into the mattress, my tight muscles uncoiling with every second that passes. 

      I pull my cell out of my pocket and text my mom. After she responds, I fuck around on my socials, checking my notifications and responding to a slew of texts from Lux. 

      When the room starts to feel cold, I know I’ve been sitting on the bed, ass farting around for way too long. Taking the opportunity to use the bathroom without feeling rushed, I drag myself off the bed, gather my towel and toiletries, and head straight for the shower. 

      It’s a tight fit, but not much smaller than what I’m used to at home. I quickly go through the motions, and realize I forgot to bring my clothes inside. 

      Expecting Oliver to still be out, I freeze in the doorway when I see him sitting on the end of his bed, taking off his shoes in the dark. The light from the bathroom illuminates the dark room, and Oliver’s head snaps up at the sight. 

      With a lot of skin on display, Oliver’s eyes flare with nothing but thirst and desire, roaming across my chest and down my stomach. My skin heats under his perusal, and my dick hardens beneath the towel.

      “Sorry,” I croak out. “I forgot to take my clothes in with me.”

      He shakes his head and sinks his teeth into his bottom lip, like he’s purposefully trying to keep the words inside. When the silence lingers for seconds too long, I grip the edges of the towel tightly, and awkwardly hurry over to my side of the room. 

      With my back to him, I pull my clothes out of my bag. “I can change out here if you need the shower.”

      When the light in the room dims into darkness, I release a staggered breath of relief into the empty room. I’m at a loss. With the feelings, with the attraction, with how the fuck we’re going to find lukewarm, when all I feel is hot every time Oliver looks at me.

      By the time the water switches off, I’m already in my sweatpants and wrapped up in the blankets. I turn on my side, so I can face the wall and give both Oliver and me some space. 

      We made progress today, and I don’t want to be greedy, so I’m surprised when I hear his voice. “Micah,” he calls out softly. “Are you awake?”

      For a split second, I contemplate responding, but something in my gut says to ignore it. To let tonight run its course, because nothing good can come of how wound up I am. 

      Eventually, I hear the bed creak, and the rustle of his blankets. Feeling both guilty and wired, I pull the cover up over my ears and want to succumb to sleep.

      It takes a while, but eventually I feel my eyelids get heavier, along with my body finally relaxing into the mattress. My mind straddles between the line of sleep and consciousness, but when I can feel my arm tingling and the room fill with a noise I can’t seem to place, I give up the fight and open my eyes.  

      Wanting to know the time, I turn around with the intention of grabbing my cell off the shared nightstand, but when I see a sliver of light shining off Oliver’s own phone and the frantic rush he’s in to switch off the screen, I still. 

      The room is dark, but there’s no mistaking his panicked breathing. He’s acting cagey, like he’s hiding something. Like he just got caught watching…

      “What are you watching?” I blurt out, my voice a little rusty from sleep. 

      He stays silent. 

      Still.

      Certain I’m crossing a million lines, I climb out of bed and walk over to his side of the room. I can’t see him as well as I want to, but I can feel him staring up at me all the same. 

      “Show me what you were watching,” I demand.

      “Micah,” he protests. 

      “Show. Me.”

      On a large and loud exhale, he raises his cell to his face and keys in the code. It’s a prick move, but I don’t bother waiting for him to hand it to me, plucking the device straight out of his hold. 

      “Micah,” he shouts, but the sound of his voice fades into the background as my eyes take in the position of the two men on the screen.

      My imagination goes haywire, and all the blood rushes straight to my dick as I picture Oliver and me doing the exact same things. I reluctantly drag my eyes off their bodies, and angle the phone so the light allows for Oliver and I to see one another. 

      He looks like he’s about to explode, desperation and apprehension written all over his face. But when his gaze drops to my cock, it’s game over. Any control I had flying straight out the window. 

      “Please ask me to get into bed with you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      My mouth doesn’t work, the words I want to say don’t come out. My tongue is thick and heavy, and my eyes will not stop staring at Micah’s erect dick, which is so close to my fucking face, I want nothing more than to taste it. 

      The embarrassment of being caught watching porn is long gone, Micah standing over me in nothing but sweatpants, and his lean, sinewy chest on display the image now on the forefront of my mind. 

      Knowing I will never forgive myself for passing this up, I take the gift the universe has dropped into my lap, and pull back the blankets, inviting him in. 

      The bed is nowhere near big enough for the two of us, but after handing back my phone, he climbs in and underneath the blanket without a second thought. 

      My body trembles at the anticipation of the unknown as he slides in beside me. Also sleeping without a shirt, his skin is now touching mine, and I’m almost certain my dick is leaking at the contact. Without a care in the world, he hooks his leg over my body, his thick shaft pressing into my hip, and places his hand right over my frantically beating heart. 

      “Do you want to keep watching?” he asks, his breath warm near my ear. 

      “You want to watch porn with me?”

      “I know you can feel how hard I am, and I know you are too.” He tries to move his hand down my torso, to my dick, but I slap my hand over his, stopping it. 

      “If you touch me, I’m going to blow.”

      “Isn’t that the plan?” he smarts.

      “Not yet,” I say with a shaky breath. 

      He runs his fingers back up my stomach while tucking his head into my neck. “Put the video on,” he says against my skin.

      Swallowing hard, I do as he says and fumble around with the lock screen and the volume. Now that he’s not asleep, I raise it ever so slightly, knowing the masculine groans and grunts from the video will only add to the whole experience. 

      As soon as I press play, Micah’s lips find my skin. Bodies begin to move across the screen, but all I can focus on is the way his mouth skates up and down the column of my neck. 

      When my body shudders, he pulls back. “Do you want me to stop?”

      “No,” I whisper. “Please, don’t stop.”

      His lips return to my pulse. “Just keep watching.” 

      My attempt is futile, my eyes blurring in a thick haze of lust. When his hand slides down my body a second time, I don’t stop him. And when he cups my aching cock, the slow pace becomes the last thing I want. 

      Dropping my cell without a care of where it lands, every movement after feels like it happens at the speed of light. 

      Taking control, I hook both an arm and a leg over Micah’s body, till I’m up on all fours, hovering over him. He looks up at me, my heart tripping at the blinding smile he aims my way. 

      “There you are,” he says, his eyes sparkling with a hint of pride. He slides his hand around the back of my neck. “You ready to take what you want?”

      As if I needed permission, every wall I’ve ever erected comes crashing down at his words. He’s here, and he’s mine for the taking. I slam my lips down on his, and Micah doesn’t even waver in his response to me. 

      Our mouths move aggressively against one another in a frenzy of tongues and teeth and desperation. I’m free falling, and Micah has no qualms with being the one to catch me. It’s one thing to know you’re gay and do nothing about it, and it’s another to get your first taste and realize there’s absolutely no going back. 

      As I lower my body onto his, rubbing my cock against his, I know with unparalleled clarity the trajectory of my whole life will be dependent on this single moment. 

      The kiss.

      The touching. 

      Him.

      “Fuck, this feels too good.” I pant. “I need to slow down.”

      Micah’s hands travel down my back, settling on and squeezing my ass. “Why would we need to do that?”

      Because I know I will never get this chance again. The freedom. The vulnerability. The absolute endless hours of touching and tasting and being just me. 

      “I feel like there’s so much I want to do to you, and with you,” I tell him honestly. “I just can’t fucking think straight.”

      “Hey.” He places a hand on my chest, his voice soothing me. “Let me take care of you, okay? I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”

      “I want it to be good for you too.”

      “Please,” he says with a smirk. “It will be my absolute pleasure showing you why it’s so good on this side of the line.”

      He moves to sit up, and I shuffle a little farther down, resting on my haunches to give him room. Placing his palm on my cheek, he lowers his lips to mine and kisses me gently, such a stark contrast to the direction this was going only minutes ago. 

      His mouth moves across my jaw and down my neck. When he sucks on the skin right above my collarbone, my cock throbs. 

      “I want to suck you off,” he murmurs. 

      Groaning, my head falls forward. “You can fucking ravage me any way you want, but I’m not going to last long.”

      He continues to kiss and lick my skin. “You telling me all that training you do and you won’t be able to get it back up again?”

      I pull back and raise an eyebrow at him. “Are you challenging me?”

      “Are you up for it?” he teases.

      Lightly, I shove one of his shoulders and grab my dick. “I’m fucking up alright.”

      We both chuckle, and when our eyes meet, I’m met with more than just heat and want. Micah doesn’t look at me like he’s seeing me for the first time, he’s looking at me like he knows me. And in all the ways that truly matter, he does know me.

      Relaxed. Comfortable. Happy. This is the very best version of me. 

      “Stop looking at me like that,” he says. 

      “Like what?”

      He slowly licks his lips. “Like you might fall in love with me.”

      I wait for the panic to grip me. The fear of feeling something so irrevocable for somebody else, but it doesn’t come, because in the safety of these four walls, falling in love with Micah Stewart might change my life in all the ways I can’t seem to do on my own. 

      Without a worry in the world, I launch myself onto him, pinning him back down into the mattress. Fuse my lips to his, one hundred percent sure I was in love with Micah’s mouth. “Enough with all the feelings,” I say in between kisses. “You gonna suck my dick or what?”

      Using all his strength, Micah rolls us around so I’m the one now on my back. He trails the length of my body with his mouth, licking and kissing every inch of my skin. 

      A loud moan escapes when he teases my nipples with his tongue, and when he finally passes my navel, I want to grip my cock to stop myself from coming on the spot. 

      Micah climbs off of me and off the bed. “Move to the edge, and sit up,” he demands. 

      Impatient, I do as he says, and then raise my hips to get rid of my sweats. After I’ve kicked them off, he gets down on his knees and settles back between my legs, and I will the image to sear itself into my brain. Because Micah Stewart on his knees for me is every single fantasy come to life. 

      My cock rests on my lower stomach, the head purple and glistening with pre-come. Micah peers up at me with hungry eyes. He wraps warm fingers around my shaft, and it jerks in his hand. 

      When the tip of his tongue circles my crown, I wonder how life could ever get any better than right now. And when he covers all of me with his mouth, I’m almost certain I’ve died and gone to heaven. 

      He bobs up and down on my length, both his mouth and his fist in tandem. His hair falls around him like a curtain, and on instinct, my fingers run through the strands, pushing it away from his face, giving me an uninterrupted view of his lips around my cock. 

      It takes everything I have not to push his head down farther, but when I feel the back of his throat and hear him gag, the urge becomes impossible.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, my hand roughly guiding him lower, and heat pools at the base of my spine, my balls feeling full and impossibly heavy. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      Tugging at his hair, I try to pull him off me. “I’m gonna blow in your mouth,” I warn. 

      His gaze flicks up to mine, his rhythm never faltering. The invitation in his eyes is as clear as day, and who the fuck am I to decline. 

      Going in for the kill, he drags his mouth up my length one more time, his cheeks hollowing out as he expertly sucks on the head. 

      “Holy fuck,” I shout as streams of come fill his mouth. I watch him lap it all up, like it’s his last meal, or his favorite one. “You look so good down there.”

      He pops off my dick and gives me a wicked smile. “Want to taste yourself?”

      I lean back on my elbows, trying to catch my breath. “I’d rather taste you,” I blurt out.

      He rises up off his knees and runs his fingers through my hair. “You don’t have to do that.”

      My eyes dart straight down to the dick print in his sweatpants, taking in both the length and stiffness. Reaching out, I grip his waist and pull him closer to me. Even though I’m looking up at him, his cock is in perfect line with my mouth.

      “I have wanted you since I first laid eyes on you,” I confess. “You think I’m gonna pass up the chance to taste you?”

      “I can get myself off,” he exclaims. “I just don’t want you to feel uncomfortable. I know this is all new.”

      Placing my hand over his shaft, I glide it up and down his length. “The actions might be new, Micah, but the feelings of wanting you are not.”

      Dragging his pants down his body, I leave them sitting mid-thigh, his half-covered legs turning me on all over again. His dick is long and hard and leaking, and I can feel my mouth practically salivating at the possibilities. 

      Letting nothing but my senses guide me, I run one hand up his naked thigh and around to his ass. My other hand grips his long, hard cock and I begin jacking him off. Pre-come pools in the slit of his tip, and I waste no time scooping it up with my tongue. 

      Wanting more, I lick his crown like a lollipop, enjoying the sporadic spurt of salty liquid on my tongue. When his fingers glide through my hair, and he applies the slightest amount of pressure on my head, I take it as an invitation to take his whole length in between my lips. 

      I slide up and down his shaft while the plethora of moans and obscenities from Micah’s mouth spurs me on. Feeling cocky, I release my hold on his shaft, and place it on his other ass cheek. Alternating between squeezing and caressing, I push Micah farther into my mouth, wanting to feel him at the back of my throat. 

       “Fuck, that feels so good,” he groans. “I think my dick could live in your mouth forever.”

      When I gag, he tries to pull back, but I push him farther down my throat, welcoming the discomfort. I flick my eyes up to Micah’s, and whatever he sees flips a switch, and he begins voluntarily fucking my mouth. 

      It’s fast and rough, and everything I ever imagined it to be. Drops of his salty arousal return, and my tongue laps up the prelude of what’s to come.

      With our eyes still locked on one another, he tugs at my hair, pulling my head back farther. “Are you sure?” he asks.

      Not needing any clarification, I bob my head faster, eager to push him over the edge, eager to have him fill my mouth. 

      “Oh shit,” he cries out as a generous amount of come lands on my tongue. I work my throat to swallow as gracefully as possible while he continues to unload in my mouth. 

      As his release tapers down, his hold on my hair loosens, and his body sags in exhaustion. I drag myself off his now soft dick and offer him a satisfied smile. “Want to taste yourself?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          MICAH

        

      

    

    
      Pulling my sweats up, I tuck myself back in and throw myself at him. He falls flat on his back, and I’m awkwardly stretched over him, wanting nothing more than my lips on his. 

      He opens up for me, offering me his tongue, letting me bask in the fact that I can taste myself on him. Sated, our mouths move slower, our strokes lazy and content. It’s a feeling I could get used to; a feeling I want to get used to. 

      “While I could do this all night,” Oliver says, interrupting our kiss, “do you think we can get a little more comfortable?”

      A small chuckle leaves my mouth. “What? You don’t like my body on top of yours?”

      He wraps his arms around me and kisses the tip of my nose. “I could really get used to your body on top of mine.”

      The mood between us has shifted. The goal of getting each other off taking a back seat, and that emotional connection tethering us to one another a lot quicker than I anticipated. 

      Oliver tucks my hair behind my ear. “Take off your sweats, and slide underneath the covers with me.”

      It’s a simple and honest request. No sexual innuendo, no dominating command. And I don’t need to be asked twice. 

      I stand up and rid myself of my pants, throwing them onto the empty bed. Oliver stands too, a comfort in his nakedness that I didn’t expect. He presses a soft kiss on my lips. “I’m going to brush my teeth. I’ll be right back.”

      When he saunters back into the room, I smile at just how relaxed he looks. Knowing I helped has my dick stirring to life. 

      We swap places while I quickly freshen up, and when I return to the room he’s already in bed and underneath the blanket. 

      Wordlessly, I climb into his arms. With my back pressed against his front, it’s a tight fit, but a perfect one nevertheless. Slightly bigger than I am, he throws both his arm and leg over my body, his semi-hard dick pressing into my lower back, and his chin resting on my shoulder. 

      “Thank you,” he breathes into the darkness. 

      “For the blow job?”

      “No,” he chuckles. “I mean yes, it was amazing, but I mean thank you for not judging me.”

      I cover his forearm with mine, and tuck myself even closer to him. “I used to think you hated me,” I reveal. “I couldn’t work out why you were always scowling at me, but when I finally saw the way you were looking at me that day in Mr. Reid’s class… I don’t think I realized how much it bothered me to have you hate me without knowing me.” I turn in his arms and try to ignore the way our cocks brush against one another. “It would be hypocritical of me to judge you without knowing you.”

      “You know more than anyone else,” he admits. 

      I cup his cheek, and his eyes drop to my lips. “I know you’re gay. But I want to know everything else there is to know about you.”

      He presses his hips into me and kisses me at the same time. Our dicks harden, unable to deal with the close proximity. 

      “Like I said, thank you.” He returns his mouth to mine, that feeling of complete contentment washing over me again. “I think it’s safe to assume I’m going to be hard this whole week.” He grinds his erection into mine. “I don’t think I can be this close to you and not want to touch you.”

      I slide my hand down his body and cup his ass. “I’m down for another orgasm if you are.”

      His dick jumps against mine. “You don’t need to ask me twice.” 

      Throwing off the blankets, he carefully rolls over me, trying to give us more room. He lines up our dicks and starts thrusting. 

      Our skin is hot and sensitive, and the feel of his cock rubbing against mine has me feeling delirious. Wanting more, I wrap my fingers around us both and jerk us off. 

      Pre-come makes the glide of my hands smoother, the friction nothing but delicious torture. “How do you think we look together?” Oliver pants. “It’s like your dick was made for mine.” 

      I glance down, and the sight of us together, all slick from our arousal, ratchets up my desire to come. 

      Oliver fucks my fist, his desperation matching my own. Our lips gravitate to each other, neither of us able to resist any type of contact, none of it feeling like enough. 

      Already able to pick up on his tells, I match his frantic movements to push him over the edge. 

      “Come on my stomach.” My voice is rough and strained as I try to time our release. The demand seems to do the trick, and thick ropes of his come land onto my torso. 

      The sight has my own dick spilling out my release, my own come now mixed on my skin with his. 

      “Oh fuck,” he heaves. “And to think I thought jerking myself off to some porn was going to cut it.”

      My laughter fills the room, loving this up close and personal version of Oliver. He’s better than I anticipated. 

      Sexy. Funny. Honest. 

      “Can I take a picture of you like this?” he asks. 

      I swipe a finger through the sticky substance on my stomach and raise it to his lips. He sucks on it without a second thought. 

      “Do you want to use me for spank bank material?” I joke. 

      His lips tip up in a sly smirk. “I already use you for spank bank material.”

      “If you clean me up, I promise you can use me for the rest of the week.”

      “Somebody’s demanding,” he teases. 

      “Just tired from all the orgasms.” 

      He lowers his lips to my forehead and softly presses a kiss there before making his way to the bathroom. 

      He’s gone for all of a few minutes, but exhaustion has me already drifting off to sleep. 

      “Hey, Micah,” he whispers. “You might feel something wet on you. I’m just cleaning you up.” 

      I manage to crack open an eyelid just as he uses his own towel to wipe up our mess. 

      “Thank you,” I manage to croak out. 

      He gives me another kiss to the forehead. “Anytime. Anytime.” 
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        * * *

      

      For the third morning in a row, I wake up with Oliver’s limbs wrapped up in mine. He wakes up ridiculously early to train, and since our classes have been late, he showers and jumps right back into bed with me. 

      It feels so far from reality, but something I hope with every fiber in my being we can continue after this week’s over. 

      I know it’s a big ask, but I’ll never know if I don’t ask him. And since our break between classes lines up today, I’m going to find the courage to discuss it with him. 

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” My body jolts at the sound of his voice, not expecting him to be awake or know that I am. 

      Here goes nothing. 

       “Can we date?” 

      “You mean you want me to come out?” 

      I turn to face him. “It would be nice, for you, but that’s not what I’m asking.” He runs the back of his hand down my cheek. “I just don’t think I can go back to how it was before, you know?”

      “I know,” he agrees. “I like who I am here. Not just with you, but in general. I feel so light.”

      I listen as he sifts through his thoughts, wanting so much to agree with him, to tell him the change in him is like night and day. Even Mr. Grayson and Mr. Reid notice the difference. 

      While I don’t attribute it to me specifically, there is a freedom like no other when you stop lying to yourself. And I want that for him. 

      “I’m just putting it out there,” I tell him. “It’s not a decision you need to make this second, but I wanted you to know where I stand before we headed back to real life.” 

      “I don’t want to go back to real life,” he admits. “I don’t want to not have this with you.” 

      I scoot myself even closer, till my skin is kissing his. “We’ll work it out, okay? Let’s just enjoy today.” 

      He gives me a solemn nod and a quick peck on the lips. Untangling himself from both me and the blankets, I watch him get ready for the day, imagining us both doing this exact same thing a year from now. 

      I follow his lead and get ready too. Even without the added bonus of Oliver and I getting lost in one another every night, being here has been a life-changing experience. 

      The classes I’ve been allocated to attend are all related to the design and marketing degree I want. And when I’m not in a class, I have all the freedom in the world to find my feet. 

      Mr. Reid and Mr. Grayson gave us a list of dos and don’ts that centered around curfews, parties, drinking, and drugs. 

      But seeing as Oliver and I couldn’t get back to the room quick enough, most of it was a non-issue. 

      They check in with us every morning and insist on dinner together every night, but they’re both so laid back and supportive, it hardly feels like an imposition.

      “I’m going to get going,” Oliver announces. I can see the transformation before my eyes, his default to crawl right back into his shell and erect those familiar walls. 

      Instead of calling him on it, I make the few steps it takes to reach him and kiss him quickly. 

      “Have a good day.” 

      He gives me a sad smile, and I watch him leave the room. 

      Not wanting to dwell on it, I rush through my morning routine and choose to spend the remaining hour before class reminding myself that with or without Oliver, this life I want for myself is going to happen. 

      I don’t focus on the organ in my chest that aches every time I think of having to return to school and pretend none of this ever happened. 

      When lunch comes around, Oliver sends me a text I’m not surprised to read. 

      Oliver: Skipping lunch, heading for the track. 

      It doesn’t take a genius to know running is his anchor, his safe haven. So instead of heading over to go and watch him like I want to, I give him the space, willing it to help him work through his thoughts. 

      I avoid going back to the room at all costs and stay out of his way till dinner, but when he doesn’t show at our usual meeting place, I slap a smile on my face and lie to Mr. Reid and Mr. Grayson, telling them he hasn’t been feeling well today. 

