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Sara



 

Holy Hell! What in God’s name happened? 


Cotton mouth, throbbing temples and a nauseous
stomach had me instantly regretting the previous night. Rolling onto my stomach,
I put more pressure on my bladder than I’d wanted. I was desperately trying to
get into a more comfortable position but the only thing I managed to do was
aggravate my poor little organ, so full I thought I was going to have an
accident. Deciding I didn’t want a mess to clean up, I turned over and slowly
swung my legs off the side of the mattress, my head spinning the moment I sat
upright. I took a minute before standing up, desperately hoping the feeling
wouldn’t last all day.


Carefully walking around my bed, I ventured into
the short hallway. I slowly made my way toward the bathroom, my eyes adjusting
to the darkness with every step. After I’d taken care of business, I quickly
washed my hands and headed back to my room, still a little groggy. 


It was super-early, or super-late; whichever way
you wanted to look at it. 


As I pushed my bedroom door open wider, I saw the
bright green light of the alarm clock. 4:22 am. I’m going with super-early. I didn’t feel like walking all the way
around only to climb onto my side of the mattress. Actually, there was only me,
so I wasn’t sure why I even deemed the left side as my side. Either way, I didn’t want to walk any further than I had
to, the warm covers beckoning to me, waiting and ready to envelop me in
plushness. As I placed my hands on the bed, my knee following me as I clumsily
climbed on top, something stopped me. 


It was hard.


It groaned as my knee came down on a very sensitive
area.


It was a man.


Scrambling for my footing, shock and terror ripped
through me as I stumbled backward and fell flat on my ass. Thud! My head caught the edge of the wall, instantly bringing tears
to my eyes. 


So much for my
headache going away. 


As the pain invaded, I clutched the back of my
skull, cursing out loud as if I was by myself. 


But I wasn’t by myself.


Someone was in my room with me. 


In my bed.


“Jesus Christ!” a gruff voice exclaimed. “Are you
all right?” Before I could answer, the light flicked on, blinding me instantly.
It took me a good minute to be able to adjust to the blaring intrusion, my eyes
opening and closing so often I looked like I had some sort of nervous twitch. 


The mystery man, a guy I’d not even looked at yet,
reached down and gripped my arms. He pulled me to my feet and held me steady as
I collected myself. Once my eyes adjusted, I shrugged off his hold and took a
step back. 


I should have been more afraid than I was. I should
have been screaming and running for my life. But I wasn’t. There was something
about his presence which calmed me, as weird as it sounded. Still trying my
best to be cautious, I took another step away from him and finally made eye
contact, a smug smile on his face as my mouth dropped open in shock. 


What the hell
is he doing here? In my bed nonetheless? 


“What are you doing here?” I asked as my eyes
slowly scanned him from head to toe. I felt his warmth enclose me when he helped
me to my feet. What I didn’t realize was the heat radiated off his naked body. Well,
he had on black boxer briefs, but otherwise…he was naked. 


The fine lines of his torso called to me. I wanted
nothing more than to run my fingertips over his hard form, imagining gripping
his broad shoulders as he pinned me to the wall behind me. His thighs were
thick and muscular, his ass no doubt perfection, as well. 


Plopping back down on the bed, he nestled in and
crossed his arms over his chest. I had no doubt he was settling in for the long
haul. My eyes were so busy studying him, I missed what he said. I heard a faint
sound, but I couldn’t make out the actual words. Once my eyes connected with
his, I faltered. “What did you say?” I asked, still a little lightheaded from smacking
my head. 


“You asked me what I was doing here, and I answered
you.” The corners of his lips turned up, revealing a perfect, white set of
teeth. His dark hair was a tad unruly but in a run-my-hands-through-it type of
way. Stubble was already starting to form on his jawline, his need to shave
every day was most likely quite a hassle. 


“And what was your answer?” I almost missed what he
said again. It wasn’t my fault, though. I was only human, after all. 


A full-on laugh escaped him as he kept his eyes on
me. “I said, you were very drunk last night and I needed to make sure you got
home okay.” A few more minutes passed before either one of us spoke. I was
still in some sort of daze, wondering not only what the hell happened but how
he came to bring me home. And why did he
stay? “Sara, are you okay? Is it your head?” he asked, looking on with
concern. I remained silent, for longer than was comfortable.


When still I didn’t utter a word, he broke the ever-growing
tension. Sort of. “Why are you staring at me like that, woman?” he grunted. “You’re
making me think things. Bad things.” Is
he teasing me? Or tormenting me? 


“I’m not staring at you,” I lied. Bringing my
fingers to my forehead, I started to rub. “I just don’t understand. What
happened last night?” Admittedly, I was rather embarrassed I’d let things get
out of hand, not remembering a goddamn thing. I made a promise to myself a long
time ago to never let anything interfere with my well-being, to always be aware
of my surroundings. I guess I really
messed up. 


As I moved around the other side of the bed, I
realized my state of undress, with only a white T-shirt and cotton panties
covering the most intimate of places. Diving under the comforter to cover up,
embarrassment stole over my skin, something which he found amusing. 


My awkwardness quickly disappeared, irritation
taking its place. “Are you ever going to tell me what happened, or are you
going to just sit there and laugh at me?” I quipped, the tone in my voice a
little more than harsh. 


“Sorry,” he mumbled before he began the tale of the
previous evening. “Considering how drunk you were, I’m not surprised you don’t
remember anything. Although,” he continued as he put his hand over his heart,
“I’m a little upset you don’t remember what happened between us.” 


Taking a deep breath and preparing for the worst, I
slowly opened my mouth to speak. “What do you mean?” I crouched further down
the bed, regret slowly weaving its way through me. “Please don’t tell me we had
sex.” 


“Why, would that be so awful if we did?” he asked,
looking offended. 


 The thing
about being in a surprising situation was sometimes your mouth didn’t filter
what your brain was thinking. My response was one such example. “Yes, it would.
I’d like to remember my first time.” I brought the blanket up to cover my mouth
as if the simple gesture would erase what I’d just said. 


Yes, I was a twenty-six year old virgin. While some
would consider my age too old to still be inexperienced, there was a good
reason I chose to stay away from men. 


A past which killed my trust in people.


When I heard him suck in a breath of air, I turned toward
him, my eyes lingering a little too long on his mouth. “That’s what you’re comment meant,” he said, the look on his face
priceless, as if he’d just discovered the meaning of life. 


“What comment?” Oh,
God, what the hell did I say?


“Last night. When we were in the hallway, you told
me you wanted me to be your first. I thought you were talking about a one-night
stand.” He rolled onto his side and leaned in closer. “I have to admit, while
the thought of you picking me for your first one-nighter,
or so I thought that’s what you meant, was flattering, it was also upsetting.” When
I knitted my brow in confusion, he explained. “Going home with some random
stranger is very dangerous, Sara. You really need to be more careful. Actually,
scratch that. You don’t have to worry about ever doing that again.”


“Why?” Oh,
now I’m really curious.


“Because.”


“Because why?”


Air escaped his tempting mouth, his frustration
beyond obvious. “Because I’ll keep a better eye on you. Make sure you never
drink that much again. That’s why.”


Satisfied he’d had his say, he rolled onto his
back, staring straight ahead as if he was carefully choosing his next words. 


My pulse quickened. My heart picked up pace,
ramming hard against my chest. I literally felt my face become red in anger. Who does this guy think he is trying to
dictate what I do or don’t do from now on? 


Never mind he was completely right. My actions the night
before were careless. I knew it. But
I’d never admit that to him. 


“What makes you think you have any say over what I
do?” I scoffed. “I’m a grown woman who can make her own decisions. Good or
bad.”


“Not if I have anything to say about it,” he
retorted. “Never again, Sara. I mean it.” 


It was then I realized he’d said my name a few
times and I didn’t even know his. Or at least I didn’t think I did. 


Before I could think of a comment to his ludicrous
statement, he jumped out of bed and started getting dressed, pulling on his
jeans first before throwing his shirt over his head. Sitting back down on the
edge of the mattress, he leaned down and reached for his shoes. After he’d
finished, he stood to his full height and locked eyes on me once again.   