      Dinner goes unbearably slow, Oliver’s absence a noticeable mood changer. I try to smile and laugh and answer at all the right times, but when Mr. Reid suggests I finish up early to check on Oliver, I know I haven’t fooled anyone. 

      I stand outside the dorm room—looking like a creeper—for longer than is acceptable. I feel like I’m delaying the inevitable, knowing it’s going to hurt a lot more than I ever expected to hear him tell me he won’t even try.

      My cell dings with a text, and before I get a chance to check it, the door swings open. 

      “I heard your phone,” he says, explaining himself. “How long have you been standing out here?”

      “Just tell me,” I blurt out.

      “Tell you what?”

      “I know it’s over, Oliver.” Emotion grips my throat, but I try to swallow past it. “Just rip the Band-Aid off,” I plea. “Just rip it off and fucking tell me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          OLIVER

        

      

    

    
      The distressed look on his face slices right through me. I hate that I put that there. He’s given me nothing but time and freedom and an endless amount of affection I know I don’t deserve, and now I’ve gone and ruined it all by giving him the silent treatment.  

      I take hold of his wrist and drag him past the threshold. Slamming the door shut, I push him up on it and hungrily slam my mouth to his.

      His mouth immediately melds with mine, our kiss frantic and all-consuming. Wordlessly, he slips his hands underneath my shirt and begins pushing the material up my stomach. 

      Our lips disconnect, and I raise my arms to let him strip me of my clothes, knowing today, I pushed him past his comfort levels, and he’s trying to regain his footing. He’s trying to put us back on the common ground we’ve been on all week, the place where our mouths and hands do all the talking, and the decision to choose between happiness and heartache doesn’t exist. 

      His mouth returns to mine while long fingers expertly undo the button on my jeans. He drags down the zipper and slips his hands underneath my briefs, and when his fingers curl around my length, my body trembles. 

      “I want to fuck you,” he breaths out against my lips. “Or you fuck me. I don’t care. I just––”

      My body burns at the thought of giving myself to him like that, but a flurry of alarm bells in my mind distract me from his tempting invitation. 

      Pulling apart, I hold his face in between my hands, his expression both weary and wanton. 

      “Hey,” I say softly. “Are you trying to say goodbye to me?”

      He drags his hand out of my pants and lets his head fall back onto the wooden door in defeat. “Isn’t that what you’re going to say to me anyway?”

      “So, what, you want to have sex, and then walk away from one another?”

      “No, I want to have sex, so I have tangible proof that this wasn’t just a dream. That these few days meant something. That we,” he gestures between us, “felt something.”

      All the pieces click together as I watch him try to get a handle on his fear. 

      “I’m sorry for scaring you like that today,” I say. “I just needed a moment to work things out.”

      “It’s okay,” he says, blowing out a resigned breath. “I know it was a big ask. I can’t expect a week away to change everything.”

      Shaking my head, I press a kiss to his lips to silence him, and when I move back, I hold his beautiful gaze. “But you can, Micah. You can expect that, because it did. This week changed everything. You changed everything.”

      “Do you honestly mean that?” he asks, his voice shaking. “Because I don’t know if I can handle you saying one thing, and then when next week comes you doing another.”

      “I can’t promise there won’t be times where I won’t freak out,” I admit. “But if you promise to be patient with me, I promise to do right by you.”

      “You really want this?” he prods.

      It’s my turn to slip my hand underneath his shirt and drag it off his body. I bury my head in his neck and pepper kisses against the column of his neck. 

      “I want you more than anything,” I murmur.

      He cranes his neck to the side, giving me more skin. “Fuck me,” he asks again. 

      “No,” I say in between kisses.

      He stills, and I wait for all the progress we’ve just made to turn to shit. He doesn’t make an attempt to move, and I know I need to tell him my reasoning before he tells himself I don’t want him.

      Holding on to both of his hands, I take a step back and guide him to the bed. When he’s seated, his legs hanging over the edge, I kneel between his wide-open thighs.

      Looking up at him, I take in his pouting lips and tug at them playfully. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you think you know why I don’t want to have sex.”

      “You’ve said no twice,” he retorts, turning his face so he’s avoiding my gaze. “What else am I supposed to think?”

      I grip his chin and drag his eyes back to mine. “I don’t want to do it here. I don’t want to rush it,” I explain. “And I don’t want you to think that I’m taking everything I can get because I have no intention of hanging around.”

      “I didn’t think that,” he argues.

      “I want time with you, Micah. I want time for us to know everything about one another. I want time to cross off firsts with one another.”

      Rising to my feet, I kick off my shoes and crawl over Micah, so he falls flat on his back onto the bed. His eyes are boring into mine, hanging on every word, like I want him to. I want him to know I mean this. I want him to know there’s no turning back for me.

      “I want time to fall in love with you, Micah.”

      From my mouth straight to his ears, I pray to anyone who will listen that he believes me. That he knows watching him walk out of my life isn’t something I could handle. 

      I’ve watched him from afar for far too long, and now that I know what it’s like to have even a sliver of him… 

      I want it all. 

      I want everything.

      Micah’s expression softens at my words. He purses his lips together, trying to hide the embarrassingly wide smile threatening to split his face. “Anybody ever tell you you’re a fucking sweet talker?”

      I shake my head. “I’ve never had anyone to sweet talk to.”

      Unable to hold himself back, he laughs, his smile so blindingly beautiful. “What else can you do with that mouth of yours?”

      “It can do more than sweet talk to you, that’s for sure,” I murmur, lowering my mouth to his. “We’ll start with kissing, though. Because everything good always starts with a kiss.”

      He cups the back of my neck and pulls me back to him. This time we don’t come up for air, the kiss lacking the fear and apprehension from earlier. 

      Our mouths move without an expiration date, languidly teasing and tasting, promising one another of all the good things left to come. 

      Wanting to show him just how much I want this, I recreate our first night together, but with a little more finesse and a lot more practice. 

      When we’re both naked, I lay my body on top of his and delight in the comfort between us. His skin heats mine while the planes of his body fit perfectly underneath me. My cock aches for his touch while my heart beats a new rhythm that’s only for him.  

      We’re all tongues and hands, our hips rocking and our dicks gliding against one another. Our bodies become reacquainted with the delicious friction that comes from being so close. So intimate. So familiar. 

      He is everything I wanted, and everything I thought I could never have.

      Life might not be perfect, but with Micah in it, the imperfect might be a little easier to bear. 

      Momentum builds as we thrust, stroke, and touch with one singular purpose. Hands grip my ass, applying just enough pressure to finally push us both over the edge.

      “Oliver?” Micah pants through his orgasm.

      Pushing up on my elbows, I look down as I roll my hips and spread our arousal between us. “Yeah, baby?”

      Micah takes hold of my chin, bringing my focus back to him. “I want time to fall in love with you too.”
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      On all fours, my body hovers over his, my gloved hand circling around his throat, squeezing tight. Wide eyes stare up at me in horror, confusion, and fear, wondering how after a quiet night out in the city he ended up here. 

      My hold on him increases, squeezing enough to block his airways, but not enough to kill him. When I drag the sharp, stainless steel carving knife out of my back pocket, his body begins to buck deliciously underneath me. Frantic hands try to claw at mine, desperate to pry my fingers off him. If these were any other circumstances, his attempts would be comical, but since he’s clearly trying to save his own life, I keep my face impassive and indifferent.

      “Sorry,” I say, knowing quite well remorse isn’t something I’ve felt in a very long time. “You’re just one of many. Collateral damage,” I explain. “But I promise you’ll look beautiful when I’m done with you.”

      The fight in him eventually weakens, his body heaving with every breath, his eyes now pleading for mercy. Lowering my face down to his, I press my lips to his, tasting his resignation. His submission. “I can see what he liked about you. I probably should’ve played with my meal first and got the real experience.” 

      “P-p-p-please,” he stutters. “I’ll d-d-d-o anything.”

      “How about we compromise?” I say, feeling a little playful. “I’ll let you pick which way you want to go.”

      Offering him a soft smile, I point the tip of the knife to his chest, adding enough pressure to pierce his skin.  “I can carve you up first.” 

      He hisses as I drag the knife through the first layer of his skin, watching how his blood begins to beautifully trickle out of the cut.

      “Or we can wait till you stop breathing.” My hand tightens against his neck, leather and pressure pushing his windpipe in full force, giving him an exact taste of what’s to come. He tries to fight me, his eyes filling with unshed tears of confusion and fear.

      When he gasps for air, I raise an eyebrow up at him impatiently. “Which one is it?”

      He places his hand over mine, and I nod at his answer. “Close your eyes,” I encourage. “It’s less painful that way.”

      It’s another lie, but he’s like putty underneath me right now and listens to my advice anyway. They all do, hoping for a sliver of relief right before they take their very last breath, but that doesn’t come. There’s no comfort when it comes to death, especially when you know it’s the only option you have.

      Eventually the choking sounds dwindle, and his body stills. I have to admit there’s a little bit of grace in the way he succumbed to the inevitable. The majority aren’t like that, always trying to fight it. Always hoping for a miracle, or even worse—that I’ll feel bad and change my mind. 

      Getting comfortable, I position myself over the not-yet-cold body, and slice through the multiple layers of skin. Marking him, branding him, sending a message that this is only the beginning. 

      Climbing off the bed, I look back at my work of art, both impressed and eager to do it again. The beautiful part of the kill is over, his body all in one piece, his skin smeared in red; lines, letters, and shapes scattered all over his limbs. 

      It should be my favorite part, but it’s the ugly side that I long for the most. Opening up the bodies, leaving them not only dead, but hollow. 

      Empty. 

      Exactly how I feel.

      It’s my motivating factor for all this carnage. It’s what he’ll notice me for. 

      He’ll finally see me, and then I’ll finally be able to have him.

      The way I’ve always wanted him.

      To be mine, and only mine for all eternity. 

      They say the most memorable love stories are the ones that end in tragedy. That end in death. 

      And who am I to prove them wrong?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          GRAYSON

        

      

    

    
      “Another one?” I don’t bother waiting for an answer or an explanation. Instead, I throw my cell clear across the room till it punctures the plaster wall and smashes loudly to the floor. I raise my leg and aggressively slam it into my glass coffee table, shattering the expensive piece of furniture, dispersing sharp shards everywhere.  

      “We don’t have time to clean that up,” a familiar voice sounds from behind me, piercing through my anger. I turn to find my right-hand man, Kai, looking somewhat amused, standing in the doorway of my penthouse.

      “What are you doing here?”

      He looks down at his wrist as if he’s checking the time. “Did you forget where we have to be tonight? I came to pick up my date,” he jokes.

      “I can’t fucking go tonight. This shit with all the bodies.” My voice trails off, because I don’t even know where to start. “I have to get to the bottom of it.”

      “So, I’m guessing you spoke to Anton?” he asks, making his way to me. 

      “How do you already know?” The question leaves my mouth on autopilot, while my brain and body wage their usual war whenever Kai is in the room. 

      Where my bulky size and pale features are the most obvious thing about me, Kai is my complete opposite. Lean and angular with his dark hair and dark eyes, dressed in a loose gray t-shirt, ripped skinny-leg jeans, and Doc Martens, you could easily confuse him for a misunderstood emo kid. But it’s the abundance of ink that decorates his skin, and the impenetrable wall around him that give way to the madman that he actually is. 

      “He called me first,” he explains, bringing my focus back to the matter at hand. “And I told him I was coming here anyway.” He lowers himself onto the couch, stretching his arms across the back. “I thought it’d be easier if you heard it from me.”

      Annoyed, I drop down beside him and steeple my hands together, resting my elbows on my knees.

      “This has gone on too long,” I say matter-of-factly. “If we’re going tonight, I need this motherfucker to meet me there. I need to put an end to this bullshit. Better yet, I need to put an end to him.”

      Kai leans forward and places a hand on my shoulder, and the tension in my body immediately subsides. I blow out a breath, both hating and loving the way his touch has the ability to change my whole mood. 

      “Tell me what you need me to do.” His voice is soft, and soothing, and so fucking close. 

      I look over my shoulder and get caught up in our proximity; the way his dark brown eyes bore into mine, the way his tongue darts out to wet his full bottom lip, the way his whole demeanour changes from deadly to dutiful just for me. 

      God, I want him.

      Knowing I shouldn’t, but needing the calm before the storm, I reach for him. Curling my hand around the back of his neck, I bring his face to mine. He comes to me without hesitation; he always does. With only an inch between us, I fight the urge to kiss him.

      It’s the one thing I can’t give him, because it’s the one action I won’t ever be able to take back.

      “Get on your knees for me,” I command, my voice hoarse and thick. 

      Without missing a beat, he rises, glass crunching under his feet, and stands in front of me. I sit back and look up at him expectantly. His hungry eyes flick between me and the glass scattered on the floor, his wordless question obvious. 

      Staying still, I give him my answer.

      With his gaze locked on mine, my wish is his command. He drops to the floor, his jaw clenching at the contact with the glass, and my dick roars to life as he disregards his pain to please me. I roughly run the pad of my thumb back and forth across his lips before slipping the digit inside his mouth.

      Licking and sucking, his tongue delivers the smallest hint of what’s to come. 

      “Take me out,” I order before standing up. “Touch me.”

      I watch his throat bob as he stares up at me, his tattooed fingers reaching for the top of my jeans. Needing to touch him, I rest my hand on the top of his head while he drags the zipper down the metal teeth and comes face to face with my bare, stiff cock. 

      He makes a fist around my shaft and leans forward, pressing his face to my groin, inhaling. He works his way up and down, his hand moving faster, the contrast between my skin and his making my balls ache. 

      Taunting me, he turns his face and licks up my length. Reaching the tip, his tongue circles my crown and teases my pre-come-filled slit. 

      Grabbing his hair, I rear his head back, craning his neck so he can look up at me. 

      “Open,” I demand.

      With my free hand, I take hold of myself and lead my cock into his waiting mouth. Wet heat immediately envelops me, and a loud groan slips from between my lips. 

      Wanting release. Wanting that momentary high, my hips viciously buck into his mouth. In and out, I relentlessly push my cock to the back of his throat, spurred on by the sound of his struggle.

      Choking and gagging, I enjoy the way he tries to take all of me, giving himself no other option, my pleasure his only priority. His eyes pool with water as his mouth works me over and his hand expertly squeezes my balls. 

      If there was ever a moment I would want to sear into my memory, it would be this. Kai worshipping me. The way every part of him morphs from want, to hunger, to desperation, to absolute submission. 

      Just for me. 

      Tugging at his hair, I reluctantly drag him off me, watching as the strings of saliva and pre-come become our only connection. When his tongue instinctively darts out to lick his lips clean, I guide the head of my cock to trace the shape of his well-used mouth. 

      I mark him the only way I can, knowing that no matter how good this part always is, he can never be mine, and we can never be more.

      Wishing the world to melt away, I push my dick between his lips and thrust into his mouth till all I can do is feel.

      Overwhelmed by the complexity of my feelings for Kai, coupled with lust, and the absolute obsession of having him at my beck and call, every part of me trembles as my balls tighten and my body erupts in release. 

      Fuck.

      Flooding Kai’s mouth, I keep my eyes closed and my lips sealed, scared he’ll see the truth in my eyes, or in a haze of pure bliss it will involuntarily slip from my lips. When my heavy, satisfied breathing subsides, Kai slides off my cock, and I risk lowering my eyes to look at him. 

      He’s staring up at me, and the look of vulnerability on his face makes me hate myself. Pretending not to see, pretending not to feel, I tuck myself back in and step around him. “Meet me in the office when you get cleaned up,” I say dryly. 

      When I reach the locked door, I turn and take a last look at Kai who’s now on his feet, body bent over, brushing the glass off his knees. Every part of me wants to go back and be the one to do it for him. To take care of him. 

      Shaking my head, I rid myself of the ridiculous train of thought and punch in the four-digit code then walk in. Second to my bedroom, this place has the best view. Overlooking Central Park, the whole space is a reminder of how far I’ve come and what I’ve done to get from the boy I once was to the man I am right now.

      A low whistle announces Kai’s entrance, the hardened man all of New York knows returning; the pliant man on his knees nowhere in sight. I hear the click of the door and turn to watch his eyes roam across the picture-filled walls around us. 

      “When did you do all this?” he asks.

      “Around the time the fifth body showed up.”

      “And you didn’t tell me?”

      Leading him to my desk, I ignore the question. It’s not often that we do something without the other one knowing, but considering what I found out, it felt necessary to wait until the moment was right to share it with him.

      Sitting down behind my desk, I hand Kai a dossier with more information than we both could’ve bargained for, and he takes the seat opposite me.

      As he flicks through everything the private investigator has managed to dig up, I start to explain what I think is going on. 

      “At first I thought it was competition. Someone who wanted in on the market.” It’s not uncommon to get these punk-ass newbies who think they have what it takes to move organs across both state and international lines without getting caught. Every now and then someone wants to give it a go, and Kai and I watch until they fuck themselves over. 

      But this one’s different. 

      This one is definitely personal.

      “I know every single one of the people he’s killed,” I reveal to Kai. Before he has the chance to open his mouth, I hurriedly answer, wanting to get this part out of the way. “They’re all men I’ve been with.” 

      Because I can’t have you.

      Because I can’t love you.

      “He keeps leaving clues all over the bodies. The carvings are perfect, practiced with a level of expertise that just doesn’t show up anywhere,” I explain. “And whoever it is has managed to replicate our insignia on their skin, so everyone thinks it’s us not cleaning up after ourselves. And I’ve kept my ears to the ground. Nobody is trading any of those organs. Not even the hearts.” 

      Everybody knows hearts make the most money, further solidifying whoever this is, is doing this for all the wrong reasons. 

      “Have we lost any work?” Kai queries. 

      The slight delay in my answer is all he needs to know it’s not looking good.

      “I guess that explains the outburst before I got here.” He runs his hand across his jaw pensively. It’s a strange role reversal, to see him so calm and collected. We both know our place in the operation, both of us bringing our own version of the brawn and the brain. 

      “So, what’s your plan?”

      “I’m gonna kill him,” I deadpan. 

      He raises an eyebrow. “Just like that?”

      “Are you insinuating that I can’t?”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth, G. I just don’t think you should do this without thinking it through.” He leans forward, placing his elbows on the desk. “It sounds like this guy has a hardon for you, and if we’re not prepared, he might kill you first.”

      “That’s the exact reason I don’t want you there tonight.”

      He rears his head back in shock. “Excuse me? That’s not even an option.”

      “What if he doesn’t want me, and his plan is to really fuck me over through you?” Swallowing hard, I do my best to ignore the thick wedge of emotion that gets stuck in my throat at the thought of something happening to Kai. “Let’s not forget the few million he’s cost us,” I add, trying to reiterate the business angle. “For whatever reason, he’s killing people I know and trying to ruin my reputation. That wouldn’t fly in anyone’s world, and I sure as fuck ain’t going to let it fly in mine.”

      Relenting, Kai looks through the folder again. “So, while I’m on board with your plan, it doesn’t look like you actually know who this guy is. You’re hunting a damn ghost, and you want to do it without me?”

      Reaching for a photo out of my drawer, I slam it in the middle of the table. Kai shakes his head vehemently when his eyes land on the familiar face. “You can’t be serious,” he scoffs. “You think our dad is behind this?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          GRAYSON

        

      

    

    
      I slide my cell into the breast pocket of my tuxedo while waiting for the valet to open up the limousine door. After Kai left my place late this afternoon, we decided we’d show up separately. He would bring our father, and I would wait for them, patiently. 

      It’s not ideal to leave Kai alone with the man, our history with him nothing but years of blood and bruises, but from the text he just sent me, everything seems to be going to plan.

      With a long line of cars circled around the aristocratic fountain, there’s no mistaking that I have arrived at the Constantine Estate. Just a few hours from the city, and it feels like I’ve stepped into an alternate universe. 

      The streets here may as well be paved with money and gold, because nothing about this place is subtle or understated. In fact, nothing about the Constantines and their lifestyle really is, including the way they choose to introduce their youngest daughter to the elite of New York.

      I remember the first time my father showed me this world, and there was definitely no fucking party. Not only was it like being seated in a fancy restaurant and not knowing which cutlery to use for which meal, it was also the day my whole life changed. 

      And not for the better.

      The day I found out the man I called my father was nothing but a piece of shit dressed in designer clothes, who cared more about the money that lined his own pockets than he did his own family. 

      The limousine eventually stops, and the dressed-up valet opens the door. As I step into the cool air and take in all the people milling around in their elaborate, expensive costumes, I think maybe I’m not that different to him after all. 

      To get rid of him, his people became my people, and I’ve been stuck in an underground battle of conditional love and misguided loyalty ever since. I was no longer Grayson Hughes. I became ‘The Giant’, who literally muscled his way to the top. Everyone was scared of me, because I was the size of a brick house. Little did they know with an IQ of 160, I was a jacked-up genius, thirsty for revenge. 

      Motivated by the hate for my father, I immersed myself in a world that I was tied to forever, but on the condition that he was no longer in it. It was worth it. 

      I won. 

      Until now.

      Wearing an outfit that cost more than most people make in a year, I’d be lying if there wasn’t a small part of me that doesn’t enjoy tonight’s theme. It’s over the top and ostentatious, but it’s nights like these where I get to enjoy the money I’ve made, mingle with people who I know are as shady and fucked up as I am. 

      Tonight is the perfect opportunity for the Constantines to seduce the degenerate and depraved people on their payroll, and who am I to turn my nose up to good food, top-shelf alcohol, and the perfect backdrop for a showdown with dear old dad?

      Buttoning up my jacket, I run my hands down the fitted material, enjoying the way the embroidered satin feels against my skin. Black as night, with a gold filigree-like pattern that starts at my shoulders and works its way down my sleeves, the blazer matches the design of my Venetian mask. Molded to my exact measurements, the mask covers seventy-five percent of my face, with my right eye and cheek exposed, the rest covered by an intricately woven piece of metal.

      Just as I’m about to head inside, I feel a soft tap on my shoulder. Turning, I find Ashley, a good friend of mine, wearing a gold, floor-length, strapless gown that accentuates every womanly curve she has. Paired with a diamond encrusted headpiece, she’s an absolute vision. 

      “Ashley,” I greet, leaning down and kissing her on the cheek. “Looking like a dream, as always.” 

      “Grayson.” She smiles. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Likewise.” I hold out my arm for her, and she loops her own through.

      “No date tonight?” I ask.

      “It’s all work and no play for me, unfortunately,” she explains as we head to the main entrance. Ashley Lema owns the biggest escort service in New York City, and she’s also one of the few people who knows more than the surface level stuff about me. 

      “I could’ve picked you up,” I tell her.

      “Some of the girls are working as servers tonight, so I brought them up with me.” I narrow my eyes at her, and she notices my confusion. “When they work as servers, they get paid double. They get the hourly rate by the catering company, and then they get another amount from the horny slime ball who’s been eyeing them all night while his wife is hanging off his arm.”

      “Charming,” I say sarcastically. “And what happens to the wife?”

      “Nothing,” she shrugs. “He’s so keyed up all he wants is a quick and hard fuck, or that filthy blowjob his ball and chain won’t give him, so he tells the wife he’s going to the bathroom and comes back feeling like he’s the king of the fucking world.”

      Shaking my head, I laugh humourlessly. “I don’t know whether to be grateful men like that give you work or disgusted that they exist.”

      “Oh, G,” she coos. “Not everybody is suffering through a morality crisis like you are.”

      “Excuse me?” I feign ignorance, but if there’s anyone who’s going to call me out on my shit, it’s Ashley. 

      “What? Are we going to pretend you’re not pining over Kai?”

      “I don’t pine over him,” I lie. 

      I do pine over him. It’s pathetic how much. I want him every day, and all the time, but I can’t risk breaking something between us that can never be fixed.

      Losing him isn’t an option, even if it means I can’t have him. 

      When we arrive in the middle of the gaudy foyer, there’s a large table draped in a black velvet cloth and lined up with full champagne flutes. Guests mill around, picking at the Hors d’oeuvres being passed around, and sipping on champagne. The men talk shop while the women ‘oooh’ and ‘ahhh’ at each other’s outfits. 

      An eager young man dressed in a sleek black tuxedo and a simple black eye mask walks up to us. He holds a tablet in one hand.

      “Good evening, sir.” His eyes roam down the length of Ashely’s body. “Miss.”

      With a loud huff, Ashley slides her arm out of mine, and steps forward, getting in the host’s space. She places her index finger under his chin and makes him look her square in the eye. 

      “If you want to get paid for tonight, sweetheart, make sure your eyes stay on my face.”

      I lower my head to hide my smirk and give the young guy some time to compose himself without an audience. 

      When he clears his throat, I raise my eyes to find him looking down at the tablet, swiping at the screen. “Would I be able to get your names, please? So I can mark you off the guest list.” His demeanour is a lot less confident now, and the tone of his voice is not welcoming at all. These are things we all know the Constantines would rake him over hot coals for. 

      I raise an eyebrow to Ashley, and she just shrugs as if to say, ‘he should’ve known better.’

      “I’m Grayson Hughes,” I inform him. “And this is Ashley Lema.”

      He taps his finger at the screen and visibly swallows hard. “Sir, the Constantines welcome you to their estate. Feel free to roam the property as each wing has been purposely designed with our guests’ enjoyment in mind.” He turns to Ashley. “Mrs. Constantine has advised me to notify her when you arrive; she’ll be with you shortly.”

      I lean into her and whisper in her ear. “Is this the adult version of getting sent to the principal’s office?”

      We chuckle at the same time; a server stops in front of us with a tray of drinks. 

      “Champagne?” The woman offers with a smile. We both reach for a crystal flute, and Ashley throws down the liquid and grabs a second one before I even have the chance to raise my glass to my mouth. 

      “Everything okay?” I ask.

      “Just the usual prep before a Caroline Constantine meeting.”

      If it was anybody else, I’d be worried they couldn’t handle themselves in front of the formidable woman, but not Ashley. She’s a shark. Bringing people to their knees is her favorite pastime, and for some reason unknown to me, they tend to love it. 

      She wraps her hand around my bicep and leans in to kiss me on the cheek. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

      I watch her walk away, and every head turns to stare at her gorgeous retreating figure. When she’s out of sight, I pull my phone out of my pocket and check in with Kai.

      Me: ETA

      When he doesn’t respond immediately, my nerves begin to rattle as I second-guess the events of this afternoon and whether sending him to lure our father to me was really a good idea. I knew if I laid eyes on the man, I’d kill him on the spot, and I didn’t want that. 

      I want the show. I want the theatrics. I want Kai by my side while we slice through him, gut him, and watch him take his very last breath. 

      It’s something I should’ve done a long time ago, but there was something about me stripping him of everything he worked so hard for that was much more appealing at the time. 

      While my mind continues to plot, my eyes can’t help but dart from wall to wall taking in all the elegance and opulence surrounding me. As I separate from the crowd, I notice a huge gold picture frame resting on a wrought iron easel in between the two-way staircase. Standing in front of it, I see they’ve dissected the layout of the mansion and named every corner of the house. 

      Two steps at a time, I walk up the stairs, knowing it won’t be long before I bump into someone I know. When my feet hit the landing, I’m taken aback by the elegance and extravagance of the scene before me.

      Like a front row seat to Cirque de Soleil, aerial acrobats dressed in white and gold grace the ceiling, twisting and swinging in sync to the bass of the music playing in the background. In awe, I watch them perform as I stride down the excessive corridor.

      Just as the two-dimensional layout depicted downstairs, the long stretch of walkway splits off into themed side areas, each filled with an endless stream of dressed-up guests.

      Just as I’m about to enter a room that looks like a white wonderland, covered in nothing but white lights and fake snow, my cell vibrates in my pocket.

      Looking down, I quickly swipe at the screen to read the text from Kai.

      Kai: Come to the Green Room.

      He’s already here?

      After hastily ducking in and out of a few areas, I finally come face to face with what I’m sure is the Green Room. With all the wildflowers decorating the ground and all types of vines woven in and out overhead, it’s like stepping outside without having to leave inside.

      It’s packed with people, and I try to slow myself down, pretending to appreciate what’s around me and not tip anyone off to my crazed, frantic movements. I scan the room, hoping to spot Kai.

      Just as I’m about to start my search for him from scratch, I receive another text.

      Kai: Look up.

      It’s then I notice the spiral staircase splitting the room into top and bottom.

      As adrenaline lines my veins, I race upstairs to find him. When I reach the top, I come face to face with Kai looking regal in his matching tuxedo, his suit white instead of black, and the matching mask.

      Instead of saying anything, he leads me into our very own secret garden.

      It’s a room within a room. It’s private and secluded, and if anybody was screaming, you wouldn’t be able to hear a single thing through the soundproof glass.

      I smile to myself with pride at Kai’s well-thought-out plan, but just as I’m about to open my mouth to tell him so, I still.

      Where’s my dad?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          KAI

        

      

    

    
      There are two types of people in the world. The ones who are born to loving homes and the ones that aren’t. The ones who get to enjoy life and the ones who have to fight to live it. 

      There’s the rich and the poor.

      The beautiful and the ugly.

      The good and the bad.

      From the moment you’re born, the trajectory of your life has been decided. You were either held, or you were given away. You were either blessed with a lifetime of protection and an unbreakable bond, or you were cursed with a life of fake loyalty and circumstantial love. 

      I used to think there was no way you could straddle the middle.

      No way you could be one and the other. I couldn’t understand how you could be rich and poor. Beautiful and ugly, good and bad. 

      Until I met him.

      We were enemies.

      Opposites.

      Mismatched. 

      But then his dad married my mom in a volatile pairing of convenience, and we were programmed to be brothers. Getting close to him was supposed to be for show. A means to an end.

      But much to my dismay, something tethered me to him from the very first time I laid eyes on him. It wasn’t the way he proudly wore my blood on his hands as he beat me to within an inch of my life. Or the way the anger on his face matched the never-ending hate in my heart. 

      It wasn’t that he lived a life of spoils and bounty and I came from nothing.

      No.

      It was the way he was with me after.

      We would fight till we were a bloody mess, but then he would spend hours cleaning me up. 

      He would scream at me till he had no voice, but then he would hold me when I cried. 

      I felt it then. The little flickers of light inside me that would beam whenever he was around. The way every part of me yearned for his acceptance. For his attention. For his touch. 

      But it was the time his father tried to sell me as a business deal that I realized all I ever wanted from him was his undying love.

      He saved me that night.

      He became my protector, and I became indebted to him. I wanted him to have my loyalty. My love. My life. 

      For years after, we were bound together for reasons I never expected and ways I don’t think I’ll ever understand. We grew together. We learned together. We’re explosive as much as we are unbreakable. A contradiction of unease and comfort, hot and cold, good and bad. 

      Aggression turned into affection. 

      Hate turned into heat.

      And lust turned to love.

      We blurred all the lines, but it was never enough, he was still always so out of reach.

      I hear the footsteps behind me, signalling he finally started walking again, and my heart threatens to beat right out of my rib cage. He’s here, and I’m finally about to tell him the truth. Tell him that I hurt him just so I can have him.

      It’s a risk I’m willing to take. His hate, his wrath––nothing scares me, because tonight, dead or alive, we will finally be together.

      “Where’s Dad?” he asks, his voice filled with nothing but weariness and trepidation.

      Straightening my back, I turn to face him. Stepping closer, I will myself to feel as confident as Grayson always is.

      “I didn’t bring him,” I say quietly.

      He lifts the mask off his face, his brows furrowed. “Why not? We had a plan.”

      “It wasn’t him,” I confess.

      He shakes his head in confusion. “What do you mean it wasn’t him? What wasn’t him? How do you even know that?”

      The questions come out in a hurried mass of confusion and nonsense, and the urge to calm him down takes over me. Boldly, I too take my mask off and throw it on the green velvet chesterfield sofa behind me.

      I place my hands on either side of his face, and as I expected, the move silences him. My eyes never leave his, wanting to memorize this very moment.

      We’ve been this close on many occasions, but I’ve never dared to cross the invisible line he placed between us so long ago. 

      Closing my eyes, I tilt my head to the side and cautiously press my lips to his. 

      It’s soft, and I’m scared, a complete contradiction to the man I am for the rest of the world. Just as I’m about to pull away, a switch flips, and every single part of Grayson turns on.  

      His large hands take hold of my neck, and his mouth moves against mine, urging me to kiss him back. Years of restraint fall away as we collide together in a medley of desire and desperation. We lick, and suck, and caress; the feel of his tongue against mine like both coming home and saying goodbye.

      He tastes like truth and pain and hope and happily ever afters. 

      I kiss him like I love him. 

      I kiss him like I can have him. 

      I kiss him like he’s mine. 

      Slowly we break apart, my hands now placed against his chest and his cradling my face. He rests his forehead against mine before asking, “Who was it?”

      His voice is so soft and quiet, and I pretend I don’t hear the life-changing question. 

      “Who was it, Kai?” he insists, his tone firmer. “If it wasn’t Dad, who was it?”

      Swallowing hard, I press my lips against his one more time before whispering, “It was me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          GRAYSON

        

      

    

    
      His words are like fire singeing my skin. Hot and painful. 

      The high of being kissed by him evaporates with every passing second. Both repulsed and disorientated, I let my hands fall away from his face. “What did you just say?”

      “It was me,” he repeats. His eyes are filled with nothing but heartache, but he doesn’t shy away from his admission, nor does he cower at the anticipation of my anger.

      Stepping back, I run my hand over my jaw, my head understanding what he’s saying, but my heart refusing to believe it. “What the fuck do you mean it was you?”

      “I need you to sit down.” His voice is calm, but the order is unmissable.

      “You don’t get to call the shots here.” Rushing toward him, I take a fistful of his jacket in my hands. “What the fuck did you do?” 

      My body trembles with rage for all the wrong reasons. I don’t care about what he did; I care that he did it to me.

      We’ve built a life and a business on loyalty and allegiance and he threw every rule we’ve ever had out the window. And for what?

      “Why’d you do it?” I grit out. 

      He manages to raise his hands and wrap his fingers around my wrists, his voice trying to soothe me. “I can explain it all. Let me explain it all.”

      If he was anyone else, he’d be dead already. I wouldn’t even have to think twice about it, and nobody would ever question me for doing it. It’s a no-brainer. But this… This is unexpected.

      This is something neither one of us can take back. 

      “Please, G.” He drops a hand and pulls something out of his waistband. My eyes widen when he offers me his personalised carving knife. “Here. Do to me what you planned on doing to our dad.”

      Emotion gets wedged in my throat as I contemplate executing the same mayhem on Kai as I would have on our father. 

      “Why?” I ask again, my voice catching.

      With a sadness I’ve never seen on his face before, I step away from him, trying to gain my composure. “Do you want me to kill you?”

      There’s no hate or anger in me, just a desperate need to understand how the hell we got here. 

      “I just wanted to get your attention,” he says. “And I didn’t know any other way to do it.”

      A small huff leaves my mouth. He wanted my attention? Didn’t he know he’s always had it?

      “I honestly thought you’d guess it was me. I mean, I wanted you to find out. I even left you clues.”

      My brain mentally begins rummaging through all the files, trying to remember the missing pieces, trying to connect all the dots to Kai.

      It’s then I notice Kai placing his knife on the arm of the sofa before deciding to take his clothes off. Shocked, I swivel my head every which way to see if anyone’s watching, but just as it should be up here, the place is deserted. He shrugs out of the jacket, letting it fall to the floor while he slowly begins to unbutton his shirt. 

      His eyes never leave mine, while my gaze has a hard time staying on the one spot. When his shirt becomes another heap of material on the floor, my body hums in excitement at the anticipation of seeing Kai’s skin.

      Over the years our moments together have had too many unspoken rules and restrictions. Stolen moments. Rushed moments. Forbidden moments. But none of them were ever enough. 

      None of them ever allowed me to see all of him.

      We have so much to get through, so many things he needs to explain, but when he reaches for the button on his pants, arousal swims in my veins, and I have to physically stop myself from offering to take them off for him.

      Inhaling loudly, I try to keep control of the situation, try to keep my face indifferent. “What are you doing, Kai?” 

      With nothing left but his tight black briefs outlining his straining cock, and every inch of his designer-marked skin on display, he casually takes a seat on the sofa behind him. 

      “I’m helping you piece the puzzle together,” he says nonchalantly, his body comfortably sinking into the furniture. “Did you know I carved several of my tattoos on every single one of those men’s bodies?”

      With no other choice but to kneel, my eyes are at perfect height to the designs etched onto Kai’s chest. Looking for a clue, or a trigger––something that will help me remember. My eyes dart around from piece to piece, my fingers itching to trace his skin, and for the first time in forever, I give in to the impulse.

      I know he said several, but there’s only one that catches my eye. As if I knew it was there all along, I gravitate to the three-dimensional heart that sits in the middle of his chest. The attention to detail is phenomenal—every artery, aorta, valve and vein where it should be.

      Kai’s breath hitches, and his skin pebbles under my touch as my large fingers follow the drawing. Over and over again. 

      A reel of pictures flash through my mind as I remember the exact same heart cut into the skin of all the men he killed. It was one of the many similarities that linked the bodies to the one killer, but because I’d never seen the tattoos that Kai’s clothes hid, I couldn’t associate him with the killings.

      Continuing to touch him, I ask again, but this time I feel like I understand the situation a bit more, and I’m pre-empting his answer. “Why’d you do it?” 

      “I hated them,” he says quietly. “Every one of those men had you in ways I never did. In ways I never would.”

      Skirting around a lifetime of feelings, I didn’t realize we’d both been hurting. I knew there was something there. I felt the connection between us from the second our father told me he was planning to sell Kai to the men he sold organs to. 

      Kai was young and healthy, and they needed someone to fly under the radar. 

      They wanted someone who wouldn’t be missed.

      Someone who wouldn’t garner a concerned crowd or media attention.

      And of course, our father chose the son he never wanted. We’d been brothers since we were eight, and there wasn’t a single day my father didn’t remind him he wasn’t his. And when Kai’s mother died, the amount of people who cared if Kai went missing dwindled significantly.

      The only thing daddy dearest didn’t anticipate was me. With both a threat and a promise, I stole my father’s business from under his nose and made a deal with the devil. 

      My father wasn’t a weak or stupid man, but I was smarter. And when he was left with nothing, he warned me. 

      “Watch your back, son, because revenge is like a thief in the night, and I’ll be waiting in the shadows to rip away the very thing you love the most.”

      I always knew he meant Kai, so I did my best to stay away. To keep a safe distance. If I didn’t love him, I couldn’t lose him.

      Absentmindedly, my fingers detour from the heart tattoo and continue to explore the rest of the drawings on his chest, hoping to recognize more. 

      Knowing there’s nothing left but the truth between us, I flick my gaze up to his. “You know those men meant nothing to me, right?”

      He gives me a brief nod. “I think that’s what hurt the most. I wanted to make them suffer for having something that was mine.” My heart trips over his possessiveness. “And I wanted…” His voice trails off while his eyes dart around the space, avoiding my gaze. I reach for his chin and drag his focus back to me. 

      “And you wanted what?” I press.

      “I wanted you to hurt too,” he admits. “I wanted you to hurt as much as I did and putting the business in jeopardy was the only way I knew how.”

      My mind is screaming at me to be angry at him, to explain just how bad his little stunt could’ve been, but my sick and twisted heart knows no matter what, this man is made for me.

      “What if I killed you?” I ask. “You had to know that was an option?”

      My hands now roam over his shoulders and down his arms. I slide my fingers into his, and bring them up to my mouth, skimming my lips over his knuckles.

      The addiction to touching him is getting worse by the second.

      “I almost welcomed it,” he confesses, his voice shaky, his body not the only thing exposed and vulnerable. “Going to this much trouble and having you hate me was always a risk, but I never planned to be around to deal with it.”

      Reaching for his waist, I pull him closer to me so his ass sits on the edge of the seat, his legs blocking me in. I wrap my arms around his torso and kiss his tattoo. “I couldn’t live in a world where you don’t exist,” I murmur against his skin.

      I feel him press his lips to the top of my head. “Don’t say stuff like that if you don’t mean it.”

      Without warning, I tip my head up and capture Kai’s mouth in a needy kiss. Wanting more. Wanting everything. I curl his legs around my chest and manoeuvre us until I’m seated on the sofa and he’s straddling me. 

      His hard length grazes against mine, and there’s nothing I want more than to rub up on him for some delicious friction. But instead, I attempt to rein it in. To go slow. 

      My lips skate across his jaw, down his neck, and chest and back up. Over and over, I nip and lick and taste and suck while he angles his neck every which way, letting me mark him and make him mine in all the ways that matter. 

      From the corner of my eye, the stainless steel of the knife shines in the low light. My chest heaves as I reluctantly stop kissing Kai and reach for it.  His eyes dart down to it curiously. 

      “Show me which tattoos you carved out,” I request. 

      Without fear or apprehension, he points to a regal-looking G on the inside of his bicep. It’s blended amongst another design, and I wonder to myself how many secrets Kai has just hiding in plain sight. 

      Taking the tip of the blade, I use my own perfected skills and trace the outline of the G. A loud hiss leaves his mouth, but it’s not enough to make me relent. 

      When the first sight of blood decorates his skin, I press my mouth to it, licking it up. I repeat the motion with every new tattoo he shows me, my lips dancing across his skin, lapping up the continuous flow of his blood. Making him mine. 

      He grinds against my aching length as he guides me to the R and the A and the rest of the letters he so possessively wears on his body. 

      A loud moan erupts from his lips when I tease his nipples, his hands cupping the back of my head, trying to keep me there. 

      When my mouth lands on the heart tattoo, I look up at him, his eyes blazing with lust and desperation. 

      “I want my name here,” I tell him, pointing at the bare skin within the heart design. “I want your heart to beat for me. I want it to bleed for me.” 

      He places his hand over mine and raises the knife to the center of his chest. “Do it.” 

      Expertly, I put my skills to good use, the thrill of pain versus pleasure for Kai, a heady, intoxicating mix of moans and groans. His skin oozes blood, the steady stream running down his chest as I flawlessly nick the first two layers of his skin, keeping the wound superficial and his actual veins and organs safe. 

      He looks absolutely breathtaking, and I can’t take my eyes or my hands off him. But I want more. I want everything.

      I want his heart, his body, his soul. His pleasure, his pain, and everything that comes in between. I not only want him to be mine, but I want to be his.

      To put the rules and restrictions to rest, to forget about the ache and longing, and live for tomorrow, together and happy.

      “I need you inside me, G. Make me yours,” he begs. “Make me whole.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          KAI

        

      

    

    
      Something I say turns Grayson feral, his touch morphing from poised and possessive to hungry and animalistic, and I’m here for it. 

      Any way he wants me, he can have me, because after years of being bereft of his touch, there’s no way I’ll complain about one single iota of affection he sends my way. 

      “Stand up,” he demands. “I want to see all of you.”

      Fingers tuck into the waistband of my briefs, dragging them down my thighs, leaving me completely naked in front of Grayson Hughes for the very first time. 

      On instinct, I attempt to drop to my knees to please the man I’ve loved for as long as I can remember, but he stops me. 

      “Not tonight.” He places his palm on my lower stomach, and I stare at how enchanting his untainted skin looks against mine. “I want to worship you tonight.” 

      With nothing but reverence in his voice, he guides me to sit back on the sofa, positioning me so he has complete access to the lower half of my body. My dick stands hard and long, the crown a shiny, angry, purplish hue. 

      When Grayson’s mouth covers my cock, my whole body convulses in appreciation. 

      His tongue dances around the head, licking and sucking on the sensitive tip. 