“Are you leaving?” I asked, sounding a little
desperate. I didn’t even wait for him to answer before I fired off another
question. “I thought you were going to tell me what happened last night.” 


“Oh, yeah,” he smugly said. Without missing a beat,
he dove right in. “What do you remember? Anything at all?” 


“I remember going out with my friends and having a
few drinks, but other than that…no.” I turned my head, embarrassed I couldn’t
recall any other details. 


“Well, I saw you there. At Throttle. I helped you
carry drinks back to your table before you casually dismissed me.” There’s that offended look again. A few
moments of silence passed before he continued to speak.  “Anyway, I saw you again on your way back
from the bathroom and then we…” he trailed off. 


“We what?”


“We had a little moment in the hallway.” That’s it? That’s all he’s giving me? I
wanted to scream but I kept my temper in check. 


“Seriously? You aren’t going to tell me what
happened?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. 


“We had a moment,” he repeated before he made his
way toward the door. “Oh, and by the way…I’m Alek Devera,”
he offered. 


I guess I hadn’t known his name after all. 


As he pulled the door open, he briefly turned
toward me, a weird expression appearing out of nowhere. Trying to decipher the
look on his gorgeous face was too much so early in the morning. 


So I just gave up. 


It didn’t matter, though. 


I’d never see him again anyway. 


Or so I thought.
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Sara


One Week Earlier



 

My day had started off well. I actually got up when
my alarm went off. I was having a good hair day. My mood was anticipatory. Let’s just hope everything plays out the way
I need it to. 


I had a meeting with my bank to discuss a small
business loan, my proposal all ready for them to review. Desperate for my life
to start heading on the path to something good, I wished and prayed this
appointment would turn in my favor.


I was ready to head out the door then realized I
couldn’t find my damn keys.


 “Alexa!” I yelled, running around like a crazy
woman. 


“What the hell are you hollering for so early in
the morning?” Alexa was like me in that she loved to sleep in until noon if the
desire struck her. So for her, ten in the morning on a Saturday was still too
early.


“Sorry, but I’m going to be late for my appointment
and I can’t find my keys.”


“They’re on the kitchen table, you loon. I can see
them from here,” she remarked as she leaned against her bedroom doorframe.


“Thanks, girl. I owe you one.”