      He pops off quickly and gazes up at me with his ice blue eyes. “Fuck my mouth,” he commands. “But don’t you dare come, okay?”

      I nod frantically, even though I’m almost ninety-nine percent certain I’ve just agreed to the impossible. 

      When he’s back on my cock, I waste no time adhering to his request. My hips thrust frantically in his mouth, the heat and suction, coupled with pure disbelief that this is finally happening, is enough to drive a man absolutely wild. 

      He drops kisses down the length of my shaft, then reaches my balls, sucking and caressing them. His mouth continues to drive me wild while he takes hold of my ass cheeks and spreads me wide. 

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs, in a trance. “So fucking beautiful.” 

      He nuzzles his face in my balls before licking the length of my taint and tongue-fucking my hole. 

      I let out a loud anguished cry, his ministrations nothing but the most welcomed torture I have ever endured. I’ve never felt so seen, so wanted, so understood.

      Many people will tell you sex isn’t everything, but for Grayson and me sex was the missing link. The last connection we needed to bring us into the here and now, together.

      He swaps out his tongue for his fingers, and every nerve ending in my body coils in anticipation. When he grazes my prostate, I instinctively squeeze my dick to stave off my orgasm.

      “Fuccck, G. I’m going to come,” I shout. “Please.”

      He swats my hand away and continues stoking the fire blazing through my body from the inside.

      Grayson drags his fingers out of me and rises to his feet. “You ready for my cock?” He growls, palming the length of his shaft through his dress pants.

      “Yes,” I pant. “Please. Yes.”

      He rids himself of his clothes, unwrapping himself like a present for me, each layer showing off something better than the one before.

      Standing there completely naked, with the tip of his cock swollen and leaking, he’s never looked more like the man that rules my world than he does right now.

      He’s large in every sense of the word. His broad chest, his large muscles, and thick thighs; he’s a giant. My giant, and I wanted nothing more than to climb his body and wrap myself around him until my very last breath.

      I lie there at his mercy, legs splayed out, while he keeps his eyes on my face and lazily jacks himself off. He was offering me the smallest reprieve, and I was basking in it, wanting to please him, even when he was the one who was figuratively on his knees for me.

      His large hands grip the back of my thighs as he turns me on the sofa. He kneels in between my legs, pushing them close to my chest, while he lines us up.

      Releasing one of my legs, he grips his shaft and teases my hole, circling the puckered skin with the pre-come and the promise of so much more. I feel myself clenching in anticipation, and a garbled whimper leaves my mouth.

      Bending over, G locks his lips with mine, devouring my cries just as he presses the head of his cock inside me. My head involuntarily falls back, dislodging our lips, and my eyes flutter closed in rapture.

      He’s rough and bare, and every thrust feels like he’s splitting me in two. His hips move faster and harder, his cock pushing deeper. I ache, and I burn, feeling more alive in this moment than I ever have in my entire life.

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” Grayson grunts. “Every part of you is so. Fucking. Perfect.”

      I relish the praise, his words and his touch pushing me to the very edge.

      “I need to come.” My body teeters on emotional exhaustion. I wrap my fingers around myself and Grayson growls, his body halting, his eyes stormy and crazed.

      “Only I make you come,” he pants, while eyeing my hand. “Me and my dick only.”

      I drop my hand to the side as he shifts his hips and resumes his relentless assault. The head of his cock pounds into my prostate at a punishing pace. “I’m going to fill you up just so I can watch it all spill back out.”

      True to his word, my balls are heavy and achy, my dick throbbing, and heat begins to coil around my spine as every muscle in my body tightens just before release.

      Grayson’s cock pushes into me hard and deep, and thick ropes of come unceremoniously decorate my stomach. Like a trigger for his own orgasm, Grayson shouts into the void, and my pulsating hole contracts around him, dragging out his release.

      As promised, he fills me up, only to pull out and watch in awe at the beautiful mess he created. He swipes at his come with his fingers and brings it to my mouth.

      “Mine.”

      I take hold of his wrist and push the digits past my lips, eagerly sucking on them, tasting us together; real and raw. My body begins to whir with a familiar hum when I catch the look of love in Grayson’s eyes.

      It’s a look I used to think I imagined. Now I never want to go a single day without it.

      “I love you,” I blurt out, the words releasing me of the misery and heartache I’ve held close for so long.

      He gives me a show-stopping smile. “I love you too.”

      He skates his knuckles down my cheek, and then squeezes himself beside me on the sofa.

      Together and sated, my pulse slowly regulates, and my breathing eventually evens. With Grayson and I naked, every inch of me touching every inch of him. My world is perfect.

      My world is right.

      “I want you to do something for me.”

      Sitting up on my elbows, I look down at him. “Anything.”

      He reaches over me, and my carving knife comes into view. “I want us to match.”

      I narrow my eyes at him in confusion. “You want a tattoo?”

      “No. I want you to carve me. Permanently.”

      I shake my head at him. “I don’t think I can do that.”

      He presses his hand on my tattoo. “You can, Kai. And you will. For me.”

      He points the blade at me. “I want it to be exactly the same as yours, with your name in the middle.”

      I blow out a long breath. “Are you sure?”

      “Sure as I’ll ever be.” He wiggles until he’s lying flat on his back, and I’m once again straddling him. “I want you to have my heart.”

      “I have it, G. I don’t need this.”

      He gently cradles my cheek. “Please, baby. Carve me with love.”
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            Chapter One

          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      “Just close your eyes,” the photographer, Liza, instructs. “I don’t want to put a blindfold over your eyes and ruin your makeup, but the element of surprise is something I most definitely want to capture.”

      “It’s fine,” I respond as she takes hold of my elbow and guides me to whichever end of the penthouse the photo shoot is taking place. “Just don’t let me fall, these heels are ridiculously high.”

      Together we walk in complete silence, and I feel my anxiety ratchet up a notch at the prospect of being intimate with a complete stranger. 

      When the ad to sign up for a photo shoot with a stranger featured on my Instagram Stories, I couldn’t help but be intrigued by the whole concept. My friends have been using apps like Tinder and Bumble to try and date and hook up for ages, so it’s not like the idea is completely foreign. It’s just not something I’ve ever done before.

      “Okay, we’re here,” Liza announces. “Keep those eyes closed, and I’m going to bring in your mystery man.”

      “I’ll be here waiting,” I joke, because we both know I’m not planning on walking around wearing a blindfold.

      Alone, with my eyes closed, all my other senses work overtime as I prepare for the imminent arrival of my shoot partner. My pulse races at what feels like an unnatural speed while the beat of my heart tries and fails to regulate. To say I’m inexperienced when it comes to spontaneity is an understatement. 

      I’m the girl who wrote her yearly goals out on a yellow legal pad, and had been since I was seven years old. As each year passed me by, I became more and more determined to have every goal crossed out by the time the new year rolled around. 

      And now I’m a thirty-year-old woman who gets excited by to-do lists, spreadsheets, daily planners, and conversations about her ten-year plan. 

      Correction

      I was that woman. Now… now, I’m not sure who I am.

      The sound of loud footsteps coming closer forces me to stop thinking about all the things that brought me here and actually focus on the moment itself. 

      “Now, you stand here,” Liza says, and I feel a wall of solid muscle press up against my back. “I’m going to get into position and then I’ll get you two to turn around and meet each other, okay?”

      “Okay,” we both say, the stranger’s voice a deep, rich baritone that strangely eases my anxiety almost instantly. Paired with my imagination, I’ve now conjured up a man in my mind who is nothing less than a masterpiece of sculpted perfection. 

      “Are you ready?” Liza’s voice is unmistakably giddy, and I can’t help but feel the same. “Three. Two. One. Blake, I want you to turn around and meet Rosario.” 

      Inhaling long and loud, I carefully turn on my heels in Rosario’s direction and keep my eyes closed for a few beats too long. When I finally gain the courage to open my eyes, I’m hit with a smile that could light up the darkest night and honey-colored eyes that I know with absolute certainty I’ve stared into a million times before. 

      But how?

      “There you are.” His voice wraps around me like a warm blanket, but the recognition in his tone and his words makes me feel like I’m living in an alternate universe. 

      “Do I know you?” I ask, almost hoping he can somehow explain the familiarity buzzing between us.  

      Without an invitation, he slips his large calloused hand in mine, his touch warm and inviting, and then brings it up to his lips. Eyes locked on mine, he presses a soft, tender kiss to my skin before answering, “I don’t know, do you?”

      Unsure of what to do next, I release a shaky breath and turn to look at Liza. “Is this okay?”

      Her smile matches Rosario’s, and I relax a little bit more. “This is perfect. Just keep talking. Just be, and when I call out a pose, just naturally, if you can, fall into it.”

      “Tell me about yourself,” Rosario says, steering my attention back to him. 

      My eyes drop to his shoes and leisurely travel up the length of his body, taking in every aspect of his appearance. Just as Liza instructed us prior to the session, he’s dressed up. Pressed black pants, a black button down, and a black blazer that fits him like a glove. The whole outfit accentuates the breadth of his shoulders, hinting at the cut body hiding underneath the layers, making it absolutely impossible to question or doubt his masculine perfection. 

      He’s undeniably gorgeous. A head turner. That one man who’s every woman’s type. 

      “What do you want to know?” I ask, surprised by the flirty lilt to my voice. 

      “Anything.” Smiling, he shakes his head emphatically. “Everything.”

      We both stare at each other, the connection irrefutable, even as the sound of Liza furiously clicking her camera reminds us we’re not alone. 

       “Rosario,” Liza calls out. “Place your hands on Blake’s waist. Bring her close to you.”

      He’s barely touched me and I’m already stepping toward him, my arms wrapping themselves around his neck like that’s exactly where they belong. 

      “So, Rosario,” I enunciate, enjoying the way his name sounds out of my mouth. “How’d you get a name like that?”

      “It’s my grandfather’s,” he tells me. “Rosario Alessio Ricci, but my friends call me Rio.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Are we friends?”

      “It’s a good start.”

      “Are you Italian?” I ask, continuing my inquisition.

      “What gave it away?” He smirks. “The name or my strapping good looks?”

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I try to hide my smile. “Even if you were good looking, I wouldn’t tell you.”

      “Okay, guys,” Liza interrupts. “Rosario, I want you up in her space, like you’re about to tell her a secret, or whisper sweet nothings in her ear.”

      In one soft move, he sweeps my hair off my shoulder, and the anticipation of our closeness has my stomach doing somersaults. He lowers his mouth to my ear, and the warmth of his breath causes an eruption of goose bumps along my skin. “You don’t have to tell me I’m good looking,” he whispers. “Your eyes and your body do all the important talking anyway.”

      My pulse quickens, and he presses his mouth to my neck.

      “Told you,” he says smugly. 

      “Now turn Blake around in your arms,” Liza advises. “And just continue as you are. I’m loving how comfortable you are with one another.”

      We do as Liza asks, and before I know it, I'm completely engulfed by him. He circles his arms around my waist and buries his head in my hair. He’s all muscles and man, and I’m stunned at how easy it is to relax in his hold. 

      I place my arms on his and tilt my head back to rest on his shoulder. 

      “You feel good in my arms,” he says, voicing my thoughts. 

      “I bet you say that to all the girls.” It’s supposed to come out as a flirty quip, but an unwarranted hint of disappointment and resignation slips through.

      “One girl,” he corrects. “But she broke my heart.”

      The raw timbre of his voice seeps into the huge cracks of my own battered heart. Each word said with a sadness and resignation that only one who has experienced such loss could really understand. 

      Unknowingly, his revelation feels like solidarity. 

      “Okay, now I’m going to ask you to pose for a few shots,” Liza says. “A bit more staged, a bit more direction from me.”

      Rosario clears his throat, and I inwardly curse at the timing of Liza’s interruption. I have no idea what I was going to say, but finding out about his broken heart suddenly makes its way to the top of my priority list. 

      We go through the motions, with Liza ordering us every which way, but the mood is now different. The sexual tension is still there. Palpable almost. But now it’s not just the lust that’s the driving force between us, but the curiosity to know more. To know it all. 

      A cell phone rings, and Liza stops taking photos. “Sorry, guys. Normally, I don’t have my phone on me, but my sister is so close to her due date, and I’m on hospital duty.”

      Instead of caring about Liza and her phone call, my gaze stays locked on Rosario’s. We’re now situated on a chair, his legs spread wide and I’m sitting on his lap. My legs are crossed, and the material of my floor-length dress has fallen to the sides, exposing the top of my thigh. As if they belong there, his fingers are tracing circles on my skin, and my arms are wrapped around his neck. 

      “Tell me about the girl,” I say.

      “Are you going to tell me about the guy?”

      “How do you know there’s a guy?”

      Looking up at me, he raises his hand and tucks the loose strands of my hair behind my ear. “There’s only one reason a woman like you is here in my arms and not at home in somebody else’s.”

      I raise a questioning eyebrow. “A woman like me?”

      “You’re gorgeous, Blake,” he says with such conviction. “I can’t be the only person to tell you that.”

      He isn’t, but for some reason, coming out of his mouth, it feels like the first time I’ve actually believed someone.

      “And you got that from all of this.” I wave my hand around the room.

      “No,” he says with a chuckle. “I got that from all of this.” 

      He waves his hand up and down my body. 

      When I don’t answer, he slips his hand through mine and brings it to his lips, incessantly peppering soft kisses on my skin. “How about we go out after this and I show you just how beautiful I think you are.”

      “Oh, really,” I sass. “So, a man calls me beautiful and I’m just supposed to jump into bed with him?”

      He smiles sheepishly. “Who said anything about bed?”

      “My bad,” I tease, dropping my hands from his neck. “I thought you wanted to sleep with me.”

      Gripping my wrists, he places my arms back around him. “Oh, baby. You have absolutely no idea what I want to do with you.” 

      “Are you guys ready for a bed?” Liza’s voice cuts in on our banter as she returns, and we both look at her, confused. Was she listening to our conversation? “A bed,” she repeats. “For the photos?”

      “Oh.” I shake my head. “Yeah, of course.” 

      I hop off Rosario’s lap, trying to play it cool, and he’s hot on my heels as the three of us silently make our way to the other end of the penthouse. 

      “Do you guys need to head to the bathroom to get dressed? Or undressed?” Liza asks. 

      Looking over my shoulder, I watch Rosario watching me and think of how I would usually be so nervous to undress in front of a stranger. But like a gift from God himself, this man looks at me like there isn’t a single thing of interest around him but me. And I don’t want to lose that. 

      I don’t want to forget what it’s like to be so enchanted by lust. 

      I don’t care if he's a stranger who feels more like a long-lost part of me. I don’t care that everything about this is unconventional and unexplainable. 

      I came here for spontaneity and recklessness, and no matter what, I never do anything half-assed.

      “That’s fine,” I say, eventually answering Liza. “I’ll undress here.”

      “Perfect,” Liza muses. “Rosario, just unbutton your shirt for now. We’ll see how it goes, and if you’re comfortable, maybe I’ll have you unbuckle your belt and unbutton your pants.”

      A barrage of images flash through my mind at the mere mention of him and I together, partially clothed. My breathing turns shallow and ragged, my blood pulses hard through my veins. 

      I can’t remember a time in my life where I so blatantly wanted a man with such fervent need. I’m the woman who falls in love with a personality first; a typical friends to lovers scenario almost every time.

      The physical connection is always the last piece of the puzzle. 

      But not this time. 

      Not with him.

      Standing on either side of this California King, Rosario and I are facing one another, our eyes daring one another to make the first move. 

      He touches the first button on his shirt, and I mirror his urgency, reaching for the hidden clasp on the side of my dress. His fingers deftly move to undo the second one, and I begin dragging down my zipper. 

      By the time his shirt is open, I’ve slipped the straps of my dress down my arms, and we’re both watching the material slide down my body and land in a heap at my feet.

      Swallowing hard, I nervously raise my head, and my gaze meets his. His golden-brown eyes are blazing, and my breath hitches at the possibility of being wrapped in his heat. 

      He shakes his head slowly, almost in disbelief, and in a measured breath his words set me alight. “God, you’re beautiful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          ROSARIO

        

      

    

    
      I thought watching the way the material slid down her body like water would be my undoing, but I was wrong. There was no way I could anticipate what lay underneath, waiting for me. 

      And it was, waiting for me. 

      Blake herself was waiting for me, the exact same way I’ve been waiting for her. I didn’t know it till the moment she turned around, but the second I laid eyes on her, every part of me shifted. 

      The woman was breathtaking. There’s no denying that. Natural copper locks of hair framed her heart-shaped face and fell down in layers to the middle of her back. Her eyes were pools of chocolate I was desperate to drown in. 

      And her skin…

      My gaze appreciatively peruses her body and all the creamy white skin that’s on display. The most intriguing parts of her are still covered by an emerald green, lace bodysuit that clings to her every curve. She looks like porcelain wrapped up in the prettiest paper, and my fingers itch to unwrap her. To touch her. Too feel her. 

      I’ve spent years of listening to my family members spout bullshit about finding the “one”. The Ricci’s were known for their rash decisions that had forever-like consequences. We were led by our hearts, the occasionally untrustworthy organ almost always responsible for our choices. My grandparents’ and parents’ short courtships and long marriages proof of the way it could work. And my recent divorce a painful reminder of all the ways it didn’t. 

      But this… I’ve never felt this with anyone. 

      So in tune and familiar at first sight. Like we’d met before. Like once upon a time, I knew her. 

      “God, you two are killing me with these looks,” Liza says, her commentary the constant reminder of where we are, what we’re doing, and that we’re not alone. “I’m in photo heaven right now. I can’t wait for you both to see these shots.

      “Rosario, do you want to sit on the bed? And Blake, if you’re comfortable, you could crawl to him? Maybe straddle his legs?”

      The words alone have my dick stirring to life, and I find myself inhaling a lungful of air in anticipation. 

      “Do you want me to take my shoes off?” I ask Liza.

      “I’ll probably cut them out anyway,” she responds. “So do whatever works for you.” 

      Kicking off my shoes, I climb up onto the bed and maneuver myself till the headboard sits at my back, my eyes are on Blake, and my legs are spread wide in invitation.

      Holding my gaze, she awaits no instruction from Liza, slowly slipping off her heels and stalking toward me. She crawls across the bed with a predatory gleam in her eyes, and I’m impressed. The shyness that I anticipated from her is nowhere to be found, and quite honestly, it has no business here. Not when I feel so connected to her. 

      Rising to her knees, she hooks a leg over my body, and I watch her slowly descend till the apex of her thighs is resting atop my semi-hard cock, her arms around my neck, and the smirk on her face showing she’s not even a little bit surprised at my arousal. 

      “Now you guys do your thing,” Liza calls out while taking photos. “Pretend I’m not here and let the chemistry unfold.” 

      Like magnets, my hands gravitate to her hips, and it takes all my willpower not to slide them down to cup her ass. I drag my gaze off Blake and look at Liza. “I don’t think you want to watch me fuck her.”

      “Rosario,” Blake hisses, admonishing me while Liza bellows out a laugh.

      “Oh, man,” she continues, chuckling. “You’re right, I don’t want to see that, but if my instincts are correct, you’re going to have to work a little harder for it. And that is something I do want to see.”

      She raises the camera, snapping some candid shots of us while we’re both looking in her direction.

      “When you two are married with a million kids and celebrating your sixty-fifth wedding anniversary, don’t forget to send me a thank you card, yeah?”

      “So you’re that sure,” I ask, smiling.

      Her face turns serious, and she stops the incessant clicking. “If you two here today isn’t fate, then I don’t know what is.”

      I want to scoff. Disagree. Ridicule her observation. But none of that happens. I flick my eyes up to Blake. “What do you think? Do you believe in fate?”

      “Not enough to let you in my pants.”

      “I could buy you a drink, though,” I suggest. “After this?”

      Her body relaxes ever so slightly into mine. “Will you tell me about the girl?”

      “Why? So you can tell me about the guy?” I retort. I hold her tighter and shift her closer, my arms wrapping around her middle, pressing her breasts right up against my chest. “Wouldn’t you rather forget they ever existed instead?”

      “You up for the challenge?” 

      “Come here,” I murmur. Lightly, I rest my palm on the curve of her neck and raise my head till my lips are in line with hers, my intention to kiss her very clear.

      Wordlessly, I give her the opportunity to say no. To look away. But when her eyes continue to hold my stare, and her tongue peeks out to lick her lipstick-coated bottom lip, the small distance between us becomes too much.

      Guiding her to me, I gently press my lips to hers and enjoy the feel of someone’s mouth against mine for the first time in over a year. It’s a soft and delicate union that echoes none of the fervent need that’s coursing through my body right now. But it’s perfect. For this moment. For this woman. Because as the kiss naturally deepens, I realize the last thing I want her to think is that this is just about her body and me wanting to be inside of her. 

      Surprisingly, it’s only a small part of whatever this is. It’s the part I know with certainty that will come easy to us. But everything else, I want to enjoy finding out. I want to peel back all the layers and find out what it is about this woman that has me inside out just by looking at her. 

      We pull apart, both of us teetering on the edge of more and holding back, because this isn’t really the time or the place. 

      I watch her eyes flutter open and fall in lust with the red blush that’s currently decorating her cheeks. I did that. 

      “What’s his name?” I ask smugly.

      “What?” she asks in a daze.

      “Told you I could make you forget about him.”

      Her lips split into the widest grin, and I’ve never felt such satisfaction in being the one to make someone smile. 

      Tilting my head to kiss her again, I’m reminded that Liza is just a few feet away when her phone rings.

      “Shit, guys, we may have to reschedule this,” she says while putting her cell phone to her ear. “Hello.”

      Wanting to be ready for my next move, I look back at Blake. “Get a drink with me.”

      I don’t say the words as a question, or a demand, but it’s more like the only option I’m giving us, because more hours in her presence is all I want. 

      “Yeah?” She puts out there shyly. 

      “Yeah,” I answer with conviction. “Please.”

      Nodding, she surprises me when she leans forward and presses a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Let’s get out of here anyway.”

      “You don’t want to finish the photo shoot?”

      She shakes her head. “I think I got what I came for.”

      Me too.

      Just as we’ve decided to move on, Liza comes back in the room looking frazzled. “Sorry, guys, my sister’s water broke and I’ve got to go.”

      “That’s okay,” Blake says. “We decided we’d end it here now anyway.”

      “What? Why?” She narrows her eyebrows at us. “You’re leaving together, right?”

      Chuckling, I hold on to Blake tighter. “Yeah, definitely together.”

      Liza slides a hand in her back pocket and flicks a card onto the bed. “Why don’t you two stay here. I was staying here overnight because I had another shoot in the morning, and something tells me you guys will have a lot more fun here than I was going to.”

      “We couldn’t,” Blake argues, but Liza isn’t listening. She’s haphazardly packing up her stuff, desperate to get to her sister. 

      “Here,” I start. “Let me help you pack all your stuff up to say thank you.”

      Blake looks at me quizzically, and I kiss the tip of her nose. “Just wait for me here, okay?”

      Like the gentleman my mama raised me to be, I hop off the bed, put my shirt and shoes back on and wait for Liza to zip up her collection of camera bags. 

      Without a second thought, I hike the multiple straps over both my shoulders. “Lead the way,” I say.

      “Thanks for this.” She sighs. “I will contact you both in a few days, and if you’re up for it, we can reschedule. You guys have paid and there’s no way I want you to walk away with a less-than-stellar experience.”

      “It’s okay,” Blake soothes. “Worry about your sister, we can work whatever’s easier out when your niece or nephew is born.”

      Her kind words don’t shock me, but rather, they add one more thing to the list of reasons it’ll be very hard to walk away from this woman. 

      When we finally make it to the lobby, Liza turns to me and reaches for her bags. “I’ve got it from here,” she states. “I really appreciate you helping me.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’m really sorry I had to cancel,” she reiterates while walking to the concierge. “But something tells me today hasn’t been a total bust.”

      When she pulls out a credit card, I place my hand on her shoulder and stop her. “I’ll pay for the room.”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “That’s completely unnecessary.”

      “Seriously.” I drag out my wallet from my back pocket. “I think you may have just changed my whole world. I owe you.”

      “You know, I do these shoots often, and each time my romantic heart plots out a happy ever after for each couple. It almost always eventuates into nothing. But this, with you and Blake, this could be it.”

      “So it wasn’t all in my head?” I ask, confiding in a complete stranger. 

      “Oh my God,” she exclaims, placing her hand over her heart. “Definitely not. Just wait till you see the photos, because trust me when I say a picture really is worth a thousand words.” 

      Liza’s honesty, as well as her understanding, fills me up with hope that I can trust myself and the way I’m feeling. That maybe after a horrible marriage, and a shitty year, I can make the leap and Blake could catch me. 

      Finally, it's our turn at the reception desk, and Liza explains the situation to hotel staff. Without too much hassle, they switch over the credit card details on file to mine so it can be charged upon checkout. 

      Once we’ve signed off on everything and said our goodbyes, I race back to the room, desperate to get back to Blake. 

      I rush in as soon as the door unlocks, taking big, purposeful strides to the main bedroom. 

      “What are you doing?” I ask, a flutter of panic settling in my bones as I lean on the door jamb. I watch her meticulously step back into her dress and slide it up her body before zipping it up. “Where are you going?”

      “I can’t do this,” she breathes out, her voice full of indecision. “I just don’t do things like this. On a whim, you know? That isn’t me.”

      Pushing off the wall, I stalk toward her. “I know we just met, and this is an impossible ask, but please, please, don’t walk out that door.”

      Looking pensive, she chews on her bottom lip, and I take the fact that she’s still standing before me as a sign that there’s a chance she might stay. 

      “We can keep our clothes on,” I state. “And I can sit on the opposite end of the room if it makes you feel better. But, please, Blake.” Needing even the simplest of touches, I step forward and grab her hand, lacing my fingers with hers. “Please don’t leave me wondering,” I beg. “If you leave right now, every part of me knows I could be missing out on potentially the best thing that’s ever walked into my life.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      I should be running for dear life. And before he walked back in here, that’s exactly what I was going to do. Any sane woman would walk right out of this room and away from this man. But I can’t. 

      Logically, I know the things coming out of his mouth are impossible. They’re too much, too soon. Too… everything.

      But my heart… my soul. They feel electrified at Rosario’s insistence. Everything about him is inviting and welcoming, and everything about that should scare me. 

      Strangers don’t feel this way about one another. 

      Not this quickly, and possibly not ever. 

      His hold on my hand tightens. “What do you say?”

      “I’ll stay,” I say, trying to sound way more put out than I feel. “But can we move whatever this is to the living area? Take the pressure off and keep it light?”

      I don’t know why I expect his mood to change, as if taking the possibility of sex off the table would turn him into a grumpy, unsatisfied prick, but he remains unfazed by my decision to keep my legs closed. 

      “Of course. We’ll order room service and find something to stream.”

      “And no sex,” I repeat.

      “Oh, Blake. Baby,” he croons, pulling my hand and moving me closer to him. “Tonight is just the beginning.” 

      I raise a questioning eyebrow. “The beginning of what?”

      “Of us.”

      The words roll off his tongue without hesitation or preamble. The expression on his face and the sincerity in his voice add to the honesty of the statement. 

      In truth, the words are perfect. They’re promising. They’re words I would’ve expected and accepted from the man I devoted three years of my life to. 

      But from this stranger?

      From this stranger, they should be comical. Absurd. One hundred percent unbelievable. But even as my mind tries to talk me out of this unrivaled connection, my heart starts to beat to a new rhythm. One made up of two words and a stream of endless possibilities. 

      Bringing my hand up to his cheek, I lean into his mouth and softly kiss his lips. “You have one night,” I tell him. “One night to make me want and see and feel what you do.”

      Mirroring my actions, it’s his turn to kiss me, except his lips linger, and his hands wander, and I almost forget all the reasons why we were already not doing a rough and tumble in the sheets together.

      As if he can read my mind, he drags his mouth away from mine. 

      “Let’s eat first,” he suggests breathlessly. “Food would be a nice distraction right now. Are you hungry?”

      Knowing we need to put the brakes on the physical touch, I find myself leading us out of the bedroom and away from temptation. “I don’t know if I could stomach anything right now,” I tell him honestly.

      “You’re not one of those people, are you?” he asks, stopping mid-stride, a hint of worry in his tone.

      I straighten my back in defense. “What people?”

      “Someone who doesn’t eat in front of someone they’re attracted to.”

      I want to dismiss his assumption and level out his cockiness, but who am I trying to lie to? I’m very much attracted to him, but the nervousness… that’s new. I’m usually confident in my own skin, doing what I want, when I want. But right now, this isn’t me. 

      This electric current running through me isn’t familiar. I’ve never felt such a kaleidoscope of emotions for another person, in such a short period of time. Especially not for a man. 

      “Blake.” He says my name with such seriousness, it shocks me. “I’m Italian.”

      “And?” I ask, confused.

      “The act of consuming food is no joke,” he deadpans. “It’s our love language.”

      There’s something about the genuineness in his voice that leaves me speechless. Like the presence of a love language between us isn’t odd, or uncharted territory. 

      Not wanting to argue, I nod softly and tug on his arm, leading him to the sectional sofa. Releasing my hold on him, I lower myself onto the couch and tuck my legs underneath my body. Fiddling with the material of my dress, I spend a little too much time trying to make sure I’m not exposing too much skin.

      Noticing the room is a little too quiet, I look up to catch Rosario watching me. 

      “What?” I ask, self-consciously. 

      “Don’t cover up on my account.”

      I roll my eyes at him, and he hands me a room service menu before casually lounging on the opposite side. “Is there anything particular you want to eat?” 

      My eyes gloss over the words staring back at me, my mind finding it very difficult to concentrate on one single thing. 

      My silence must clue Rosario in to my inability to make a decision, and he leans forward and plucks the menu out of my grasp. 

      “How about I pick for us?” 

      Without waiting for me to answer, he reaches behind him for the sleek hotel handset. He presses a button to connect him to the hotel kitchen and then raises it to his ear. 

      “Hi, could I please put in an order?” he asks the person on the other end of the line. “Yes, a twenty-minute wait time is perfect.” He places a hand over the speaker. “Are you allergic to anything?”

      I shake my head at him, curious about what he’s going to pick.

      He smirks at me and winks as he relays a long and extensive list of delicious sounding dishes, without even looking at the menu. It’s clear his eyes are bigger than his stomach, because as he continues to rattle off more items, my mind can’t comprehend how he thinks we’ll fit it all in. 

      There’s currently a flurry of butterflies causing a ruckus in my stomach. Being in Rosario’s presence and anticipating the way the night will unfold, I’ll be lucky to even manage a salad. 

      “So, is this how you woo all the girls?” I ask, a little more relaxed as he places the receiver back down, ending the call.

      “With food?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s usually a solid start,” he answers smugly. 

      “You’re so sure of yourself.” The words are intended to be a slight insult, but the smile that involuntary spreads across my face reveals I have absolutely no problem with Rosario’s cockiness. 

      “You don’t seem to mind,” he says with a matching grin.

      Shrugging, I feign nonchalance. “It’s somewhat impressive.”

      “Oh, really?” He scoots across the length of the couch and grabs my feet, dragging my legs from under my body. “Just somewhat, huh?” 

      “I thought we were taking it slow,” I squeal. 

      “Your clothes are still on.” He drapes my legs over his and slips his hands underneath my dress, his fingertips ghosting along my skin. “That’s the definition of slow.”

      My breath catches at his touch, a delicious shiver racing through me that doesn’t go unnoticed. “Tell me what you’d do,” I say boldly, completely disregarding the distance I was so eager to put between us only moments ago. “If we were moving at your pace, what would you do first?”

      “Blake,” he warns. “You’re playing with fire.”

      “Tell me,” I repeat, my voice thick with need.

      His hands slide farther up my dress, gripping my hips. “You’re too far away from me for this conversation to happen.”

      Effortlessly, he maneuvers me onto his lap, till my thighs are straddling his, and my dress is falling around us, hiding the way my lace-covered center grazes the length of the thickening bulge in his pants.

      He hisses at the contact, and it takes everything in me not to shamelessly rub myself against him. Rosario’s eyes bore into mine, and he swallows hard, the effort of his self-control noticeable in all his features. 

      “If we weren’t going slow, you’d be sitting on me, naked” he starts, his voice low and gravelly. “I’d start by kissing you.” He raises a hand to my face, his palm on my cheek, his thumb tracing the shape of my mouth. “I would start off slow,” he teases. “Light, soft pecks. Over and over,” he continues. “Then I’d deepen the kiss. Slide my tongue between these beautiful, plush lips.” 

      I swallow hard, and his eyes drop to my neck. He brushes his knuckles down the column of my throat and across my collarbone while continuing with his verbal foreplay. 

      “I’d kiss every inch of your skin,” he tells me. “Down the valley of your tits.” His fingers dip in the exact place he’s just mentioned, and my skin pebbles in goose bumps. “Then I’d spend a decent amount of time licking your nipples.” 

      His gaze flicks back up to mine as he brings his hands to my covered breasts and cups them gently. His thumbs draw whisper-soft circles over my nipples, and even through the padded layers, I can feel them harden under his light touch. 

      Holding his stare, I exhale loudly while my body shamelessly shudders in arousal. My hips shift involuntarily, and I’m dragging myself along Rosario’s obvious erection, desperate for some kind of friction.

      “You’re imagining it aren’t you,” he breathes, his eyes still locked on mine, his hands now finding purchase underneath my dress. 

      “I wouldn’t stop,” he admits, gripping my thighs. “My mouth would be all over you while my fingers… fuck.”  My breathing quickens when his hands still at the apex of my thighs. Splayed against my heated skin, he feels so close, but just not close enough. “I’d drive you fucking crazy with my fingers, sliding them inside of you,” he says huskily. 

      His words are dipped in sex, and every part of me struggles to remain still and unaffected. The salacious smirk on Rosario’s face tells me he knows he’s got me right where he wants me. And there’s no one else to blame but myself. I said I wanted to take it slow, but when he threw the bait, there wasn’t any other option in my mind but to take it.

      Who was I kidding? I needed to feel this man. Feel him soon. Feel his large, capable hands on me and in me. 

      “Do you want to know what comes next?” he asks, his fingers teasing the edge of my panties, his mouth now right by my ear. “Do you want to hear about how I would kiss my way down your stomach?” I feel the tip of his thumb gently slide up and down the fabric covering my center. “Do you want me to tell you about how I’d move down your body till my tongue met my fingers and I fuck your pussy with both?”

      “Rio,” I pant, letting my head fall back in resignation and my body slowly rub against his, wanting more. “Please.”

      The plea slips past my lips and past my remaining defenses. It’s been so long since I’ve felt this turned on. 

      A long time since I felt so wanted. 

      A long time since I felt so irresistible 

      A long time since I felt so alive. 

      “Please what, Blake?” he asks, leaning back and looking at me knowingly

      “Fuck me,” I blurt out, my eyes stuck on his. “Please.”

      His mouth descends on mine, dropping a punishing kiss before murmuring, “All you had to do was ask.” 

      We rise up off the couch, my legs wrapped around his waist, and his arms securing me close. We’re two steps in when there’s a quick knock on the door, followed by a muffled voice calling out, “Room service.”

      “Fuck” he grits out. Still holding me in his arms, he changes direction and heads for the door.

      “Oh my God, Rio, what are you doing?” I squeal as he swings the door open.

      The waiter is a young man no older than twenty. His eyes widen as he takes us in; me holding on to this man like a monkey, our intentions very much evident. 

      “Uh, you ordered room service?” he questions, probably wondering why we ordered food if we had no plans to eat it.

      “Yeah,” Rio confirms, stepping us out of the doorway. “Just leave it in the middle of the room.” The waiter pushes the large trolley past us, the mixed smell of hot, cooked food wafting behind and permeating the air. 

      He offers a soft nod as he heads back to the door. 

      “Shit,” I whisper into Rio’s ear. “He needs a tip.”

      Not as quiet as I thought I was, the young man looks over his shoulder like he’s heard me. “It’s okay. You guys just get back to whatever it is you were doing.”

      Embarrassed, I bury my head in the crook of Rio’s neck, desperate to hear the sound of the door closing behind the waiter. When the lock clicks, I chance looking back up at Rio and try to untangle myself from him, expecting to have lost him to the interruption, but his grip on me tightens; his eyes still with me. Still blazing with desire. 

      “You still want this, don’t you?” 

      There’s something reassuring about a man who takes the time to check in. About a man who can push his needs aside to make sure I’m okay. To make sure we’re still on the same page. 

      Moved by his gesture, I nod. Because I do want this. I don't care if it's fast or weird or unexplainable. I want to feel it. 

      All of it.

      As soon as I give him my consent, he squeezes me to him and takes us both back to the bedroom. When we reach the edge of the bed, he raises his knee to the mattress, and as if I weigh nothing, deposits me gently in the middle. 

      Determined not to waste a single second, his hands leave my body and reach for the buttons on his shirt. My eyes zero in on his movements, the way he expertly undresses himself. And with each sliver of skin he exposes, the more I know I’ve made the right decision. 

      I want this man, and I’m not wasting any more time in my own head trying to tell myself otherwise. 

      Rising to my knees, I have the desperate urge to meet him halfway. Like I want to do my part, so we can get to the touching and kissing quicker. 

      Hooking a finger underneath the strap of my dress, I slide it off my shoulder, letting it fall down my arm. At the sound of the sharp intake of his breath, I do the same thing to the other side and raise my eyes to meet his. 

      He’s shirtless now, the extent of his strength as plain as day. He’s all dips and definition, and I want nothing more than to run my hands all over him. But surprisingly, it’s not his body that pushes me over the edge. No. It’s his eyes that make me want to take the leap. Brown pools of hunger and need encourage me. Goad me. Make me feel bold.  

      “Watch me,” I say, sliding the dress down my body. “Watch me strip for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          ROSARIO

        

      

    

    
      The tables are turned, her words more of a demand than a request, but it doesn’t matter because she couldn’t get me to look away even if she tried. 

      Standing in front of her, I’m at her mercy, my eyes taking in every expanse of skin she slowly gifts me. My eyes take in her lingerie, the second time still leaving me speechless. 

      Unable to restrain myself, I drag the heel of my palm up and down my stiff cock. 

      I ache at how undeniable her beauty is. I ache to touch her, to feel her. To get lost in a body that I know I’ll never forget for as long as I live.            

      Her gaze follows my hand, her eyes hungry, her tongue peeking out to lick her lips. 

      She likes it. 

      “You want to watch me now?” I ask. 

      “Let me,” she says, reaching for the belt buckle of my pants. 

      “Please do.” I cup one of her lace-covered breasts, running my thumb over the visible creamy swell. A loud groan leaves my mouth when she expertly slips her hand into my briefs and wraps her delicate fingers around my length. 

      Hooking a finger into the cup of the built-in bra, I tug at it, watching her bountiful breast spill out. Desperate to taste her, I lower my head to her nipple, capturing the stiff peak with my mouth, licking and sucking just as her hand begins to glide up and down my dick.

      She lets out the softest whimper, and I mirror my actions on the other breast, wanting to be the reason for her every sound. 

      She continues to stroke me, her hands moving faster. “Slow it down, baby,” I murmur against her skin. “I have so much more I want to do to you before this ends.”

      I reluctantly drag my mouth away from her breasts and move up her body. Trailing my tongue past her collarbone and up the length of her neck. When I finally press my lips to hers, it’s nothing like the soft, introductory-like kisses we’ve shared before. 

      This kiss lacks the reservation from earlier. Blake’s no longer shy, and I’m no longer scared my eagerness will chase her away. Our tongues move to a familiar rhythm, leading and following. Giving and taking. Talking and listening. I kiss her with worry and want, and she kisses me back with reassurance and desperation. 

      Raising a knee to the mattress, I wrap an arm around her and lower us both gently till her back hits the bed and my body is hovering over hers.

      Her hands move from my pants and up my torso. She rests them on my shoulders before moving down my arms and back up again, her touch reverent and exploratory. 

      I take my time kissing her while she takes her time touching me, neither of us wanting to rush this moment. We’re in sync, and the pounding beat of my heart tells me it’s more than just our bodies. 

      Together, we deepen the kiss, and her legs wrap around my waist, wanting me closer. Using all my strength, I scoop her into my arms and move us farther up the bed. I lower myself onto her, her breasts pressing into my chest, my hard cock straining against her center.

      Slowly, I grind into her, a delicious torture that has me wanting to devour and savor her all at the same time. The fear of never having this with her again taunts my sub-conscious, driving my every touch, my every kiss.  

      I move my lips down the length of her body, pressing open-mouthed kisses along every inch of her skin. Just like I promised, I lick down the valley of her breasts while my thumbs strum her nipples. My tongue joins my fingers, and she moans softly, writhing beneath me. Having her unravel at my touch, mixed with the anticipation of what’s to come, hardens my cock to an unbearable stretch. I can’t wait to be inside her. 

      “I want you,” she pants, reading my mind, and those three words send me into overdrive. 

      She wants this. 

      She wants me.

      And I need her. 

      I need this, and I’m desperate to sear every moment I have with her into my memory, because while I know I feel something more, I also know that I have a life outside these walls that doesn’t care about lust and chemistry and connection.

      Right now, we’re two people with complicated pasts, who owe one another nothing more than this moment. It’s a dangerous combination that urges me to take and take and take, because there’s a very good chance the world will get in our way of ever doing this again.

      My hands eagerly find the rest of her corset and drag it down her body, hungrily watching her pussy come into full view. 

      My breath catches at the sight of her naked, splayed out before me, and I take a long moment just to stare at her.

      “You’re goddamned beautiful,” I rasp. 

      I watch her chest rise and fall, followed by a pink blush that spreads beautifully across her body, leading my eyes to her slick center. From her eyes, to her skin, to the way she breathes, her arousal is evident, and my dick throbs knowing that it’s all for me. 

      I tear my gaze away from her pussy and meet her lust-filled eyes. 

      “Touch yourself,” I demand gruffly.

      A flicker of hesitation crosses her face before she slowly slides her hand down her body and presses two fingers to her clit. Moaning, she gracefully arches off the bed as she caresses herself.

      It’s heady.

      Being this close and giving her all the power. 

      Watching her inhibitions slip away as she takes what she wants and gives in to the pleasure. Every part of me knows this isn’t something she does all the time. She wasn’t one to indulge. She wasn’t one to let loose. But for me, she was doing it, and I was staring at her, torn between wanting to watch her fall over the edge, or for me to be the one to lead her there. 

      Unable to keep my distance, I spread her legs farther apart and kiss my way up one of her thighs. Her body shudders the closer I get to where she’s touching, but instead of taking what I want, I turn my focus to her other thigh and drag my tongue over the expanse of her pebbled skin.

      When I reach the dip in her leg, her movements slow down. I look up at her and she’s eyeing me curiously.

      “What?” I ask innocently. 

      Wordlessly, I move her hand and slip her wet, slick fingers between my lips. She tastes like eagerness and excitement, and I want to drown in it. She drags her two digits from my mouth and I lower my head to her pussy before she gets a chance to touch herself again. 

      A surprised gasp leaves her mouth when my tongue connects with her clit, her body coiling with anticipation at the contact. Wanting nothing more than to drive her wild, I let myself get lost in the taste and feel of her against my mouth. 

      Hands glide through my hair, gripping and pulling at the strands, as her hips buck up against me. Brazenly, she begs, “Please, Rio, I need to come.”

      “Not yet, baby,” I taunt as I slowly push a finger into her tight heat. “I’m not done yet.”

      Like an addict, my mouth returns to her pussy, needing more, sucking and licking the swollen nub. Adding another digit, I flick my wrist and shamelessly pump into her, ready for her to explode all over my fingers and tongue. 