“You can pick up some lunch on your way home. I’d
like some Chinese food, please. You know what I like.” Once she barked out her order,
she closed her door and most likely went back to sleep. I didn’t have the heart
to tell her I was going to the shop right after the bank. Oh, well, I’ll just text her later.


~~~~


A little over a year before, I’d moved to Seattle
with my best friend, Alexa. I’d lucked out and landed a job at a cute little
florist shop close to our apartment. I was thankful for the short commute
because, out of the two of us, Alexa was the one who owned a car. She’d let me
borrow it whenever necessary but otherwise, I walked wherever else I needed to
go.


Every day that passed, I was eternally grateful to
have her in my life. Alexa Bearnheart was the kind of
person you definitely wanted in your corner. Two years my senior, we’d bonded
quickly in high school. When I’d told her I wanted to get a fresh start and
move somewhere I wasn’t constantly reminded of my past, she followed me,
packing her bags and never looking back. 


“How did it go at the bank, honey?” Lost in thought
of my dear friend, I hadn’t seen Katherine approach as I walked through the
front door of the shop. I’d become rather close to the old woman over the past
year, her nurturing ways something I’d most definitely needed during the huge
transition in my life. 


She was a stout woman with a friendly face, her
hair short and mostly white. She hadn’t bothered coloring it since she said she
greyed way too fast the more the years ticked by. “A waste of money,” she would
say. 


“I think it went very well. Mr. Hemsworth
took my proposal and said they would let me know for sure in a week if I was
approved to take over this gem of a place.” I smiled, hoping I didn’t run into
any complications. Katherine had told me she was ready to retire, offering me
the chance to buy Full Bloom. 


“I’m sure everything will work out for you, honey. For
both of us.”


I really hoped so. I was in desperate need for a
normal life after everything I’d been through. 


I loved working for Katherine, but nothing would
compare to actually owning the place. She had an excellent customer base,
having been in business for over forty years. We’d seen it all, from women
coming in to buy an arrangement for a special occasion to the men who’d messed
up with their significant other, some coming in almost monthly to try and
smooth things over. 


Hello! Stop
messing up! 


Then again, that would hurt business, so…


Since I actually had to work, I walked toward the
counter and placed my purse underneath, preparing for a hectic Saturday. Grabbing
a stack of invoices, I settled in and got busy.


Normally, I’d pitch in and help make deliveries
whenever we were shorthanded but both Matt and Pete were there. We also had a
few part-timers coming in later to assist, as well. 


Pete was Katherine’s cousin. He loved helping her
out when he could, but he was also considering retiring. 


Being the nice guy he was, he said he’d wait until
the sale was final, giving me enough time to try and find someone else. 


Matt was closer to my age and had been working for
Katherine for about four years. He told me he adored flowers and loved working
with them. Whenever he wasn’t in the best of moods, they would work their magic
and lift his gloomy spirits. 


We’d actually gone out a few times to eat, catch a
movie or grab the occasional drink. Sometimes, Alexa would even come with us,
hanging out until the early morning hours.


Initially, I had a small crush on Matt when I’d first
met him. Who wouldn’t? He was quite the looker. At six-feet tall, he towered
over my five-foot six-inch frame. He wasn’t gigantic by any means, but I did
have to look up when I was standing next to him, especially without any heels
on. Naturally wavy, dark blond hair adorned the top of his head, styled to
perfection each and every time. His physique resembled one of a male model; he
even had the wardrobe to boot. His eyes were a brilliant blue color, and he had
one of the most genuine, endearing smiles I’d ever seen. 


I was aware of the reaction he obtained from women
when we went out together, but he never paid any attention to it. Sometimes, I
thought I caught him sneaking a peek at other guys. Deep down, I knew he was
attracted to men, but I never brought it up. If he wanted to tell me, then he
would, in his own time. Needless to say, our relationship had never been
anything more than a platonic friendship, which I was completely happy with,
especially considering my little crush had dissolved and was replaced with
genuine friendship. 


I was in the front of the shop working on the
computer, when Katherine’s voice startled me.


“Thank goodness
you’re good with that computer, honey,” she said over my shoulder as she passed
by with a huge display of beautiful white and pink lilies. Even though the
particular display was more on the simple side, she really was an artist in her
own right. A customer could point to a variety of different flowers and she
would somehow know the right way to arrange them. What
to put where, plucking out anything which didn’t belong. Every single arrangement
she made was a pure masterpiece, which was probably why she did very well for
herself. 


I just hoped I could do my part to continue the legacy
she’d spent forty-six years building. 


Lost in thought, I nearly jumped out of my skin
when the phone rang. 


“Hello, thank you for calling Full Bloom. How may I
help you today?” I went on autopilot taking all of the information for the
order, from the date and time of delivery to the type of arrangement needed. 


“Do you want the card to say anything in
particular?” I asked the man on the other end of phone. “Okay, let me read that
back to you. ‘Sorry for missing our anniversary last week. I love you. Tom.’”


 I shook my
head and grinned. Typical. But it was
good for business, so I couldn’t complain.


Once the order was complete, I put it in the pile
for the following day’s deliveries, first giving Katherine a heads-up I needed
a mixed dozen of red and white roses. Thankfully, it wasn’t for that day, because
I didn’t think we would be able to accommodate on such short notice. Roses were
a very popular go-to flower for a lot of people, and I thought I’d seen the
last of them in the back room being wrapped up for one of the current orders. 


For the next couple hours, I answered the phone,
entered invoices and double-checked Katherine had all of the order slips so she
could make sure she had the flowers to make up each and every presentation. 


We didn’t typically get a ton of walk-ins. I
deduced people preferred to look up our website, pick out what they wanted, and
simply call it in. But I guessed it was
the digital age, after all. One could simply give you their credit card information
over the phone and get on with life. 


I found it odd sometimes most people didn’t even
want to write out their own cards, especially the really personal ones. Some of
them were quite deplorable. One time, I had a guy tell me he wanted me to
write, ‘Sorry I slept with your sister’. 
I actually made him repeat himself to ensure I’d heard him right. Suffice
it to say, he didn’t spend any unnecessary time on the phone with me. 


I was in the middle of pounding away on the
keyboard when I heard the bell above the door. Knowing most customers browsed
the ready-made displays, I kept my head down and continued working. 


All of a sudden, I felt a presence across the
counter from me, instantly making me feel strange. 


Then I heard his voice. Deep and gravelly. “Excuse
me, Miss. Can you help me?” he serenely asked. 


The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, goose
bumps breaking out all over my body. 


All of this and I still hadn’t even looked up yet. 


Slowly raising my head, I prepared myself as best I
could to see who was causing me to have such a reaction. When my eyes finally
landed on his face, I actually felt myself wobble a bit, grabbing onto the edge
of the counter to steady myself. 


What the hell
is happening to me? 


He was the most stunning male specimen I’d ever had
the pleasure of feasting my eyes on. He was almost too much; like looking
directly at the sun. Fearing he was going to think I was rude or just plain
weird, I tried not to stare for too long. Too bad my brain wasn’t communicating
with my trembling body. 


He had the most perfectly sculpted face, almost as
if the gods used him as a blank canvas, gifting him the best attributes
imaginable. But the one feature which really garnered my attention was his
eyes. The most beautiful shade of dark green I’d ever seen. They seemed to hold
the power to captivate with just one glance. 


His hair was a very dark, ‘chocolate brown yet almost
black’ shade of color. The freshly tousled style was a tad longer all around
than I was typically attracted to. But it worked. On him. 


He was wearing what looked to be a very expensive
dark grey suit, the red tie giving it a small pop of color. I could tell he had
broad shoulders, but because the suit covered everything else, I had to use my
imagination as to what was underneath. 


The guy looked like he had money and didn’t make
any apologies for it. But he also appeared as someone who wasn’t conceited or
purposefully showy; just knew what he had. How
can I tell all this by simply looking at him? I guessed it was just a
strong feeling.


I spoke only when I regained some of my composure,
which in reality was only a few seconds from when I first saw him. “What can I
do to you? Uh, for you? What can I do for
you?” 


That’s it,
Sara. Emphasize the for you. 


His reaction was one of amusement. “I’d like to
purchase some flowers and have them delivered tomorrow. At one o’clock
precisely.”


“Did you mess up with your wife or girlfriend?” I
asked before I could stop myself. 


What is wrong
with me?


He smirked, cocked his head and explained, “They’re
for a friend. She recently had surgery, and I thought it would be a nice
gesture to help cheer her up.” 


“Isn’t that a little misleading?” Seriously, what is wrong with me? Why was I being so blunt and forward with
him? Probably because I couldn’t filter what I was thinking before it flew out
of my stupid mouth.


He laughed and asked, “How so?”


“Never mind. I don’t know why I asked you that. It’s
none of my business. I’m sorry.” I was sure my face was three shades of red, my
embarrassment taking a fierce hold.


“Don’t apologize. It’s nice to have a conversation
with someone when they actually say what they mean.” Taking a step back, his