      Her legs quiver around me as the slide in and out of her becomes frantic and full of purpose. 

      “Rio,” she cries out, tugging at my hair. “Rio. Rio. Rio.”

      With my name falling from her lips like a chant, echoing around us, I feel her whole body tightening one last time before she cries out in pleasure, coming and pulsating on my mouth and around my fingers. 

      “Oh my God,” she expels, trying to catch her breath. “Oh my God.”

      Untangling myself from the lower half of her body, I try to ignore the almost painful throb of my own arousal and crawl up and over her. Resting on all fours, I look down at her, and she throws an arm over her face in embarrassment.

      “Hey,” I say with a chuckle, moving her arm and bringing her face back into view. “You okay?”

      Disregarding my question, Blake’s eyes roam down my body, stopping at my hard-on and then making her way back up to meet my gaze. 

      “Are you okay?” I repeat.

       “Are you?” she asks, extending her arm and palming my cock.

      Even though I want nothing more than for her to touch me, I place my hand over hers and stop her. “I need inside you.”

      It’s probably the most truthful thing I’ve ever said, because I do need inside her. Not only because I’m desperate to fuck her, but because I need to carve my own little spot inside her, so she remembers me just the way I’ll be sure to remember her.

      A look of understanding washes over her as she drops her hand. The mood shifting to something a little more tense. A little more palpable. A lot more necessary.

      Raising herself up on her elbows, she lifts her mouth and presses her lips to mine. 

      “Condom?”

      Still kissing her, I reach for my wallet, dragging it out of my back pocket and throwing it on the bed beside her. Like we’ve done this a million times before, our lips are still locked as Blake finds the condom in my wallet.

      When I hear the familiar tear of the foil, I pull away and stand to my full height. Naked, Blake scoots to the edge of the bed, just as I let my dress pants and boxers fall to the floor. Enamored, I watch her gaze take me in. She wraps her fingers around my stiff cock, and I feel myself jolt in her grasp. Her thumb circles the wet head of my dick, smearing my pre-come, and it takes everything in me not to stop her. Gazing up at me, she gives me a mischievous wink before teasing my crown with her tongue. 

      “Blake,” I growl in warning. 

      “Okay. Okay.” Laughing softly, she stops and tips her chin up at me. “Taste yourself.”

      Greedily, I do, just as she so delicately rolls the condom down my length. Ready, I feel her falling back onto the bed, and my lips and my body chase her. 

      With my mouth melded to hers, I settle between her legs and gently sink myself inside her. 

      “God, Blake,” I breathe out. “I knew you’d feel good, but… fuck.”

      Good was an understatement. Being inside Blake was phenomenal. It was no short of life-changing. And I didn’t care that I couldn’t explain why it felt so right; all I cared about was making it last. 

      Making it memorable. 

      Making her mine.

      Not knowing what to do with the unexplainable need to have this woman, I bury my head in her neck and let myself get lost in her warmth instead. While my hips rock back and forth into her, I kiss and taste every stretch of skin within reach, my lips refusing to break the connection and my body begging to make it last.  

      Wordlessly, Blake hooks her legs around my waist, and we fall into a wordless rhythm of push and pull, our bodies tangled in a web of longing and lust that I feel in the echo of every stroke. 

      “Rio,” she pants. “It’s never…”

      Her voice trails off, the words turning into a breathy moan, and I don’t need her to finish the sentence to know exactly how she feels. Because I’m right there with her, having this out-of-body experience where I can hardly recognize myself and the tidal wave of unexplained emotions coursing through me. 

      Our eyes connect as I pick up my pace, thrusting inside of her, long and deep. I refuse to look away, and from the way she’s staring back at me, she doesn’t want me to either. I piston my hips almost aggressively, panic and greed consuming me.

      As if she can sense my frantic energy, she places a palm in the middle of my chest, as if to soothe me. And like magic, it does. 

      She calms my racing heart and we move in unison, our bodies rocking in a deliciously slow grind that has me wanting to make promises and declarations that have no business between us. Instead, I lower my mouth to her skin, licking her neck, nipping on her collarbone. I let my hand caress her plump breast and tease her hard nipple while my body tries desperately to climb inside hers. 

      "More," she cries out, her hands gripping my biceps. “Fuck, Rio. More.”

      “Show me what you want,” I tell her, reluctantly sliding out of her and rolling onto my back. “Ride me, baby. Take everything you want.”

      Effortlessly, she straddles me, one hand around my sheathed cock, eagerly guiding me into her, and the other pressing into my chest. I groan as her wet heat envelops me while the shock that everything I feel for this woman rises at a rapid rate, causing me to grip her hips and thrust into her relentlessly. 

      With her tits bouncing in my face and her copper-colored hair dancing around her, I’m certain I’ve only got a handful of minutes before my body explodes. 

      She’s a vision. 

      She’s everything I didn’t know I would want in one sweet, delectable package.

      A familiar tingle starts to spread in my veins as Blake rises and falls on my cock. Together, our bodies are making memories, carving out this one moment, and writing this single chapter in the story of our lives.

      “Fuck, Blake, I’m going to come,” I tell her.

      I slide my hand between us, finding her clit and expertly rolling it between my fingers, determined to bring us both to orgasm at the same time. 

      “Please don’t stop,” she cries out. Closing her eyes, she tips her head back and begins to vigorously rock against me. 

      “Couldn’t if I tried,” I growl out. “Couldn’t if I fucking tried.”

      Blake’s thighs clench around me, the telltale sign her orgasm is approaching, as I let myself give in to the inferno of heat that’s curling around the base of my spine. In a frenzy, her mouth descends onto mine, all tongues and teeth, granting us both the permission we’re so desperately seeking.

      Our bodies detonate; unrivaled pleasure and ecstasy exploding like fireworks and live wires. 

      Blake drops her body to mine in a clammy sated heap, and my arms don’t hesitate to wrap themselves around her. I want her close. I want her near.

      I want very much to do that all over again. 

      “Oh my God,” she says breathlessly. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

      I maneuver my head to get a better view of her. “Was it that bad?”

      “So bad.” She shakes her head. “So bad, I want to do it again and again and again.”

      I laugh in relief, grateful we’re somewhat on the same page. “Doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” I muse. “I mean, I’m down if you are?” I look at her, hopefully, watching a myriad of thoughts and emotions cross her face. “Just tell me,” I urge. “Whatever it is you’re thinking, tell me.”

      Getting comfortable, she rests her head on my chest, and my fingers trail up and down the knobs of her spine. “It’s weird to want more, isn’t it?” 

      “Depends what more is.” I respond cautiously, not wanting to get my hopes up. 

      “Like, maybe, you’d want to go out on a date sometime?”

      Taking hold of her chin, I tip her face up, so her gaze meets mine. “Are you saying I convinced you?” She shrugs nonchalantly. “Admit it,” I insist. “You want to see where this goes too?”

      She presses her lips to mine. “Don’t get ahead of yourself. You just have a really nice dick.”
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            Chapter Five

          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      Unlatching the clip on my maternity bra, I rest my body on the millions of throw pillows supporting my back and rest Alessia on the feeding cushion. She searches for my breast, and I can’t help but watch as her head lolls from side to side and her mouth widens desperately, trying to find my nipple. 

      “Here you go,” I coo. “Mommy’s got the goods.”

      Cradling the back of her head, I guide her to me and, like a pro, her mouth expertly latches on to me. Sighing with relief, I lay my head back on the headboard and close my eyes, grateful for the moment of extended silence. 

      We’re almost three months into the mommy/daughter thing and I think we’ve finally found our groove. No more cracked nipples, no more colicky baby, no more excessive screaming. For now, she just eats and sleeps enough that I can manage to function.

      My phone vibrates on the nightstand beside me and I reluctantly open my eyes and maneuver my arms underneath Alessia so I can stretch and reach for it. 

      It’s Chad. 

      I’ll be over in twenty minutes with groceries. See you soon. Love you. xx

      Love you?

      If I had the energy, I would throw my phone across the room in frustration. Ever since Chad found out I was pregnant, he’s been by my side. 

      The man who, after three years together, broke my heart and told me he was in love with my ex-best friend, came running to try and win me back. 

      And while I haven’t taken him back, I haven’t exactly told him to leave me alone either.

      The thing that makes this all worse is the only person I miss when I see him is my best friend. 

      When he came back into my life, I realized I didn’t feel a thing for him except sadness. And not because he and I were over, but because he stole my best friend. He ruined everything I shared with her. Tainted my past. My memories. 

      And while I’m very aware that she too played a huge role in my betrayal, when I held Alessia for the first time, none of that mattered. 

      Since Rosario wasn’t there, she was the one single other person I wanted to share that moment with. 

      Instead, I have an ex-boyfriend crowding my space and a heavy conversation I’m not ready to have weighing on my shoulders. I cringe every time he’s around. 

      At him. At myself. At all of this. 

      It’s a complicated mess of epic proportions, and I’m just too focused on Alessia to deal with it.

      My phone vibrates again and I see my sister’s name flash, and I feel my lips tip up in a small smile. This is a phone call I’m always more than happy to answer. 

      “Hello,” I greet.

      “Hey,” she responds cheerfully. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m doing really well.”

      A soft chuckle fills my ears. “The word really wasn’t necessary, Blake. You only brought more attention to the lie.”

      I’m not surprised she noticed. My sister Evie spent years hiding and pretending and lying to herself after her first husband passed away. She could spot that type of behavior from miles away.

      “How’s Lior?” I ask, trying to distract her from me and my problems. 

      “Good. As Always. Being married to your sister looks good on him.”

      Even though she can’t see me, I roll my eyes and shake my head at her antics. Love looks so good on my sister. It wasn’t always easy for Evie. She’s lost so much in her life, but hearing and seeing how happy Lior makes her proves that the heartache is sometimes worth it. 

      I think of Chad. 

      Nope. Not going there again. 

      “Talk to me,” Evie persists, bringing me back to the conversation. “Lior and I want to come and spend time with you.”

      “No,” I argue, knowing what they really want to do is check on me, and I don’t need them to see me and my million moods. Or for Lior to see Chad. “I’m doing fine. And,” I add, “I’ve got Mom and Ray visiting any chance they get.”

      “Blake.” Her tone is all-knowing and laced with concern. Since our father left us when we were younger, Evie and I have always been thick as thieves—a bond not even distance could dampen. While it’s hard not having her around, it’s also the exact same reason I’m glad she isn’t.

      I don’t need her coming to my rescue. 

      I really don’t need anybody to come to my rescue. 

      Contrary to popular belief, a woman can take care of a child on her own, especially when she went ahead with the pregnancy knowing being a single parent was very much what was in the cards for her.

      I don’t have any regrets about Alessia. I have regrets about Chad, and I have regrets about lying to Evie. 

      But not about my daughter. 

      “Fine, I’ll let it go,” Evie concedes. “How’s my favorite niece?”

      “You mean your only niece,” I correct.

      “Whatever. Is she awake? Can we FaceTime?”

      “She’s on my boob,” I tell her. “Let me finish feeding her and I’ll call you back.”

      “I don’t care about seeing your boob,” she protests.

      “Just give me a second.”

      She huffs, and it’s the cutest sound. For reasons of their own, Evie and Lior don’t have kids and don’t plan on having any, but that doesn’t mean they don’t know how to be the best aunt and uncle that ever lived. They’re obsessed. And since they left New York and moved to Colorado to be closer to Lior’s family, they’re constantly asking for updates and sending her stuff in the mail.

      They were here for a week after I gave birth, and I won’t be surprised if they come back again under the guise of checking on me, just like Evie implied. 

      It takes just under forty minutes for me to finish up feeding, burping, and changing Alessia. I lay her down in the middle of the mattress and I lie beside her. Extending my arm, I raise my phone above our heads and FaceTime Evie. 

      Surprising me, both Evie and Lior’s faces appear on my screen, and my lips split into a grin. 

      “Oh my God, look how much she’s grown,” Evie squeals. “She’s even trying to find where the voices are coming from.”

      I move the screen closer to her, moving me out of the view while they “ooh and ahh” and murmur between themselves about how they just want to squish her cheeks or smell her skin. 

      They’re ridiculously adorable.

      “B,” Evie calls me. “Move the phone so we can see your face.”

      “Give me a sec.”

      Maneuvering around Alessia, I stretch out and build a wall of pillows around the empty side of the bed and place one underneath my head, getting comfortable.

      “Hey, Lior,” I greet, realizing I didn’t give him a proper hello earlier. “How are you doing?”

      A mischievous smile plays on his lips. “I’m really good. Just waiting for my sister-in-law to move to Colorado. You know how it is.”

      A laugh bubbles out of my mouth. “You two don’t really think that’s going to happen, do you? I don’t know anybody there.”

      “Mom and Ray would move too,” Evie tells me, her voice a lot more serious now. “She said if you moved, they would come too.”

      “What?” Shocked, I straighten up, causing Alessia to whine. I turn to face her and lower my lips to her forehead. “Sorry, little one.”

      I look back at my sister and her husband. “Can you two just stop beating around the bush and tell me what it is you’re getting at?”

      “You don’t want to talk about Alessia’s dad or tell him about her, so I don’t understand why you can’t come here and we can all be a support system for you.”

      “I’m totally capable of taking care of her by myself,” I snap.

      “That’s not what I meant and you know it. Is it such a bad thing if we all live close by and I can see her anytime and she’ll grow up around a tight-knit family?”

      I know what she means, and I know her intentions come from a good place, but my own insecurities of not being able to do this rear their ugly heads, making me wonder if everyone else can see my failings too.

      “Tell me about her dad,” she presses. We seem to have this conversation almost every week. And the truth is, it isn’t an elaborate story. 

      I ran out of that hotel room that night faster than I've ever run from anywhere, because he scared me. I woke up and he was just lying there, asleep, and I saw our whole lives mapped out. 

      The kids. The house. The happy ever after. 

      And it terrified me.

      Rosario is the most passionate man I’ve ever had the pleasure of being with. The way he spoke, the way he touched. 

      The way he fucked.

      I feel my face heat up at the memory alone, and I have to look away from my sister’s gaze.

      Swallowing hard, I recall that overwhelming fear that engulfed me when I imagined our life together, knowing just like my relationship with Chad, whatever Rosario and I had could end too. 

      And I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I wouldn’t survive it the same way I did with Chad.

      And then I found out I was pregnant and I couldn’t find him. 

      I tried. I asked Liza for his contact details, and when I called, nobody answered, and when I emailed, nobody responded. 

      What else am I supposed to do? Troll the internet and hope I stumble on someone who knows him? 

      “Like I’ve told you a hundred times,” I start. “There’s nothing to tell. He was a one-night stand, and despite my efforts, I haven’t been able to get in touch with him.”

      I watch Evie give Lior a side look that clearly says, “I don’t believe a word she’s telling me,” but thankfully, he gives his head a little shake, telling her to just let it go. 

      And, reluctantly, she does, but not before adding, “I could get you a job here when you’re ready to go back to work.” I open my mouth to object, but she just raises her hand, silencing me. “At least think about it.”

      I give her a small nod at the same time Alessia begins to fuss. “I’ve got to put her to sleep, and I might try to catch some z’s with her. I’ll speak to you guys soon?”

      “You know it,” they say in unison.

      We say our goodbyes, and I switch out my phone for Alessia, checking her diaper and getting her all bundled up for a nap.

      Placing her in her bassinet, I press the button that allows it to sway, knowing it will eventually lull her to sleep. 

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, I watch her in awe and think of Rosario, my earlier conversation with Evie returning him to the front of my mind. 

      I don’t know how other single parents have felt, but it’s moments like this when I feel so lonely. I mean, parenting is hard, but that’s to be expected and it doesn’t impact or effect the way I feel about her.

      What it does do, though, is make me wish I could share these moments with someone. 

      No.

      Not someone. 

      With him.

      The whole experience has made me irrationally pine for Rosario. Both as my lover and as her father. 

      The loss aches a little more knowing that he would probably be an amazing dad. He would dote on her and love her the way she deserves. 

      And then there’s Chad. He showed up just as I passed the twelve-week mark and my baby bump was clearly visible. He didn't even hiccup at the fact that I was pregnant with another man's baby, which really should be applauded, but honestly, it just made me hate him even more.

      I know he’s got a list of transgressions a mile long, but he was almost ambivalent about it all, and maybe it was because he had more difficulty connecting with a baby that was not physically in our arms yet. But something told me he had been kicked to the curb, and he’s now scared to be alone. 

      Or maybe he’s trying to pay penance for good Karma. Either way, I’m not here for it. He buys groceries, helps me clean up, but I don’t let him go anywhere near Alessia. 

      He doesn’t touch her, bottle feed her, or put her to bed. She is one hundred and ten percent my responsibility, and something in the back of my mind tells me that Rosario wouldn’t appreciate another man attending to his child before he’d even been given a chance to meet her. Or even after that. And for an unexplainable reason, I want to respect what I think Rosario’s wishes would be. 

      It makes no difference to my rationalizing that he doesn’t even know about Alessia. Because my gut tells me one day he will. It might not be today, or tomorrow, or even next week.

      But if the universe could align once, I truly believe it could do it again. 

      Feeling brave, I wait for Alessia’s eyes to close, and with my cell in my hand, I walk out of the room and pull up the number I managed to wrangle off Liza. 

      I wait for the ring, but like all the other times I’ve tried, it never comes; however, instead of the recording letting me know the phone is off and the mailbox is full, the recording now informs me that this number is completely out of operation. 

      Crestfallen and a little defeated, I sigh into an empty house.  

      I didn’t really anticipate ever being a single mom, or having a one-night stand in the first place. And while I don’t necessarily have regrets about Alessia, I realize with that last phone call, I probably should have done things differently.

      I probably shouldn’t have run at the crack of dawn. 

      Maybe I should have run but still left him my number.

      Maybe we should’ve made actual plans before falling asleep, or I at least should’ve waited for him to wake up.

      I should’ve given him the opportunity to have a say. 

      I should’ve and I could’ve and I would’ve. 

      So many things that I should’ve done, but now it all feels too late.

      Now I have this beautiful little girl, who is nothing short of perfect with her ten fingers and ten toes and rosy red cheeks, and I don't know how to get to him.

      It’s this moment that Chad walks through the door, and the sight of him turns my stomach.

      What am I doing? 

      My daughter has a father. Correction. Our daughter has a father, and she needs her father. 

      Not this man. Not a replacement. Not a half-assed version of the dad I know Rosario could be. 

      “Hey,” Chad greets me cautiously “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head at him. “We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          ROSARIO

        

      

    

    
      When you’re always on the move, you don’t think you need anything extravagant to survive. You teach yourself how to sleep anywhere and know that everyone around you couldn’t care less when the last time you showered was.

      But as I wake up after a full night’s sleep for the sixth week in a row in my own bed, I know it’s one of the many lies we tell ourselves to survive that lonely military life. 

      It’s been a long and agonizing ten months. Originally, I was only supposed to be gone for six, but an operation gone wrong added another four months that I wasn’t mentally prepared for.

      Being a Marine wasn’t something I ever had second thoughts about. I had felt the need to serve my country for as long as I could remember, and when I was old enough to do so, there was absolutely nothing that could stop me. 

      What I didn’t anticipate was all the things I would have to choose between and all the things I would lose along the way. 

      Including my marriage.

      While in hindsight I can see my military life wasn’t the sole reason it ended, it still played a very big part. Lately, I found myself both resenting it and loving the very thing that defined me. Hating the way it had stolen my wife, but grateful when it became my only consistent companion after she was gone.

      The vibration of my phone against my wooden nightstand interrupts my thoughts. Reaching for it, I bring the screen closer to my face, not recognizing the number in front of me. Thanks to an accident overseas, I spent the majority of my time there without a cell phone and only able to contact my family through email.

      It wasn’t too much of a hassle considering there’s usually no service for your cell anyway, and the cost to call home is only worth it in an emergency. When on base, we often get allocated Wi-Fi hours, and thankfully that allowed me to tell my parents and siblings that I was safe for the majority of the time. 

      But since being back home, my usual struggle with being readily available for people to contact me all the time has been amplified by the need for a new phone and distribution of my new number. The longer I’m away, the harder I always find it to connect back to my life at home. It’s something civilians have a hard time understanding, namely my family. 

      The phone keeps ringing, so I swipe at the screen and bring it to my ear. 

      “Hello,” I answer groggily.

      “You’re still asleep?” Thankfully, I recognize my mother’s voice immediately and don’t have to play any guessing games about who’s on the other side of the line. “I was hoping you could come over for dinner this weekend. The whole family is coming.”

      I’ll forever wonder why my mother calls to “invite” me, when the only option I have unless I’m away is to attend. 

      “Yeah, Ma. It should be fine.”

      “What do you mean? Is it a yes or a no, Rio?”

      “No,” I tease.

      “So, I’ll see you Sunday for lunch then?”

      A sleep infused chuckle leaves my mouth. “Yeah. I’ll be there.”

      “Okay, good. Now tell me how you’re doing. What’s new?”

      I indulge my mother in conversation, talking about what’s been going on while I’ve been gone while she babbles on about setting me up with some good Italian girls. 

      “I’m not interested, Mom,” I argue, while simultaneously putting my mother on speakerphone and tapping away at my phone till I open the file I’m looking for.

      I scroll through the photos that have graced my inbox for the last ten months and stare at the only woman I’ve been interested in since my ex-wife. 

      Flicking through the photos Liza sent me of Blake and me for the millionth time and wondering why the fuck she fled from the room before either of us had the chance to talk. Before we even had the chance to entertain the idea of making plans. 

      It’s pathetic and borderline obsessive, but that night, and the memory of being inside her, was one of the only things I clung to when I was away. I haven’t been able to shake off how strong the connection was between us.

      I’ve toyed with the idea of possibly looking for her, but doubt is a motherfucker, reminding me she left for a reason, and I still have a whole host of baggage I need to deal with before I pursue something with Blake.

      She doesn’t know I’m in the military, and a small niggling voice in the back of my head worries that she changed her mind and she looked for me, only to come up empty-handed. Another reason how being a Marine has failed me. 

      My mind returns to my mother’s voice, leaving behind the pros and cons list I seem to always spend too much time making when it comes to Blake. 

      The sobering truth is that she probably walked out of that room and didn’t even give what we shared a second thought. 

      You know that’s not true.

      Ignoring the thought, I wrap up the call with my mom, telling her I’ll be there on Sunday with bells on.

      I continue to fuck around on my phone after she’s gone, deleting the majority of emails that accumulated while I was asleep and filing others away for another time. My eyes catch on an email from Liza, the subject reading “Alessia.” Since the photo shoot, Liza has kept my email on her database, constantly sending specials and any exciting news she thinks is relevant to her clientele.

      Call me crazy, but I’ve never had the heart to unsubscribe. It takes me back to that moment, just confirming that it wasn’t a figment of my imagination.

      But something about the subject of this email hits a little differently. It’s basically a variation of my middle name. Did she mean to send it to me?

      Clicking on it, my eyes scan the email, and I feel my whole world tilt on its axis. 

      Is this for real?

      Blake,

      Here are the newborn photos of Alessia, tell me which ones you want to keep, and I’ll bundle them up in a digital package for you, with one large print.

      Thanks for letting me photograph her, she’s gorgeous.

      Liza.

      I read the email again and again, before it registers that there are actual photos attached to the email. My hand freezes, hovering over the screen, wanting to scroll down but scared to see. And suddenly I feel like I can’t breathe. Like my skin is on fire and my lungs are so full they’re going to explode. 

      Blake had a baby? And named her Alessia? After me?

      Overwhelmed by a plethora of unanswered questions, I toss my phone onto the mattress and pace around my room, wearing a hole in the carpet. I close my eyes and try to count my breaths before I send myself into a panic attack. Thoughtfully, I count to one hundred and then try to count backward. Working on inhaling and exhaling slowly. 

      How did this happen?

      “Okay. You can do this. You need to do this,” I tell the empty room. “You’re a Marine for fuck’s sake. Get your fucking shit together.”

      Reaching my bed, I stretch for my cell, grabbing it and going straight back into the email. I sit down, and my leg bounces in anticipation. Scrolling, I press on one of the attachments and wait for the first photo to load.

      I don’t know what I expected, but a baby that is so obviously mine wasn’t it. I cover my mouth with my hand and stifle the strained sob threatening to escape. She’s a replica of every baby photo I’ve ever seen of myself, with her olive coloring and full head of brown hair that’s decorated with an adorable looking headband. She’s wrapped in a waffle blanket and sleeping so peacefully in what looks like a tin wash bucket. 

      She’s everything. 

      Sliding my finger across the screen, I get lost in the hoard of photos Liza has sent, my heart aching from how much I feel from just simply looking at her. Tears born of fear and anxiety stream down my face. 

      I say a prayer to myself. Over and over, hoping this is going to be as simple as me finding them and the three of us just being a family. 

      Because that’s all I want. Everything else will work itself out. 

      It has to, because she’s it for me. 

      They both are. 
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        * * *

      

      The surprising thing about trying to locate Blake was realizing we’d been under one another’s noses the whole time. Living less than forty minutes away, it’s no time at all to mentally try and prepare myself for every possible scenario between us. 

      I’ve been sitting on this information, wanting to discuss everything with her before I tell a single soul, and it’s been eating me alive not being able to tell anyone about Alessia.

      I’ve cleared my schedule, and I found a little motel close by that I can crash at if I need to. 

      While there’s no denying I want to spend every moment with them, I don’t want to overwhelm them with my presence to the point that Blake then feels the need to push me away. 

      I’m still a stranger, after all. 

      Once I’d processed that Blake and I had a daughter, I called Liza and reminded her who I was. Surprisingly, she said she never forgot about Blake and me and was sad to see we hadn’t reconnected.

      When I told her she sent me Alessia’s photos, she blanched. Cursing and apologizing for the mistake, unknowingly confirming that the baby photos were in fact of my daughter.

      I didn’t tiptoe around the bullshit and flat out asked her for Blake’s number.

      Initially, she hesitated, but something eventually made her give it to me and I’d never been more grateful in my entire life. 

      Instead of calling, I gave the number to a friend of mine who was able to locate her exact address. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have over the phone, and I didn’t want to risk being stood up, especially after what happened the night we were together. 

      I didn’t know her headspace then, and I was certain I didn’t know it now. But I didn’t know what else to do. I don’t want to trap her, but I also don’t want her to run.

      When I reach her block of apartments, it takes me a while to find street parking. When the car is parked and turned off, I just sit there like a weirdo, second guessing everything I’ve done up until this point. 

      Rubbing my hands together, I tug the sun visor down and take a quick look at myself in the mirror. Not really sure what I’m expecting, I give myself a little shrug, flip it back up, and exit the car. 

      It’s now or never.

      I open up the notes app on my phone and make sure I have the right place. When I’m on the third floor, I head for her door and quickly knock before I lose my nerve. A whole minute passes, and I can feel the panic rising up in my chest. 

      Feeling antsy, I make the decision to stay for one more minute before returning to my car. I look down at my watch, and just as the digital number changes, the door finally opens. 

      I raise my head, and I’m met with a very different, but equally distracting, version of the woman I met all those months ago.

      She looks freshly showered with her rosy cheeks and wet hair. She’s wearing a loose button-up shirt that swallows her delectable frame and leggings that are like a second skin covering her shapely legs. Even dressed down, Blake is breathtaking.

      “Hey,” I say cautiously.

      Her eyes widen, and I prepare myself for some kind of backlash, but when she throws herself at me, I don’t even hide the relief that washes over me as I wrap my arms around her, bringing her close to me. 

      With her head buried in my chest, her body shudders against mine in one huge sob, and there isn’t a single part of me that doesn’t want to make whatever it is better.

      “Shhh,” I soothe, running my fingers through her damp hair. “It’s okay. Whatever it is, you’re okay.”

      Not wanting to stand in the middle of the public hallway, I bend at the knees and lift her up in my arms, carrying her in a fireman’s hold into her apartment. 

      Finding the nearest couch, I gently place her down, then go back and close the apartment door. 

      As soon as the lock clicks, a loud wail fills the room. Blake’s body stiffens and worry is written all over her face as she watches for my reaction. 

      I don’t give anything away, even though every fiber of my being is being pulled toward the sound. I stare at her, waiting to see what she does or what she’s going to say.

      Instead, she rises to her feet and leaves me alone in the middle of the room. The way the hum of her voice immediately soothes the crying baby has me following her footsteps, no longer willing to just be a spectator. I walk toward the sound and step into a beautifully decorated nursery. 

      My heart tugs two ways, grateful that there’s nothing my daughter doesn’t have, but pained that I wasn’t the one to provide for her. 

      Blake turns to face me, Alessia over her shoulder while she comfortingly rubs at her back.

      “You know, don’t you,” she deadpans. “What took you so long?”

      I nod, my eyes darting between the two people who, in a matter of days, have become the most important people in my life. 

      “What took you so long?” she asks again.

      My face scrunches up in confusion. Excuse me? “What do you mean what took me so long? I only found out three days ago.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “So you didn’t get my email?”

      A little irritated that we can’t seem to find common ground, I step closer. “Can we talk about this later?” My gaze moves down to Alessia. “Can I hold her?”

      Blake’s face softens, and the mood between us shifts. She glances down at the calm baby and then back at me. “Yes. Of course.”

      With her hand supporting the back of Alessia’s neck, she lifts her off her shoulder and cradles her in her arms. I mirror the action and she places her across my forearms.

      Emotion clogs my throat while my heart grows infinitely bigger for the small baby in my arms. 

       “Rosario,” Blake whispers. “I’d like you to meet Alessia Rosario.”

      My head snaps up at her full name, my eyes filling with tears. “You named her after me?”

      A beautiful, blinding smile spreads across Blake’s face. “Of course. She’s yours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know what brought him to my front door, or how he found out about Alessia, but watching him as he reverently watches his daughter for the first time irrevocably changes me. 

      He might be holding her, but there’s no doubt that right now he’s at her mercy. 

      I notice as a single tear falls down his face, and I don’t even think twice when I raise my palm to his cheek and let my thumb swipe the corner of his eye. 

      He raises his gaze to mine, his voice nothing more than an emotion-filled whisper. “She’s beautiful.” 

      “Come and sit down,” I suggest, placing my arm on his shoulder and guiding him to the rocking chair that sits in the corner of the room. 

      He’s a complete natural, holding her with such fierce protection. When he sits down, Alessia opens her eyes, and I wait for her to fuss at Rio for sitting down, the way she does with me, but it never comes. 

      Traitor.

      Not wanting to be apart from them, I kneel on the floor beside them, and Rio’s eyes follow my movements, still somehow managing to peruse my body in a way that makes me light up inside.

      Surprising me, he bends his body, careful not to wake Alessia, and kisses me on the top of the head. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      My tears from earlier return, the relief at seeing him in my doorway unable to be contained. 

      There’s no doubt that he and I have a lot to talk about, but right now, I want to indulge in his presence. In this overwhelming sense of security that I didn’t realize I was craving. 

      Seeing him again only confirms I was an absolute idiot for running out on him that day, and not because of the events that followed. But because whatever he and I have was never fleeting. It wasn’t a single moment; it was an introduction for the life we could have together. 

      I can see that now, even if I should’ve seen it then. 

      I’m grateful for the small cry that slips from Alessia’s mouth, allowing me to focus on something else, instead of all the time Rio and I could’ve been together if I hadn’t run. 

      “Is she okay?” Rio asks nervously. 

      “She’s fine,” I reassure him. Considering the time and the heaviness of my breasts, I know it’s time for her to eat. “It’s just feeding time.”

      “Oh.”

      I can’t help but laugh at the disappointment in his voice. “I promise you’ll get to hold her after. Let’s go sit out in the living room.” 

      Standing up, I put my arms out for Alessia, who's crying has now gotten significantly louder. Carefully, he hands her to me, and we both walk out of the room and settle on the large, suede three-seater. 

      I begin to unbutton my shirt when Rio clears his throat. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “What?” I ask, completely oblivious to his question.

      “So you can…” He uses his hands to gesture to my breasts. “So you can feed her?”

      Amused, I raise an eyebrow at him. “Does breastfeeding make you feel uncomfortable?” 

      He shakes his head vehemently. “No, not at all. I just want to make sure you’re not uncomfortable with me in your space.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I admit honestly. “Am I allowed to say that?”

      “You should always say exactly how you’re feeling.” Nervously, he rubs a hand across the back of his neck. “Does that mean I can ask why you didn’t tell me? About Alessia.”

      Continuing to undress, I keep myself busy while trying to find the right words to say. Pulling the front of my maternity bra down, I angle Alessia’s head till she effortlessly latches onto my nipple and then look back up at Rio.

      When our eyes meet, he swallows hard, as if he’s trying to push down his emotions, except there’s no use, they’re written all over his face. 

      Fear. Worry. Adoration. Love. 

      “I tried to contact you. Got your number and email address off Liza but…” I give him a shrug, trying to rid myself of the guilt that maybe I should’ve tried harder. “Your phone was never on. I couldn’t leave a message. I texted and emailed, and I never got a response.” My voice waivers as those horrible feelings of rejection return. “Time moves so fast, and before I knew it, she was here and I kinda didn’t have time to find you.”

      Sighing, he scoots closer to me, grabbing my free hand and squeezing it. “If you hadn’t run from the hotel, I could’ve told you I’m a Marine.”

      “Like in the military?” I interrupt.

      He chuckles. “Yeah. Is there another type of Marine?”

      “Sorry, that’s just not what I was expecting you to say.”

      “Normally, I have my phone with me when I’m deployed, and when I get cell service or Wi-Fi, I can use it, but there was an incident and the phone was a casualty and it wasn’t a priority to get a new one,” he explains. “And I never received an email from you,” he says with such certainty. “Had I known there was someone trying to get in contact with me, I would’ve made more of an effort. If you gave me even a sliver of hope that we had a chance, I would’ve never fucked that up.”

      Not ready to pick apart all the reasons why I left and all the ways technology actually made this situation harder, I focus on the other details. The ones that will impact my daughter in years to come.

      “So, you were deployed?”  

      “Not straight away. I wasn’t scheduled to leave for another four weeks, and I got carried away that night. I don’t have any regrets on how we chose to spend our time, but I foolishly thought we’d be able to talk about whether we wanted to see one another again in the morning; when leaving one another was more of a reality.”

      “And by the time I was ready to get in touch, you had already left,” I continue, the puzzle pieces slowly starting to fit together. “I set up a meeting with a PI last week.”

      He smiles at this new piece of information. “You did?” 

      “Why are you smiling?” 

      “Because it means you didn’t give up.”

      “I wanted to,” I confess, looking down at Alessia and then back up at him. “I refused to send another email because I told myself that you’d already read it and you didn’t want anything to do with us.”

      His face falls, and it’s the reassurance I need to know I was right. In the end, after I got over myself and came to my senses, I was right. Because there’s no way a man like Rio would ever intentionally miss being in his daughter’s life.

      From the moment we met, I knew there wasn’t a single thing in this man’s life that he didn’t give one hundred percent to, and that included, if given the opportunity, being a father.

      “Where’s your phone,” he blurts out. 

      “Huh?” 

      “I have a new phone and number. Have since I got back” he explains, lifting his backside off the couch so he can pull his cell out and hand it to me “Put your number in.”

      Caught off guard, I save my number and return the cell. He looks down at the screen, his face screwed up in concentration. When my own phone pings from somewhere in the house, a look of satisfaction washes over him. 

      “Now you’ve got my number. And, please…” 

      He reaches over and runs a hand over Alessia’s head. “Please use it, Blake. Anytime and I’ll answer. I’ll be wherever you need me to be.”

      “Okay.” Nodding, I realize I never asked the most important question. “Hold on. How did you find me?”

      “I got your phone number from Liza.” 

      “But that still doesn’t explain how you’re here.” I wave a hand around the apartment.

      “So, she swears it was an accident.” Without any further explanation, he’s back tapping at the screen of his cell again. When he’s found what he’s looking for, he hands it to me.  

      “Wait,” I say, raising a hand to stop him. “I just need to burp her and switch boobs.”

      “Now that’s something you don’t hear every day.”

      I can’t help but laugh, remembering how foreign it all seemed to me not that long ago. “You’ll get used to it soon enough,” I tell him. 

      His eyes bore into mine, with nothing but truth and honesty. “I really hope so.”

      Butterflies I haven’t felt since the day we met begin to make themselves known in my stomach. Tucking my breast back in my bra, I hand Alessia to Rio. “Put her over your shoulder and rub her back.”

      He drops the phone and follows my instructions. “Like this?”

      His movements are slow and careful. His hands so big and protective on her back. God, she suits him. “Exactly like that.”

      Once he gets into a rhythm, he tips his head at his cell, bringing us both back to the conversation. “Pick it up. The code is two, six, two, six.”

      Doing as he says, I’m surprised to see a photo from Alessia’s studio shoot on the screen. My head snaps up, annoyance in my tone. “How did you get these? Liza said it was an accident?” 

      “That’s what she said.” As if the thought just dawns on him, he stops mid-back rub, his eyes narrowed at me. “What? You don’t think she did it on purpose, do you? So, she knew Alessia was mine?”

      “Of course she did. She looks exactly like you. Never mind she practically had a front row seat to her conception,” I huff. “I’m of the mind to call her and tell her off for sending these photos. It’s one thing to give you my number, but this…” I look back down at the photo. “This feels like a whole different level of unprofessional.”

      “Just calm down for a second, and read the email thread,” he instructs. “She said she wasn’t meant to send it to me at all.”

      My eyes fly across the screen, reading an exact replica of the email I received with Alessia’s photos, followed up by an explanation that doesn’t seem all that plausible, if you ask me. “So she’s claiming it was an accident? And her address book confused Alessia’s name for the Alessio in your email address?”

        “That’s what she said,” he supplies. I want to be mad he’s not as enraged as I am, but watching how enamored he is with the simple act of burping his daughter, it’s easy to understand why he doesn’t really care that Liza’s intentions aren’t all that transparent. “If it’s any consolation, when I called to question her, she knew she’d fucked up and was extremely apologetic.”

      A loud belch, far too big for the little body it came out of, interrupts our conversation, and Rio looks over at me, his face morphing from disbelief to pride. “Holy shit. That was so good.” He lowers her to his forearm so he can look down at her. “Huh, Picolina? That was a good one, wasn’t it? Do you feel better?” he coos. “Are you ready for more milk? Are you ready for more milk from your mama?”

      Touched by the way he interacts with her, emotion wells in my eyes and swells in my heart. This is what I wanted for her. This is what I wanted for us. 

      When he raises his head, his eyes catch mine, vulnerable and earnest. “I’m sorry you’re mad, but I don’t care how we got here. The details don’t matter. You contacting me on your own didn’t work, so yes, I’m going to be grateful for Liza’s mistake. Intentional or not. I’m here now, and I’m not going anywhere. I’m not turning my back on her.”

      The words “what about me?” almost slip out of my mouth, but I control myself.

      This isn’t about us. Not yet, anyway. It’s just about Alessia having the family and love she deserves, whether it be conventional or not. 

      She begins to fuss in his arms, the constant reminder that there’s always three of us in every conversation, and no matter how small she is, her needs and wants will always be the most important. 

      I take her out of his arms and quickly undo my bra and guide her to my breast. The ease of being able to feed and comfort her sitting or standing absolutely anywhere is my favorite thing about breastfeeding. 

      “I don’t think that’s ever going to get old,” he says. “Watching you with her.”

      Knowing exactly how he feels, my heart squeezes and I smile. “So, you’re not freaked out by any of this?”

      “I should be, but…” He shrugs. “I mean it’s different, but I don’t think I would say I’m freaking out.”

      “What would you say then?”

      He runs his hands over his face and exhales loudly. “There’s so much I want to say, but I don’t know if I should.”

      “You can tell me anything,” I encourage. “Whenever you’re ready. There’s no rush on my end, I’m just so glad you’re here and that you want her.” My voice cracks on the last few words, because the thought of anyone not wanting her cuts me to the core. “She’s your daughter, and the doors for a relationship with her are open. Always.”

      “And what about you?” He surprises me when he steps closer, his eyes wholly focused on my face, completely unfazed by the baby sucking at my nipple. “What about a relationship with you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          ROSARIO

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing but silence after my question, and unease begins to bubble at the pit of my stomach. 

      Was I too forward? Am I coming on too strong? This probably isn’t the best time to ask such a thing anyway.

      “Sorry, that was stupid,” I say, trying to retreat. “You don’t have to answer that.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Which part was stupid? The question or the timing?”

      “I want to know the answer,” I tell her honestly. “But maybe I’m a little off with the timing.”

      “Let me finish up with this and put Alessia down first.” She catches my gaze. “I want to answer that question, I just want the conversation to have all my attention.”

      Grateful that she, too, is aware of the importance, I feel less uncomfortable by the whole exchange.

      “Come on,” she says. “This boob seems to have less milk, so it only takes half the time.”

      Clueless, I just look at her and shake my head. “You know none of that makes any sense to me.”

      Blake laughs. “I figured. But there’s time to teach you, right?”

      My chest tightens at what she’s really asking, loving the clues that hint at her wanting me around. “Of course.”

      Eventually, after a bit of small talk about breast milk and milk flow––things I didn’t even know would fascinate me––Blake heads to her bedroom with Alessia in hand and me quick on her heels.

      Fed, burped, and changed, Alessia is a new baby. It’s crazy how quickly the time passes before she’s ready to sleep again. There’re so many details that go into her routine, and Blake does it all effortlessly, but it doesn’t take a blind man to see the toll it’s taking on her, doing it all by herself.

      She’s exhausted. 

      “Do you want me to hold her? Put her to sleep?” I ask, wanting to show how much assistance I can provide, whilst simultaneously wanting to devour every second available to me with Alessia. 

      “Do you think you can manage?” she smarts. 

      “I’m a quick learner.”

      “You know I’m not judging you on how good of a dad you are?” she asks more seriously. “Especially not when this is your first time with her.”

      “I know, but I have nieces and nephews,” I counter, trying to sound confident and sure, yet still feeling completely out of my element. “I know the basics.”

      “Okay, Mr. Hotshot,” she sasses. “Show me what you got.”

      Blake hands me Alessia and then eagerly sits on the edge of the bed. I look down at my daughter, placing a soft kiss on her forehead and letting the fresh smell of new life overwhelm my senses. 

      “It helps if you tap her bottom,” Blake advises. “The constant rhythm lulls her into sleep.”

      “And then you just put her into the bassinet?” I confirm.

      “Yeah. All the books say not to let her get too dependent on falling asleep in my arms. But sometimes I just like holding her, you know?”

      Instead of answering, I offer Blake a knowing smile. Of course I know what she means, because while this is all new, my attachment to my daughter is immediate. And I didn’t even need to hold her in my arms to feel that way. All I know is that if Alessia wants to sleep in my arms, I’m going to damn well hold her until she doesn’t fit anymore. Because one day, she won’t. She’ll be all grown up and these small moments will be nothing but a memory.

      Without a care or worry for the time, I get caught up, rocking and singing to her. Eventually, she yawns a few times and her blinks become longer, her body relaxing in my hold. When she seems to have fallen asleep, I look up to Blake to check in, but she’s curled up on the bed, fast asleep. 

      My gaze lazily shifts between the two, my heart and soul feeling more content than they have in almost forever.

      Wanting Alessia to be comfortable, I chance putting her down, and pray she doesn’t wake up.

      Thankfully, the gods are on my side and Alessia doesn’t even flinch when I place her in the middle of the bassinet. Looking back at Blake, a rush of pride runs through me that I was able to hold down the fort and let Blake rest too. She needs it, that much is obvious.