gaze never left my face. It must have been a good minute before he spoke again.
“I have to tell you…I find you a bit intriguing.”


Me?
Intriguing? I didn’t know about that, but I was sure
my bluntness was a rarity for him. Something told me people yes’d
him to death, telling him only what they thought he wanted to hear.


“Hey, Sara, did you see the order slip for the
Canter Road delivery today? I’ve looked everywhere and can’t find it.”


Matt came around the corner, looking like a madman
searching for lost treasure. He appeared panicked until I handed him the slip
over my shoulder, winking at him in the process. 


“You are a lifesaver, girl. What would I ever do
without you?” He gave me his thousand-watt smile and headed back toward the
prep room, but not before giving me a big smooch on the cheek. 


Normally, I wouldn’t have given his actions a
second thought but considering I had an audience, I became a little flustered
by the extra attention being thrown my way. 


“Is he your boyfriend?” the gorgeous stranger
asked, a blend of emotions evident in his tone. Is that curiosity mixed with annoyance? Now he was the one asking inappropriate questions. He was making me
anxious, and I didn’t even fully understand why. 


Since he flustered me, I didn’t know what to say except, “What?”


With a cocked eyebrow, he repeated more sternly,
“Is he your boyfriend?” He leaned forward on the counter, his hands practically
touching my own. 


Whoa. Who did this guy think he was? His tone floored me. His face was the
picture of composure, throwing me off because the two didn’t match up. 


I wasn’t going to answer him. I really wasn’t, but
something clicked inside me. The need to assure him Matt and I were not an item
was simply too strong. 


“No, Matt is just a very good friend of mine.”


“Uh-huh,” was all he mumbled, his bottom lip
disappearing between his teeth. Normally, I would have rushed to get this cocky
man out of the store, but I couldn’t force myself to want to part with his
domineering presence.


After composing myself yet again, I attempted to
continue with my normal line of questioning, making sure this time they were of
the appropriate nature. “What kind of flowers would you like to send to this
friend of yours?” I couldn’t help myself.
“And what’s the address where they’re being delivered?”


“Why don’t you surprise me and put together
something of your liking?”


Is he
serious? Why would he want me to put together
something out of the blue, without any input from him whatsoever? “I don’t know
if that is such a good idea. I mean, I have no inkling as to what kind of
flowers she likes, what color she prefers or anything like that.”


“I’m sure whatever you come up with will be
perfect. I trust you.” He wrote down the delivery address, placed a wad of
bills on the counter and turned around, walking out the door before I could
even respond. 
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Sara



 

The rest of the week went by in a flash due to how busy
we always were. Closed on Sundays, I always tried to take full advantage of
Saturday nights. It was my one night to hang out and let loose with two of my
favorite people, Matt and Alexa. 


“Matt, what are your plans tonight?” I was hoping
he was game for hanging out, especially since I needed to stop reminiscing over
my encounter with Mr. Gorgeous from almost a week ago.


“I’m free. Whatcha thinking?” he asked, cleaning up the remaining
orders scattered on the counter.                                                                                                               


“I’d like to hit up that new nightclub, Throttle. Have
you ever been there? I hear decent things, and now is as good a time as any to
check it out. What do you say?” Please
say yes, please say yes.


“Sounds all right to me. Is Alexa going? And what
time do you want me to pick you up?” Initially, I’d thought Matt was interested
in Alexa, but that idea was quickly squashed once I realized he might only like
the romantic company of men. 


“I already texted her and she’s in. But you don’t
have to pick us up. We can just meet you there at nine o’clock. You know it’s gonna take us girls a while to get ready,” I teased. I felt
bad because every time he swung by to pick us up, he always ended up waiting at
least forty-five minutes for us to finish primping ourselves.


“I’m going to finish up with this last order and
head on home. I’ll see you guys later tonight then!” he yelled over his
shoulder as he headed toward the back of the store. 


An hour later, I’d made my way outside and inhaled
the fresh air. It smelled like rain but then again, it frequently smelled like
that. This was Seattle, after all. But
I wasn’t going to let some precipitation put a damper on what was surely going
to be a great night out with friends. 


It was almost six-thirty when I finally arrived
home. Unlocking the front door, I breathed a sigh of relief when I entered my
solace. 


I really felt comfortable in the apartment I shared
with Alexa, even though our space was a bit on the small side. But it was ours
and it was homey. It took us a while to find the right décor; thankfully, we
had the same taste. I wasn’t sure what the name was for our style. Was it
contemporary or modern? Or maybe it was something different altogether. 


Rich browns, creams and reds decorated our small
living room. Only a few pieces of furniture adorned the space, the comfy
leather recliner the object of many a bet as to who was going to enjoy it on
any given night. 


Our kitchen was also small but it had come with up-to-date
appliances, a cost-saving benefit to the both of us. The kitchen island gave
way to four stools which slid underneath. More savings. 


For as small as the living room and kitchen were,
we lucked out with the size of the bedrooms and the one bathroom we shared. The
much larger spaces allowed us to fit all of our other furniture and belongings.



Like I said, we were very lucky to find the place. It
wasn’t cheap, but it wasn’t as pricey as some of the other places we’d looked
at. Splitting the bills right down the middle left us both with a little extra
cash to splurge on whatever else we liked. One of those splurges was going to
be the night’s fun at Throttle.


 “Hey, Sara!”
Alexa shouted. “I didn’t even hear you come in. Can you come back here? I need
your fashion opinion.” Alexa had more clothes than I think she knew what to do
with, piles of outfits strewn all over her room. I honestly didn’t know how she
ever found anything. 


She was holding up a short, navy blue dress as I
walked into her room. Other options were laid out on top of her bed, in case
that one didn’t pan out. 


“It’s nice, but isn’t it a bit short? Aren’t you
worried you’ll be showing off your goodies?”


“If I’m lucky, yes!” she exclaimed, a big grin on
her beautiful face. I knew Lex was not easy or slutty or anything like that. But
you really couldn’t tell by the way she dressed sometimes. I personally wasn’t
comfortable dressing like she did, something she was forever trying to change. 


“If you like it, then I’m sure you’ll look great.”
There was no use in defending my position because she was going to wear what
she wanted. Sometimes I didn’t even know why she asked my opinion.


“What are you going to wear tonight? And please
don’t say jeans and a T-shirt.” All
right, so she knew me a little too well.


“Well…yeah. I don’t have anything else.” I really
did need to go shopping for some new clothes. What I had was nice, but I didn’t
have club clothes. But a piece here
and there couldn’t really hurt, as long as it was to my taste, and length.


“Here, I have the perfect dress for you.” She went
into that packed closet of hers and almost fell over something trying to reach
to the left to pull an item out. 


It was a beautiful, hunter-green dress, with a plunging
neckline the main focus. The back of it was no more modest, a large opening
scooping down to pretty much show off the top of my ass. As if that wasn’t
enough, the length barely covered my lady parts. 


 “You’re
kidding, right? I would never wear that out in public. First of all, it’s way
too short. I’m a good three inches taller than you, so it would be that much shorter on me. And second of
all, I couldn’t possibly wear a bra because of how open the back is.”


“So then don’t wear a bra.”           


“Are you out of your mind? Do you know what I would
look like with no bra?” I was too well endowed to never wear support. I wasn’t
gargantuan, but I had too much to ever go without a bra, in public at least. 


“You have a great rack, Sara. You don’t take enough
advantage of your gifts.” She was
already laughing because she knew I found it funny when she referred to my
breasts as gifts. I shook my head and
smiled.


“I’m not wearing that dress, so if you don’t have
anything else, I’m going to find my jeans and T-shirt.” I turned on my heel and
left her standing there with her mouth open. 


“Wait, I think I have something else that’ll meet your
approval.” I heard her rummaging around in her room again before she came
barging into my space, quickly shoving something into my hands. It was a red
sparkly tank-top accompanied by a white skirt. Another short item, although the
skirt wasn’t as short as her other clothing. 


“Why haven’t I ever seen you wear this before?” I
asked as I pointed to the piece of clothing. “Is it new?”


“No, it’s just too long on me.” Figures. “Will you at least try it on? See
how great you look?” 


“All right, I’ll try it on only to shut you up,” I
said, throwing her another smile over my shoulder. 


“I’ll be right back,” she retorted. “I think I have
the perfect shoes to go with it, should you grace me with your approval of
wearing it.” 


I checked the size before I did anything. Even
though we were different heights, we sometimes fit into the same size pants and
skirts. Not that I wore a lot of her clothes, for obvious reasons. The top was
bigger than she usually bought so I was wondering if she didn’t buy this for
me, secretly hoping to push me out of my more conservative wear. I wouldn’t put
it past her. “Why did you buy the wrong size shirt?” I asked as she came back
into my room.


“I grabbed it by accident and didn’t feel like
taking it back to the store.” Uh-huh.


After I’d quickly thrown on the clothes, I stood in front
of the mirror and smoothed everything out. Surprisingly, everything fit the way
I’d want it to. The skirt hit me mid-thigh, a length I could definitely work