      Not wanting to leave, but not wanting to invade their space, I consider seeing if there’s anything around the house I can clean or wash or fix. 

      And because I can’t help it, in quick succession, I lower my mouth to Alessia’s forehead, kissing her softly and then move across the room, doing the same to Blake.

      “Stay,” she whispers.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Lie down next to me,” she asks, her eyes still closed. 

      “Are you sure?”

      “Please, Rio.” She opens her eyes and meets my stare. “Hold me.”

      She doesn’t need to ask me twice. I kick off my shoes and climb onto the mattress. Lying down beside her, I wrap my arms around her waist and bring her close to me. Because I can’t help myself, I nuzzle into the space between her neck and her shoulder and breathe her in.

      Loving the way she fits in my arms and how she feels against me, the request tumbles out of my mouth before I even have a chance to stop it. “Tell me why you ran.”

      She turns in my arms and looks up at me. “Because of this.” She brushes her fingers down the side of my face. “It’s so easy between us. Almost too easy,” she says wistfully. “That night was perfect, and I was too scared of what the new day would bring. I don’t know if I was more scared that it would only ever be a one-night stand, or scared of the fact that we could have been more.”

      “I wish you’d waited to speak to me,” I say honestly. “I wish you’d let me tell you that I wanted to try.” My voice thickens, the hint of sadness in my tone unmistakable. “I wish I were there when you found out you were pregnant. Helped you out during those nine months, read those books with you. I wish I were there for her birth.”

      With regret in her eyes, she whispers, “I wish you were too.”

      “I want to be here now,” I say boldly. “With you and Alessia.”

      “I’m scared,” she confesses. 

      “Of?”

      “Scared we don’t live up to the expectation. Scared that you’re only saying you want me because you don’t want to lose her.” She shakes her head. “For the record, I would never keep her from you. Not intentionally.”

      I don’t say anything. I don’t reassure her with empty words and promises, because the truth is we don’t know what the future holds. But I do know me, and I know how I’ve felt every day since meeting her. I know how much I’ve thought of her. 

      How much I want her.

      How much I’ve missed her.

      “You know those photos we took?” My fingers skate up and down her arm, wanting to touch her but not wanting to overwhelm her. “The one’s Liza ended up sending, even though we didn’t finish the shoot.”

      She nods.

      “Every chance I get, I look at them. When I was away, it was the first thing I did when I logged on to a computer. And now, finally having a phone, I find myself pulling them up a few times a day and getting lost in those memories.” Softly, I press my lips to her forehead before looking back down at her. “You’re allowed to be worried about what the future holds, because you’re right, so much has happened in such a short time, and we don’t really know one another. But I want you to know this. Every time I looked at those photos, I thought about you. I thought about you in past tense. I think about you in the present tense. I think about you in my future. For almost twelve months, without even knowing about Alessia, you have been the only thing I think about.”

      I press a palm to her cheek and continue, unable to stop this onslaught of emotion brewing inside of me. Words continue to fall from my lips, every part of me wanting to make sure that there are no doubts in Blake’s mind that I. Want. Her. 

      “I know life got in the way, and maybe you not having to endure my deployment worked out in our favor, but I have no doubts in my mind that on both the day we met and today, I am exactly where I’m meant to be.”

      She swallows hard, her eyes welling up, her face flittering with a plethora of unnamed emotions.  

      “Talk to me,” I plead, desperately wanting to know where she stands. 

      “It’s stupid,” she mumbles.

      “Try me.”

      “It’s just… it just hit me. That Marine thing. I know it’s your job, but I just realized you leaving is a thing.” 

      On instinct, I stiffen at her words, my head remembering the last time I had this conversation with someone and my heart beating in fear at how much more I have to lose this time. 

      “I don’t have to reenlist.” The words surprise me, because in all my time in the military, leaving has never been an option. Not even to save my marriage. “I’m finishing up my sixth year and I don’t have to––”

      Blake places a hand over my mouth, silencing me. “I would never ask you to do that. Not for me and not for Alessia. I know how important your job would be to you, and what kind of person chooses to serve their country. I’m not asking you to make any changes. Please don’t think that.” She moves her hand to cup my cheek. “What I meant to say was that Alessia and I would worry about you.” Her voice is laced with vulnerability when she adds, “We would miss you.”

      Not that I’ve ever loved hearing that people are worried about me, nor is it the first time someone has said they’ll miss me, but when Blake says it, it feels like hope. Her determination to make sure I know I don’t have to choose, is a stark difference to so many other people in my life.

      It all feels like the beginnings of a promise, a start of a commitment between the three of us that could continue to blossom. 

      “I’d miss you both too.”

      With a small smile, Blake stretches her neck ever so slightly, bringing her lips to mine. It’s a soft peck, but it’s all I need as an invitation. My body hums as I press my mouth to hers, the distance of the last twelve months closing with every movement.

      She relaxes into me and I deepen the kiss, reacquainting myself with her tongue. With her taste. I drag her closer to me, her body now flush against mine. Just like I remember, we’re the perfect fit.

      “I thought it was all in my head,” Blake breathes out. “But it’s even better then I remember.”

      My cock stirs, and my thoughts become a jumbled mess, knowing I should take it slow, but finding it very hard to do so.

      I roll her onto her back and settle between her legs. “What’s the protocol for fooling around while our daughter’s in the room?”

      A breathtaking smile takes over her flushed face. She grabs my cheeks and pulls me to her.

      “Say it again,” she murmurs.

      “What?” I go over my words and smile in understanding when it hits me. “That’s what she is isn’t she? Our daughter,” I repeat. 

      We both turn to look at her, and I find myself absolutely perplexed by my body’s ability to still be ridiculously turned on while my mind is completely focused on my daughter. 

      Welcome to fatherhood.

      When I look back at Blake, I catch her covering her mouth, trying to stifle a yawn. 

      “Hey.” I swat her hand away. “Don’t try to hide how tired you are from me.” 

      “I’m okay,” she lies, wrapping her arms around me, holding me close to her. “Honestly.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I reassure her. I kiss the tip of her nose. “Why don’t you sleep now while Alessia is sleeping, and I promise to be here when you wake up.” 

      I can see the indecision on her face, so I roll off her to try and make it easier. “Come on, baby. Get some sleep. I’ll find something around the apartment to keep me busy.”

      Her hand finds my forearm, stopping me from moving off the bed. “Stay. Hold me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s not till I hear the sound of a doorbell ringing that I realize I, too, fell asleep. 

      When the sound echoes throughout the apartment a second time, I panic that the person on the other side of the door is going to wake either or both of my girls up. 

      Slowly disentangling myself from Blake and rising off the bed, I quietly but quickly make it to the front door. 

      When I open it, I'm shocked to see a man standing opposite me. He’s a little shorter than me, and of a smaller build, looking more like a lanky frat boy than a man who is close to my age.

      The surprised look on his face makes me feel uneasy, and on instinct, I begin clenching my fists.  

      “Can I help you?” I ask him.

      “Um, is Blake home?” He looks at his watch and then back up at me. “I usually stop by after work.”

      What. The. Fuck. 

      “Chad.” Blake’s voice sounds behind me.

      I look over my shoulder and the sliver of guilt that crosses her face makes my blood boil. 

      “What are you doing here?”

      Straightening his shoulders, he looks between us. “Is this Alessia’s father?” 

      Not giving Blake a chance to answer, I step toward him. “Who the fuck’s asking?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          BLAKE

        

      

    

    
      Shit. If I don’t jump in between them right now, I’m almost certain Rio is going to lose his ever-loving mind.

      Rushing over to the front door, I purposefully stand in front of Rio, putting some distance between the two men but letting my back rest on Rio’s front, hoping he knows there is absolutely no competition here.

      “Chad, what are you doing here?” I ask. 

      When I told him we needed to talk, I took responsibility for potentially leading him on and I told him he needed to move on. He seemed to have taken it well and understood where I was coming from, or so I thought.

      “I’ve been here almost your whole pregnancy, helping with Alessia, and you’re going to just act like seeing me is some big inconvenience?”

      “Get my daughter’s name out of your fucking mouth,” Rio seethes. 

      “So he is the father. This the guy you fucked me off for?”

      I balk at his twisted version of events. “Excuse me?” He just looks at me blankly, and suddenly I’m even more irate than Rio. “How fucking dare you come in here acting like you’ve been wronged? And to come here insinuating that in the last year you and I were ever a thing.” I shrug and shake my head. “I’ll ask you again, what are you doing here?”

      His shoulders sag, seeming to lose some of his earlier bravado. “I thought I’d give you some space, and I did, but I’m not ready to walk away from us.”

      When I take a few seconds too long to answer, Rio beats me to the punch. “Listen, Chad. Can you give us a minute, please?”

      Without waiting for an answer, he steps around me, holds on to the door and pushes Chad out of the entryway, closing the door in his face. When his eyes are back on mine, I feel my pulse quicken. 

      I can’t tell if he wants to fight or he wants to fuck, but there’s no denying the tension in the room. 

      “Listen, Rio, I can explain,” I start.

      He grabs my face in between his large calloused hands. “I don’t want to hear it. Just answer me this. Do you want him?”

      “No.” I’ve barely uttered the word when Rio smashes his mouth to mine. 

      “Good,” he growls. “Because in case I didn’t make myself clear earlier, we are doing this. I’m not competing with your past. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t fucking exist.”

      His lips capture mine, possession and desperation in his kiss. Every single thought flitters from my mind, any argument or insecurity I had for why this wouldn’t work between us has completely disappeared.

      “You. Are. Mine.” 

      Without a care in the world, I throw my arms around his neck, and he lifts me up off the ground. He pushes me up against the wooden door and I wrap my legs around his waist, my usually dormant desire escalating to unbearable heights. 

      We’ve fused together. On the same page in every way possible. Body. Heart. Mind. 

      He drops his hold on my legs, and I put all my weight against the door, while his mouth moves across my jaw and down my neck. 

      His lips briefly skate past my covered breasts. “I can’t wait to have these again.”

      He raises my tank top, peppering kisses across my now soft stomach. “I love this,” he says in awe. “I love that you carried our baby. I love that you sacrificed your body to keep her safe.” 

      My eyes begin to water, a heady mix of lust and love swimming through me.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” 

       Without preamble, he’s on his knees, tugging down my yoga pants, followed by my underwear. 

      “Outside,” I pant. “Chad’s outside.”

      His thumb circles my clit. “Wrong name, baby.”

      He continues to tease the nub, rolling and pinching, driving me insane. “Rio,” I cry out. 

      “That’s it,” he coaxes, his voice full of pride. “I want him to hear you.”

      Rio swipes at my center, and I feel myself shudder at the contact. It’s sick and depraved on so many levels, but just the thought of having the man who broke my heart on the other side of this door versus having the man who unknowingly put me back together worshipping me on every single level, is enough to have my whole body coiled in a knot, desperate for release. 

      He devours me. 

      Just like he did the first time; new body be damned. 

      His lips. His tongue. They can’t get enough. In and out. Licking and sucking. 

      When he thrusts two fingers inside me, I know I’m teetering on the edge and there’s no turning back. 

      “Rio,” I breathe out, gripping his hair and pushing his mouth toward me. “Fuck, Rio, I’m going to come.”

      With all the precision and dedication of a man on a mission, he feasts on me until my legs quake around his head and my arousal fills his mouth.

      I sag against the door, my chest rising and falling in sated exhaustion. He sits back on his haunches, his wet mouth turned up in a cheeky smirk. “How was that?”

      The words don’t work, laughter bubbling up and out of my mouth instead. 

      “Do you think he’s still outside?” I ask. 

      “I fucking hope so.”

      Bending at the waist, I reach for his shirt and drag him to me till our mouths meet. I taste myself on his tongue, loving every single thing about this moment.  

      Right on cue, Alessia’s little cries drift through the apartment. “Pass me my pants, please,” I murmur against his lips. 

      He hands me my underwear. “I think these will suffice. The yoga pants just cover up your beautiful ass, and that is a fucking crime.”

      “So fucking smooth,” I sass. I tug the pants out of his reach and begin untangling them till they’re no longer inside out.

      “I’m going to check on Alessia,” he says while rising to his feet. He tips his chin in the direction of the door. “You can check to see if fuckwit is still outside. But if he’s got any sense of self-preservation, I’m going to assume he fled the second we slammed the door in his face.” 

      Rio disappears back into my bedroom, and I slowly thread my legs inside my leggings and pull them up over my waist.

      When I finally open the door, I’m relieved to find Chad is no longer on the other side. But there is a piece of paper sitting in the middle of my welcome mat. 

      Message received. Chad.

      I pick it up and head back into the apartment. Closing the door, I lean on it, just as Rio walks out with a sheepish smile on his face and a baby that should still be asleep in his arms. 

      I hold out the note. “Chad said, ‘Message received.’”

      “That’s right,” Rio says, looking down at Alessia. His eyes drift to me and he winks. “Nobody but me takes care of my girls.”
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      “Are you ready yet?” I call out. “Because I don’t really want to be late to this thing.”

      “Oh my God,” Blake shouts back. “Don’t rush me. I don’t want to fuck this up.”

      Shaking my head, I glance at Alessia, who’s sitting comfortably in my arms. “Your mother is going to kill me,” I tell her. 

      Heading for the bedroom, I walk through the room and peek my head into the en suite where Blake is currently changing into yet another outfit. 

      “What are you doing?” I ask, a little exasperated. 

      She looks around at the hurricane she’s created. “I’m getting dressed.”

      “For the fifth time?”

      She huffs as she slips her body into a tight pair of skinny-leg jeans. “I can’t show up to your parents’ place looking anything less than perfect,” she explains. 

      “And who said you were going to look anything less than perfect?”

      “I’m just trying to make sure I pull off more of the ‘mother of your granddaughter’ look rather than the ‘harlot that had a one-night stand with your son and got pregnant.’”

      I smile. “You’re certifiable, you know that?” 

      “Shut up,” she whines. “Now help me pick a top.” 

      “Can you please hold Alessia?”

      “Rio, I don’t have time. We don’t have time.”

      “Just humor me.” I hand her Alessia and she places her on her hip. I then turn us so we’re all facing the bathroom mirror.  

      “What do you see?” I ask. 

      When she doesn’t answer, I prod again. “Come on. We can get out of here faster if you tell me what you see.”

      Her eyes roam across our reflection thoughtfully. 

      “My family,” she answers. 

      I place a kiss on the back of her head. “Exactly. That’s all she’s going to see. That’s all they’re all going to see. Our family.”

      Blake runs a hand over Alessia’s hair. “I just want it to be perfect.”

      Looking at our daughter, I mirror her action. “It will be,” I promise. “Everything about us is perfect.” 

      

      It takes another half an hour before we’re finally in my car and on our way to my mother’s for Sunday lunch. 

      My family has been dying to meet Blake and Alessia, but since there was so much that she and I needed to do and catch up on after reconnecting, this introduction—much to my mother’s disappointment—is taking place six weeks later. 

      To say my mother was thrilled at the prospect of being a grandmother again is an understatement. Despite Blake’s worries, there is no disapproval or judgement from my mother or the rest of my family on how Alessia came to be or that we were taking things slow. 

      The only thing my mother insisted on was that I show up for my daughter. “I didn’t raise a deadbeat father,” she’d told me. “I raised a brilliant, dedicated man.” 

      And I did show up. 

      Every day. 

      If I wasn’t at work or on base, I was at Blake’s apartment, learning everything there was to know about my daughter and undoubtedly, slowly but surely, falling in love with her mother. 

      I hadn’t told Blake yet, but there’s no denying that’s what I was feeling. She is everything I want and love in a woman and then some. 

      It didn’t hurt that she’d mothered our child. The way she was with her made my heart double in size. 

      The universe couldn’t have picked a better mother for my daughter. 

      We spent all our time getting to know one another, filling each other in on the lives we led outside the four walls of Blake’s apartment. The lives we led before. 

      She eventually told me about Chad, and I told her about my marriage and divorce. It was hard for both of us to dredge up the past, but the truth of the matter is, without it all we wouldn’t be here, together, today. 

      We also managed to tackle the big question of how did Blake actually get pregnant, because I was sure we used a condom and I don’t remember it breaking. 

      Turns out there’s a little warning on the packet that lets you know a condom is in fact not one hundred percent effective. Two out of a hundred people will become pregnant every year even though a condom was used. 

      If I didn’t believe in instant love and fate before Blake and Alessia, I sure did now. 

      I finally understood that all consuming passion that my family was always ranting and raving about, and I had no plans to let her go. 

      “And we’re here,” I inform Blake as I turn into my parents’ driveway. 

      Looking over at the woman who’s stolen my heart, I notice she’s nervously chewing on the corner of her lip. I reach over and tug it out from between her teeth. “You okay?” 

      “I’m so nervous,” she breathes out. 

      Stretching over the center console, I press my lips to her cheek. “It’s going to be fine, and if it’s not, we’ll leave.” 

      “I’m not going to make you leave your mother’s house. Alessia and I can just Uber home. Or I can get my mother to come out. She’s got a seat in her car too.” 

      And this was another thing Blake seemed to be obsessed with. Giving me an out. I don’t know if it’s because she’s used to being alone when it comes to Alessia—which I hate—or that she’s worried if things are a hassle I won’t stick around. 

      It’s our biggest point of contention, and when I narrow my eyes at her, she knows she’s put her foot in it again. 

      “I’m sorry,” she says quickly. “I’m being ridiculous. Your mom is going to love us.”

      “And if you feel uncomfortable?”

      “We’ll just go home,” she answers. 

      “See, that wasn’t so hard.” I guide her face toward me and meld my mouth to hers. Kissing always grounds us. Reminds us what we have, what we share, and just how right this is. 

      We get lost in one another, enjoying the unusual silence from Alessia, when there’s a succession of knocks on my driver side window. 

      Blake looks past me and then drops her chin to her shoulder, hiding her face. “I’m pretty sure that’s your mom waiting for us,” she says quietly. 

      Turning, I find my mother with a shit-eating grin on her face, looking at us expectantly. 

      “You guys can continue making out, but can I please see my granddaughter now?” 

      Quickly looking back at Blake, I check in before we get out of the car. “If you need anything just tell me.”

      She nods and I lean over and give her another quick kiss, hoping it’s all the reassurance she needs. 

      When I finally climb out of the car, my mother doesn’t even bother with pleasantries. “Hurry up, Rio, I’ve already gotten a dozen new gray hairs waiting for you to introduce me to my granddaughter.”

      Opening the back door, I unbuckle Alessia from her seat. She’s wide eyed and smiling, kicking the air, itching to be held.

      The rapid pace in which she grows scares the shit out of me, but it’s been an absolute pleasure to watch her find her feet and thrive. 

      I pick her up and turn to my mother. “Ma, I’d like you to meet our daughter.” 

      She opens her arms excitedly, and I hand her Alessia. “This is Alessia Rosario Ricci.”

      My mother’s face beams with happiness as she takes hold of my daughter, and I know she’s remembering the conversation we had when I told her Blake agreed to change Alessia’s last name to mine. 

      Raising her head, her gaze flickers between Blake and me, her smile never wavering. “Now all you have to do is change Blake’s last name and the three of you are good to go.”

      Without a care in the world for our reactions, my mother walks away with Alessia perched on her hip and heads to the house. 

      I finally manage to look at Blake who’s just staring at my mother, her eyes wide and cheeks red. 

      When she opens her mouth and then closes it again, I almost feel bad at how shocked she is. 

      But that’s the keyword here, almost. 

      “What? Did something about what she said surprise you?”

      “You’re not proposing, are you?”  she asks, almost panicked

      “Not today.”

      “Wait.” She scrunches up her nose. “But you’re proposing one day?”

      I hadn’t thought that far ahead. In fact, my only goal for today was to convince Blake that she and Alessia should move in with me. You know, one step at a time. But here we were, and I wasn’t going to shy away from how I felt. 

      I hadn’t the first moment I laid eyes on her, and I wasn’t about to start now. 

      Closing the car doors, I walk around the hood of the car to Blake’s side and take her hands in mine. 

      “If you think we are anything less than a proposal and a life together, then I’m afraid I’ve been doing this all wrong.”

      “Rio.” She manages to say my name with both hope and warning in her voice. “You don’t have to. I mean, you don’t need to.”

      I silence her with my mouth, wanting to devour all her fears and insecurities and give her nothing but my unconditional love.

      “I don’t have to,” I murmur against her lips. “I don’t need to either. But I want to.” I rest my forehead against hers. “In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m in love with you. I think I loved you the moment I laid eyes on you. But I knew I loved you when you introduced me to our daughter. Naming her after me, and giving me a place in her life before I even knew about her. And these last six weeks.” I take a sharp breath, trying to control my emotions. “They’ve been perfect, but I want more.”

      “More?” she says with a shaky breath.

      “Move in with me? Or we can buy a brand-new house together. I don’t care which it is, but I want you and Alessia to be with me always. I’m already committed to time away from you two because of work and I don’t want to be constantly missing you two unless I have to.”

      “Okay,” Blake says, surprising me. “You’re right.”

      “I am? I thought for sure I was going to have to work harder than that.”

      She laughs while sliding her hands up my arms to rest on my shoulders. “You’re always right.”

      “Hey, a man could get used to hearing that.”

      “Well, don’t,” she sasses before her face morphs into an expression a little more serious. “I love you, Rio. Alessia and I both love you. So much. You are a man women would kill to have and a father that rivals any expectation I had of you. You’re it for us, and I don’t want us to be unnecessarily away from you either.”

      “I love you,” I reply on an exhale, not realizing how much I needed to hear that. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me, just marry me.”

      “What?” I rear my head back to look at her. “Did you just ask me to marry you?”

      “Well,” she starts, her smile sheepish. “And I quote, ‘If you think this is anything less than a marriage proposal and life together, then I’m afraid I’ve been doing it all wrong.’”

      THE END
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