with. The top, while tight to my chest, looked amazing. 


“What do you think?” I asked as I twirled around in front
of her.


“Holy fuck, girl! You look so hot! You have to know
how good you look right now, Sara.” She was hopeful I would agree with her.


“To be honest, I think I do look nice, but I don’t
know about this,” I said as I waved my hand back and forth over the top of the
shirt, pointing to the obvious. “Don’t you think it looks a little sleazy?”


“Not at all. I think you look fantastic. Here’s the
shoes.” She handed me a pair of nude wedges. Thankfully we wore the same size.  I had to admit with the shoes, I really did
like the outfit. It accentuated all of my curves and made me look…sexy. 


“You were right. I look good, although I’m still
not a hundred percent sold on the shirt. But I’ll work with it. Thanks, Lex.” 


“I knew you would come over to my side one day.”


“Just for tonight,” I chuckled.


It was already 7:15, which meant I only had a
little over an hour to get ready. We had to allot at least twenty minutes to drive
to the club. 


I dried my long chestnut-colored hair as quickly as
possible, running a big curling iron through it to smooth it out and give me some
nice bouncy, loose curls. I wore minimal makeup, some sheer eyeshadow, a little
eyeliner and mascara, some blush and a clear lip gloss. I thought the outfit
was enough already; I didn’t want to add to the dramatics with an overdone face.


I was officially done with fifteen minutes to spare,
so I sauntered into Alexa’s room to see how she was coming along. She was
almost ready as well, putting the finishing touches on her own makeup. She
really did look beautiful, even with the revealing clothing she chose. She had
shoulder-length, dark blonde hair with sun-kissed highlights. It was her
natural color, and almost everyone complimented her on it. Her pale blue eyes
and olive complexion were a great contrast to her tresses. Alexa really was
quite the looker, and I made sure to tell her as much.


“You look really beautiful tonight, Lex. You’re
going to have to fight the men off for sure.”


“You look fantastic, too. We’re going to have a
great time.” She laughed as she did a little dance. “Thankfully Matt will be
there to get rid of anyone we don’t want bothering us.” Sometimes we had Matt
act as a boyfriend, warding off guys who couldn’t take the hint. 


One more quick glance in the mirror and we were off
to enjoy our evening.
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By the time we found a parking spot and walked to
the front of the club, it was just after nine o’clock. Matt was waiting for us
on the sidewalk, looking like he’d stepped right out of a J Crew ad. Wearing
dark jeans, a fitted light grey polo shirt and brown boots, he was quite the
sight to behold. He was one of the few guys I saw who could look good with
wearing his collar up. 


After we finished greeting one another, we glanced
at the line and realized it snaked around the corner. I really wanted to go in,
but I wasn’t too sure about the long-ass wait.


“Come on, guys, let’s go,” Matt said as he grabbed
each of our hands and pulled us toward the guy with the clipboard.


“Matt, don’t we have to go to the end of the line?”
I asked, eyeing up the other waiting customers.


“No, I know one of the bartenders working tonight. He
said he would put us on the list. So let’s go, shall we?” I instantly reached
up and kissed him on his gorgeous cheek, thankful he had connections.


As soon as we walked in, we noticed how big the place
was, much larger than it looked from the outside. Private sitting areas
littered either side of the enormous room, each with four black leather sofas
running the length of each wall. 


It was cozy while still managing to be classy. 


The dance floor was smack-dab in the middle of the space,
the house music at a tolerable level. People were already busy having a great
time, swaying and grinding to the beats thrumming through the large speaker
system. 


There was a very large bar straight ahead and an
area set up for actual bands to play. There wasn’t anyone scheduled that night,
though, which was a little disappointing. I loved to discover new music. Local
talent was certainly in abundance around our area.


As we walked, we almost missed the second floor
towering above us, a DJ booth hidden in the center of it. So that’s where the music is coming
from. 


First impressions were everything, and Throttle was
a club I could definitely see us coming to over and over again.


“Let’s head back to the bar to grab some drinks
before it becomes way too crowded for us to even order anything,” Alexa hollered
over the increasing music.


“Don’t worry about it. My friend Colin said he’s
working the bar. I just have to find him.” Matt grabbed both of our hands again
and led us toward our drink hookup.


Finding him easily enough, we had our double orders
in less than five minutes. I tried not to make eye contact with the people who
had obviously been waiting before us. I could feel them giving us the evil eye.



We were lucky enough to find an open seating area,
enough room for all three of us. “I can definitely see us coming here a lot,”
Alexa voiced as she winked at some random guy passing by with his friends. She didn’t
waste any time. I wasn’t as aggressive, which was totally okay with me. But I
couldn’t fault her for her forwardness, either. She knew what she wanted and
she went for it. 


I was envious of that kind of confidence.


“Lex, can we be here for twenty minutes before you start
stalking your prey?” Matt asked as he hit her shoulder with his, giving her a
wink.


She laughed. “You know me better than that by now,
sweetie.”


“I do.” He looked over at me and shrugged, knowing
Alexa would continue to be Alexa, no matter what. 


We’d been sitting
for about an hour before we needed a refill. Since Matt bought us the first
round, I announced I would go for the next one. I wasn’t sure
whether or not Colin would remember me from a two-second introduction an hour before,
but I would give it a shot. 


I made my way through the ever-growing crowd,
knocking into a few people on my way. How
am I going to make it back without spilling everything all over myself, or
someone else for that matter? 


I was able to spot him right away, and thankfully
he remembered I was Matt’s friend. “More of the same for all of you?” I couldn’t
believe he remembered what we were all drinking, but I guess it was his job. It
was still impressive nonetheless.


Trying my best to figure out how I was going to
carry six drinks back to our area, I was startled when I felt warm breath on my
skin. 


Then I heard a voice.


“Do you need help with those?” 


The hairs on the back of my neck instantly prickled.


That voice! 


It couldn’t be.



Sure enough, when I turned around I hit against his
towering form, spilling part of a drink all over his shoe. 


 It was Mr.
Sexy from earlier in the week. What the
hell is he doing here? And how did he
see me in this crowd? I was lucky if I could even see my own friends, and I
knew where they were sitting.


Stepping back, I was able to get a better look at
him. And oh, was he quite the sight. His black shirt fit him like a glove, a
hint of an exquisite body underneath. He cuffed the material up to his elbows,
exposing his sexy forearms. Dark-washed jeans hung seductively on his hips,
teasing and tormenting the hell out of me. 


He looked……opulent. 


His hair was behaving in that unruly way, looking as
if he was constantly running his hands through it. Sexy was what it was. I
longed to run my fingers through it, twisting his soft strands around my hand
as I pulled him into me. 


Holy Christ. Get a hold of yourself, woman!


Being in close proximity
to him was a dangerous game. His intoxicating male scent surrounded me, automatically
making me even more aroused than I was a second ago. 


His pheromones were sending mine into overdrive. 


He was enchanting. 


I have to get
away from him.


“Did you need some help?” he asked again, patiently
waiting for my answer. Roving his eyes slowly over my face, he lingered on my
lips before dipping lower to gaze at my displayed breasts. This damn shirt. His look descended my body until he reached my
feet, then ever so slowly raised them back up to meet my eyes. Eventually. I
felt so vulnerable, as if I was standing naked in front of him. Parting his
mouth, he slowly ran this tongue over his bottom lip, a lip I suddenly wanted
to bite. Without realizing it, I mimicked his actions, running my tongue slowly
over the sensitive skin. 


Quickly regaining my wits, I finally answered him.


“No, thanks. I can manage just fine by myself.” I
was trying to pretend like I didn’t remember him, trying not to appear affected
by his mere presence. I didn’t think I was too convincing though.


“I insist.” Before I could protest, he grabbed four
of the six drinks, turned and waited for me to follow him.  He was obviously not taking no for an answer.


“Fine,” was the only thing I could think to respond. He was making me uneasy again but in a purely
sexual way. My breathing had changed, inhaling and expelling quick, shallow
breaths. My nipples had become painfully erect, pushing against the thin fabric
of my shirt. It was definitely not cold in the club, so I knew it was my
reaction to him standing so close to me. A deep ache started to bloom between
my thighs, making me hyperaware my body was betraying the distant persona I was
trying to give off. Never before had any man affected me so deeply. 


He led the way to where we were sitting, which was
a surprise since I barely knew my own way back. But I followed him, and sure
enough he stopped right in front of both of my friends. They glanced first at
him then over to me with questioning eyes. 


“Who’s your friend?” Alexa immediately asked. I
could see her delight as she was taking him all in, top to bottom, stopping
longer than necessary when her eyes hit his package.
When she finally ripped her eyes away, her mouth agape and practically
drooling, she connected her gaze with mine. I laughed. Her blatant perusal of
Mr. Sexy was too funny, and I couldn’t help myself. Thankfully he was
oblivious, or at least I thought he was. 


“I don’t know, and he’s not staying.” I didn’t mean
to come off as rude as I sounded, but I couldn’t stand the fact a stranger was
making me feel that way, pitting my body against my brain. I grabbed the rest
of the drinks from his hand and put them down on the table. When I finally
happened to look over at Matt, I noticed he was glaring at our visitor. I
instantly shifted my gaze and saw Mr. Sexy returning Matt’s glower. 


Both men looked pissed, for reasons unknown to me. But
I knew enough about testosterone to realize I should put some distance between
them both. Although Matt was in excellent shape, this guy had a good couple
inches on him, not to mention a few more pounds of muscle. Plus, I didn’t want
to put Matt in the position to defend me, like he did sometimes. He had become
somewhat protective over me when we were out together. Maybe it was because I
was kind of on the shyer side when it came to dealing with people I didn’t
really know. I stuck up for myself when necessary, but I didn’t like
confrontation unless it was unavoidable. 


I turned around toward the relative stranger and
instinctively put my hand on his arm, pushing him away from our table. Shit! His arm is even more rock-solid than
it looks. Yeah, I had to remove him before Matt said something. “You can go
now. Thanks for your help,” I mumbled, still trying to rein in my overactive
hormones. When I turned back around, I could still feel him standing behind me
for a brief moment.


“I’ll see you real soon,” he said, his voice like
velvet coating my ears. 


Shivers instantly wracked my body.


Then he was gone. 
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 “Wasn’t that
the guy from earlier this week? How did he know you would be here? Do you know
him?” Matt was shooting off questions at me quicker than I could even think of
the answers.


“Yes, it is and no, I don’t know him. I don’t know
what he’s doing here. He saw me at the bar and offered to help me bring the
drinks back over.” That was a true account of what happened, leaving out the
part of how my body reacted to him. Even after he was gone.


“There’s something about him I don’t trust. Be
careful if you meet up with him again, Sara.” Matt was concerned for me; I
could see it written all over his face. But
it’s not like I keep running into the man. He knows where I work and now he has
seen me at the club. Does that mean I should stay away from this place now?
I knew it was my first time there, but I was kind of planning on coming quite
often in the future, especially since Matt had someone on the inside who could
give us some VIP treatment, so to speak. 


“You never mentioned anything about a God-like creature
coming into the shop this week. Seriously, Sara, how could you forget to
mention that man?” Alexa was still
trying to scope out the crowd to see if she could catch another glimpse of him.
She was so obvious. 


What I couldn’t understand was why her interest in
him was suddenly bothering me. I hardly knew him, yet I had an unexplainable
jealousy emanating from not that deep down. I’d never had this feeling about
anyone before, especially someone I’d just met. I secretly mocked women who
were jealous of others around their men; too much emotional energy. 


Or so I always thought. 


“I didn’t mention it because he’s not worth
mentioning. I don’t know him. He came into the shop to buy flowers for a friend,” I said, using air quotes, “who
had surgery recently, and he thought it would be a nice gesture. I told him it
was misleading to her but…whatever.”


They both stared at me with a puzzled look in their
eyes. “Who are you trying to kid, girly girl? You like him; otherwise, why the
hell would you remember your conversation with him? You can’t fool us, Sara.”
Alexa laughed. “Plus, you’re a terrible liar.” I fumbled with a comeback to her
absurd observation, but I had nothing.


I couldn’t really think of anything to say which
would convince them—or maybe myself—I wasn’t interested so I simply responded
with, “I don’t know what to tell you. Can we please talk about something else?”


Since Alexa knew she wasn’t getting any more out of
me about him, she decided to move on to other topics. Shopping, food and men
were at the top of her list, which I was completely fine with. 


After about another hour or so, we were all due for
another refill or two. It was Alexa’s turn to secure our drinks, so Matt and I
sat back and got comfortable. She gave a little pout but headed off toward the
bar. It was nearing 11:30 and the place was pretty much at full capacity.


Alexa was back in no time thankfully, due to Colin
still working the bar and not being on break. As soon as she took her seat, I
decided to make my way to the ladies room, if I could only find it first. She
said she saw one to the left of the bar, underneath the stairwell. 


“I’ll be right back, guys. Watch my drink.” I
hastily made my way through the throngs of people and ended up behind six women
waiting in line for the same purpose. Needless to say, after a few drinks, I
really had to use the facilities and the longer I waited, the more I realized it.
Thankfully, everyone was relatively quick so I was in and out in less than ten
minutes. 


Just as I was rounding the corner, someone grabbed
my hand and pulled me into a dark section of the hallway. I instantly panicked,
having flashbacks, until I smelled him.
His scent was positively intoxicating, and I was instantly put at ease. 


Emotionally, not sexually. 


As with our last close encounter, a dull ache
between my legs, made me slip deeper and deeper into some sort of daze. His
hand was still covering mine, and I grew warmer by the second. 


“I’m glad I had the chance to run into you again
before I left,” he mumbled as he stepped closer.


“How did you know where I was? Did you follow me to
the ladies room?” Why was I secretly hoping he would say yes?


“Not at all. I saw you walk by and reacted. Hope
you don’t mind?” His smugness was almost off-putting.


Almost.


 I yanked my
hand from his warm grip and said the first thought which came to mind. 


“I really don’t have anything to talk to you about,
so if you’ll excuse me, I have to be getting back to my friends now.”


He leaned down closer to my face, so close I
thought he was going to kiss me. “I don’t think you want to go anywhere. In
fact, I think you want to stay right here. 
With me.  Tell me I’m wrong.”


“You’re wrong,” I said with mock defiance.


“Why are you lying?” His tone
indicated he was a little irritated, but I wasn’t sure why exactly. “You
can’t deny there’s an attraction between us. Why don’t you just go with it and
see what happens?” His warm breath fanned my face, tickling my mouth in the
most delicious way. Leaning closer, he asked, “Can I kiss you?” His question
certainly surprised me. I doubted he was a man who asked permission for
anything and the fact he sought my consent told me he didn’t want to overstep
any boundaries.


It was sweet.


It was torture.


Resting my hands on his chest, my initial reaction was to
push him away. My God, his chest is as
hard as steel. I can feel every muscle definition perfectly. 


But he was right; there was an undeniable attraction
between us, something I couldn’t explain. 


So I gave in.


“Yes,” I whispered, my hands gripping the material
of his shirt and pulling him into me. The S
hadn’t left my mouth before he was on me, devouring my breath as if he needed
it to survive.


His kiss undid me. It was everything I’d read about
in romance novels. It was everything I’d seen in those mushy, lovey-dovey
movies. It was real. And it was happening to me. The first time his tongue
softly stroked mine, I almost came on the spot. He was perfectly skilled, and
artisan mastering his craft of seduction.


I’d completely lost myself, holding onto him and
praying our moment would last forever.


He broke our connection, a move which left me
wanting him even more. “I’ve been craving this for so long,” he whispered
before he was instantly back to consuming me with his perfect mouth. His
statement flitted through my mind but quickly disappeared the more he teased
me. 


He tasted slightly of scotch, and mixed with all
his other scents, it was quite overwhelming, but in a good way. I slowly inched
my hands toward the back of his head. Snaking my fingers into his hair, I
gripped him closer to my mouth. He groaned at my small display of enrapture,
letting me know how aroused he was. Pushing me against the wall, he covered my
body with his, pressing his lower half into my own. I could feel him straining
against his jeans, something which made me even more excited. I didn’t know
what got into me, but I reached down and ran my palm over his erection.


His body twitched.


“Don’t start something you won’t be able to finish,
woman,” he growled into my mouth.


 “Whatever do
you mean?” I batted my eyelashes at him, toying with him a bit. I was playing
innocent—well, not completely playing. Although I knew I wasn’t going to really
do anything, I wasn’t completely sure why I was going to such lengths to tease
him. 


Maybe I wanted to make sure he was just as affected
by me as I was by him.


“If you tease me too much, I don’t think I’ll be able to
control myself,” he panted. 


“Then maybe we should stop.” Please, don’t listen to me.


“Is that what you really want?” He intently searched my
face, trying to read my reaction to him and the current position in which we
found ourselves. What he discovered was my need for him. I wanted him to start
kissing me again, and I said as much by leaning back into him, enticing him to
continue.


That time, he was a little more audacious. While
his beautiful mouth stole the distance between us, one hand gingerly caressed
my neck, slowly slipping down near my throat, then onto the top of my nearly
exposed breasts. “You really shouldn’t wear things like this. Every man in here
has been staring at you, and it’s driving me insane.” He was saying all of this
as his hand was massaging my breast, pulling gently at the top of my shirt. 


“I think you’re exaggerating a bit by every man, and what do you care what I
wear?”


“I don’t like how exposed you are.” He snapped his
lips closed, clearly aware he was stepping over some invisible boundary.


“You don’t?” I found it funny he ‘didn’t like how
exposed I was,’ yet he was pulling at my tank top, revealing even more of me. But
then again, we were in a dark corner of a hallway where we were fortunate to
remain alone, away from everyone else.


 When his
eyes connected with mine again, they took on a darker hue, his pupils dilating
in arousal. “This is only for me. Tell me,” he moaned, flicking his tongue
along the side of my throat. “Tell me this is only for me.” He was still
groping my breast, his lips teasing my skin, his other hand circling around to
my backside. Grabbing me firmly, he pushed himself closer, almost crushing me
under his own body. 


I loved it. 


I wanted it to be just for him. 


No one else. 


Just him. 


“Tell me,” he demanded again, my silence torturing
him.


“Yes,” I whispered. “Yes, it is all for you.”


“Only me?”


“Only you,” I responded, my breath barely escaping
my mouth.


It was obvious the alcohol coursing through my
veins was catching up with me, causing me to throw caution to the wind and
engage in risky behavior with the man standing before me. “What do you want to
do to me?” I couldn’t believe I was behaving that way with a virtual stranger,
albeit the sexiest, most intriguing man I’d ever had the pleasure of laying my
eyes on. But he was still a man I didn’t really know.


His lips made their way toward the sensitive spot underneath
my earlobe. When he spoke in his seductive low timbre, I thought I would
combust right then and there. “If we were alone, I would rip your clothes off
and feast on your body. I would lick and suck you everywhere, especially here.”
His hand instantly went to the heat between my thighs. I groaned and slumped
forward. Thankfully, he was there to make sure I wouldn’t fall over. “Is that
what you want? Is that what you would like me to do to you?”


Wow!           


I couldn’t concentrate on what he was asking me
because his hand danced over my core, rubbing me in ways which should have been
illegal. “Don’t stop,” I pleaded, snagging his lower lip and returning my own
brand of sweet agony. 


“You’re going to undo me,” he proclaimed. His words
were confusing, their meaning completely lost on me. But I didn’t care. All I
wanted was for him to devour me, to crush my soul with his passion and need. 


After a few minutes, he pulled away, air imminent
for the both of us. “Do you even realize how fucked I am because of you?” What
an odd question; although it did spark intrigue. 


Before I could answer, he withdrew from me
completely. His lips left mine wanting more of his taste. His fingers had
offered a trail of heat my body was instantly missing. The look in his eyes
even changed, reverting back to a man seemingly unaffected. 


I couldn’t help but wonder if I had done or said
something wrong. Trying to think back over the past few minutes did nothing but
prove frustrating. Entirely caught up in the way he made me feel left no room
for reason. Failing to even comprehend what it could’ve been I’d said or done, his
new demeanor was entirely lost on me. 


So I gave up.


Not wanting our tryst to end, I started dreaming up
ways to remain in his presence, something which was so unlike me. I would love for you to be my first, I
thought.


“First what? What are you talking about?” he asked
as he tipped his head to the side.


Shit, shit, shit!
I thought that was in my head. Fuck!


“Nothing, forget about it,” I responded quietly,
desperately hoping he would heed my words and just move on.


“Tell me what you meant.” He scrutinized me with
his piercing green eyes, doing his best to figure out what my outburst could’ve
been about. 


“I said nothing. I mean…I…I don’t know what I’m
saying. I’m a little out of sorts right now.” I’d attempted to straighten my
clothes as he continued to peer down at me. Even with my wedge sandals on, I
was still significantly shorter than him. I had to change the subject and do it
quickly before he probed me any further. “I have to return to my friends now
before they send out an APB on my ass. I’ve been gone forever.”


“It’s really only been a half hour; you’ll be
fine.” Is he irritated with me? Smoothing
down my skirt even more, I proceeded to walk around him, trying my best to put
distance between us. As I hurried away, I heard him say, “I meant it about your
clothes before. You shouldn’t choose something so revealing next time.”


I stopped short and wheeled around so I was facing
him again, almost tripping over my own feet in the process. “I’ll continue to
wear whatever I want. You can’t dictate my wardrobe, not that you’ll ever see
me again anyway.” His rudeness instantly put my guard back up, which was a good
thing because I found myself being very careless around him.


“We’ll see about that, sweetheart,” he said as he
brushed past me on his way to the bar. 


Yeah, we will see about that. I mumbled
to myself all the way back to join my friends. When I finally reached them, I
saw three guys crowding around my dear roommate and a couple girls trying to
swoop in on Matt. 


Alexa was in her glory, as usual, but I felt bad
for Matt because he looked a little uncomfortable. He was trying to be polite,
but the girls weren’t picking up on the hints he wasn’t interested. How dense can they be? He was trying to
avoid all physical contact with them, even going so far as shrugging away from
them as they tried to possessively grab his upper arm. 


 I knew what
I had to do to save my friend. “Honey, there you are. I’ve been looking everywhere
for you.” Making my way past the pushy women, I sat right down on Matt’s lap,
wrapping my arms around his neck. He was trying to contain his laughter as I leaned
in to whisper in his ear. “I thought you could use the help.”


“Thanks.”
It was all he needed to say. Even though I was in the moment,
trying to help a friend, I couldn’t help but search the crowd around me, hoping
to catch a glimpse of the sexy stranger I was entangled with not five minutes before.



My eyes locked with his almost instantly, the snarl
on his face suddenly confusing me. What
the hell is his problem? It was then I caught him glancing from me to Matt
then back again. Oh, okay. Now I understand
why he’s mad. Or did I? He didn’t even know me well enough to appear to be that
pissed off. Yeah, we were pretty intimate a few moments ago, but he couldn’t
lay claim to me. 


I grabbed my watered-down drink from the table and
tried to ignore him, brooding glances and all. 


I wonder how
well the rest of the night will go.
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Alek


Present Day


I should have never walked into that damn flower
shop, and I sure as hell shouldn’t have bumped into her at the club, ending
back up at her place at the end of the night. It took everything in me not to
scold her for being so careless, drunk enough to go home with a stranger, even
if that stranger was me. But I didn’t have a choice. I had to make sure she arrived
home safe and sound.


What the hell was I thinking? Distance was the main
objective, but I certainly messed that one up. 


My one rule.


Never get too close.


Now I’m truly
fucked.


Sara was like the sweetest temptation. I knew I
should stay away, should engage all of my controls, but in the end, I just needed
to have a taste. A taste which would surely undo me. 


“Alek. Did you hear me?” Jacinda
asked as she raked her finger up and down my arm. She was going on and on about
her newest visit to Paris, a trip I couldn’t give two shits about. I knew I was
being rude, but the woman was forever boring me with her tales. Yeah, I admit
it. I slept with her. Any guy would have; she was beautiful. But because she
didn’t stimulate me, other than in my pants, we only had sex once. And she’d been
trying to get with me ever since. 


“What?” I distractedly asked, already busy thinking
of an excuse to leave. 


Instead of taking my subtle hint of annoyance, she
decided the best course of action was to try and kiss me. She leaned in and
placed her lips on mine. Before she could try and attack me further, I pulled
away and took two steps back. “Jacinda,” I said,
irritation evident in my tone. “I told you, I’m not going there again. We’re not going there.”


“You’ll change your mind eventually, baby,” she
cooed, batting her long lashes at me as she leaned in close again, her breasts
rubbing against my arm. “We run in the same circles. I’ll wear you down soon
enough.” She laughed, pecked me on the lips before I could move away and
disappeared from my office. 


Although I was never going to give her what she
wanted, I had to admire her persistence. There were worse things in life than
being pursued by a beautiful woman. 


It had been three days since I’d left Sara lying in
bed, dazed and confused. I’d almost made the mistake of telling her I’d contact
her later that day. Thankfully, I’d held my tongue. I couldn’t get too close
too fast. 


I could ruin everything. 


Later that night, as I leaned against the shower
tile, the hot water cascading over my sore muscles after an intense workout,
all I could think about was the woman I’d woken up next to earlier in the week.
Her innocence was breathtaking, even more so when she revealed no other man had
been inside her. What can I say? It was a
major turn-on.


Gripping my thick length, I pictured her face when
I’d helped her to her feet. Her full, pink lips just about had me marking her
right then and there. Beautiful amber eyes stared back at me, full of desire
and surprise, but never fear. She stood in front of me in nothing but a damn
T-shirt and panties, both doing a shit job of hiding the body underneath. Those
memories of her took me to completion, my desire washing away with the water
circling the drain.


I knew, right in that moment, Sara Hawthorne was
going to be my undoing.
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Sara


                                                            


It’d been a week since I woke up next to Mr.
Gorgeous, aka Alek Devera. An array of emotions
conflicted me, streaming through me and confusing me at every turn. I was oddly
excited, daydreaming of when I would see him again. If ever. Nervousness raced
through me at how much I liked him. I hardly knew the man, yet I felt an
unexplainable connection toward him. 


His face was the one thing I kept picturing. His
voice was constantly ringing in my ears. I didn’t like feeling that way, slowly
being wrapped up completely in a man. A virtual stranger. 


When I finally rushed into our apartment, dropping
my keys a few times in my excitement, I threw my things on the couch and called
for my best friend. “Lex!” I shouted. “Are you home? Alexa!”


“What the hell are you yelling for? I’m right
here.” She came barreling out of the bathroom, half-assed wrapped in a towel
thinking something bad had happened. That was until she saw my face. 


 “I got it! My loan was approved for the shop!”
I screeched, throwing my hands in the air like a crazy person.


 I was beyond words, beaming from ear to ear. It
meant more to me than merely owning my own business, which was a huge deal in
and of itself. After what I’d been through, I needed this to feel somewhat
normal again. I’ll take all of the
mundane day to day dealings with owning and operating my own business, the debt
which has to be repaid, the long hours to get me started and everything else if it means I have a chance at a regular life for once. Well…in
a very long time, anyway. 


I had a normal life once upon a time…before I met him. But I won’t dwell on the past. It
was a happy time for me, and I refused to let anyone ruin it, even myself.


Alexa rushed over and embraced me in a huge hug. “I’m
so happy for you, Sara; I truly am. I know how much you wanted this. How many
twenty-six-year-old women do you know who own their very own business?” She was
smiling right along with me. “I know one. You. When did you find out?”


“I called today on a whim, it being Saturday and
all, and actually talked to Mr. Hemsworth, the loan
officer I’ve been dealing with. He was about to leave for the weekend when I
caught him.” 


My cheek muscles started to ache, the stupid grin
never once disappearing from my face.


“Did you call Katherine yet and let her know she
can officially retire?” she asked as she made her way toward the kitchen to
grab a drink. Alexa liked Katherine almost as much as I did, viewing her as the
mother figure, just like everyone else.


“No. I thought I would sign the paperwork on
Monday, make it legit, and then bring them to work with me. She won’t be too
shocked, though.”


I was excited the plan I’d had for myself was
actually going to be my new reality. But to have someone near and dear to my
heart express the same type of happiness for my new circumstance was amazing. I
truly didn’t know what I’d do without Alexa by my side. The gratitude I’d felt
toward her was so overwhelming I’d almost been reduced to tears. Thankfully,
she hadn’t noticed, all too consumed with thoughts of going out that evening
and having a great time.


“We have to celebrate. A girls’ night out,” Alexa
sang, dancing around the kitchen island like a woman possessed. “Let’s get
crazy tonight. I’m sure it’ll be the last one for a while since you’ll be
working like mad in the weeks to come.”


She was right. I’d have to buckle down even more
and learn the business inside and out. The last thing I wanted to do was ruin
all of Katherine’s hard work. “Sounds like a plan, but where should we go?” 


“There’s a small bar called Carlson’s about a half
hour from here. Some of my co-workers were talking about it the other day. They
really like it.”


“Okay, we’ll head out around seven for an early
start to our celebration.” 


“Sounds good.” I’d be able to take a quick nap, run
some errands and decide on what to wear. Donning jeans and a nice sweater would
be all I’d worry about. Maybe kicking it up a notch with some nice heels. 


We arrived at Carlson’s closer to eight, a bit later
than we had anticipated, but it was okay because we still had the whole night
ahead of us.


Although it was nothing more than a corner bar, it
seemed cozy and inviting. It was the kind of place you went with some friends
to unwind after a hard day of work. A place I could definitely imagine going
after a long but rewarding day at the shop.


On either side of the bar, there were numerous high
tables, placed a few feet from each other, giving the customers plenty of room.



I liked that not everyone was crowded and squished
in like sardines. 


“Let’s sit over here for now,” I said, pointing
toward the left corner of the bar which was presently empty.


Once we were situated, my gaze wandered around,
checking out the types of people sharing the same space with us. 


 “What do you
want to drink, Sara?” Alexa already had her money out, waiting for my order.


“I guess I’ll have a rum and Coke for now. I’ll
keep it simple.”


“Simple? Rum? We’ll see how simple that is after a
few of them.” 


Alexa knew me all too well. I was a lightweight
when it came to alcohol.


 It was ten o’clock before the
bar really started to pick up. Before I knew it, it was standing room only. There
was a pretty uneven ratio of men to women, men making up about seventy percent.
I couldn’t care less since I wasn’t interested in anyone there, but for Alexa,
it was a dream come true. There were plenty from which she could choose. In
fact, I think she already had her eye on someone in particular, an attractive blond
guy with tattoos running up and down both arms. As he leaned over the jukebox,
making his selections, he had no idea he’d just been targeted by my dear
friend. 


“I’ll be right back. You gonna
be okay for a couple minutes?” she asked, eyeing me up and secretly pleading
with me to say yes. 


I laughed. “Go, go talk to him.” She hopped off the
barstool faster than the words left my lips. She was in full seductive gear:
her usual tight, low-cut top and short skirt, paired with the highest heels I’d
ever seen. Honestly, I didn’t even know how she managed to walk in those things.
Her outfit was a bit over the top for a local bar, but that was Alexa. Over the
top. 


“What’s so funny, gorgeous?” Who the hell said that? I didn’t have to wait long to find out as
someone grabbed my arm, whipping me around on my barstool so fast I almost fell
off. As I caught myself, I came face to face with a young, dark-haired man, who
happened to be very drunk. He was the type of guy you could tell peaked in high
school, the popular jock who never went anywhere after graduation. It was
probably because those were truly the best years of his life. 


In any other situation, I would have thought he was
attractive, but not at that moment. There was something creepy and unnerving
going on behind those light brown eyes of his. 


He instantly made me uneasy. 


“Excuse me,” I practically shouted, trying to rein
in some of my rising temper so as not to cause an unnecessary scene. Even
though I was clearly glaring at him, shooting him the worst kind of evil eye,
he was still holding tightly. When I tried to shrug him off, his grip only intensified.



“Let go of my arm,” I said through gritted teeth.


He looked to where his hand was placed and smirked,
slowly releasing his grasp. 


“Can I buy you a drink?” He leaned in closer than
was comfortable, invading every part of my personal space. The frustrating thing
was I couldn’t turn back around because his knee was blocking the way. 


“No, but thanks for the offer.” I was doing my best
to remain civil with the creep, but I realized it didn’t matter. He was intent
on hitting on me, delusional to think I would fall for him in some way. “Can
you move your leg so I can turn around now?”


The look on his face was a mixture of shock and
anger, because how dare I refuse him? “Why don’t you want to talk to me?” He
was starting to piss me off the longer it took for him to get the damn hint. 


“Because I have a boyfriend and I don’t think he
would appreciate you hitting on me.” It was the only thing I could think of to
hopefully placate his incessant behavior. 


“Well, where’s this boyfriend of yours then? Let
him tell me himself I can’t buy you a drink.” 


Is this guy
for real?


As if sensing there might be a problem, Alexa came
over to save the day. She had more balls than I did when it came to dealing
with arrogant drunk men. 


“You okay, girl?” Thankfully, she didn’t say my name
in front of him. I didn’t want the creep knowing anything about me.


“This guy won’t accept I refused his offer to buy
me a drink.” Get him, Lex.


The dark-haired jerk looked in Alexa’s direction, was
hit with the sight of her over-exposed flesh and stepped away from me so I
could twist back around. I was never so thankful to Alexa for wearing her outfit.


“How ‘bout I buy you a drink, gorgeous?” Couldn’t he think of anything more
original?


“Hell no!” Alexa shouted directly in his face. “You
stand over here bothering my friend, then offer to buy me a drink? Like you’re not an obnoxious asshat?
Take a hike, creep!” Her temper was rising the more he just stood there.


“Bitches, both of you,” he grumbled, trying to
steady himself before tripping over his own two feet. He attempted to somewhat
compose himself before he walked away, bumping into Alexa’s shoulder as he
passed by her. I didn’t know if it was on purpose or if it was because he was
staggering a bit from drinking. 


I was praying it was the latter. 


“Thank you so much, Lex. That guy was really
starting to freak me out.” 


“I was prepared to punch him if he kept giving you
a hard time.” We burst out laughing. I wouldn’t put it past her to out-and-out
deck the guy. We looked across the bar and saw him already back to his antics,
trying to chat up an unsuspecting victim. I really hoped she had a friend with
her to help her out.


“So…what happened with the hottie
at the jukebox?” I tried to distract her enough to stop leering at McCreepy. 


My question did the trick.


“Oh, he is quite the hottie
indeed. You know I’m a sucker for a guy with tats. He gave me his number and
agreed to hang out. I guess I’ll call him in a couple days, you know, when I
get around to it.” She smiled and took a sip of her drink. 


Shaking my head, I didn’t expect anything less from
her. Sometimes I admired her self-confidence and courage. She didn’t seem to be
afraid of anything or anyone.


I, however, was still re-building my trust in
people, forever being the overly cautious one.


It was another hour or so later when we decided to
head out and grab something to eat before going home. There was a charming little
diner which was open late two blocks away from the bar. We’d only been there a
few times, but we always enjoyed the food and appealing ambiance. 


“I’m running to the ladies room real quick then we
can go,” I said as I hopped down from my barstool.


“Okay. I’ll be here.” She was a little lit-up, but
then again so was I. Not drunk, just pleasantly tipsy.


There wasn’t anyone in line for the bathroom, so I
was able to take care of business relatively quickly. I had only taken a few
steps into the hallway when I ran into someone. 


To my horror, it was the guy from earlier. “Well,
well, well. Look who it is.” His hungry eyes slowly cascaded up and down my
body. Dressed in skinny jeans and a short-sleeved sweater, he made me feel exposed.
         


Sucking in a deep breath to try and calm myself
before I went into full-on panic mode, I tried to move around him. But he
blocked my escape, instead taking a few steps toward me, backing me up against
the hallway wall. His hand shot out and grabbed a lock of my hair, yanking me
closer. Pain shot through me but before I could scream, his mouth tore at my
lips, my sensitive skin pierced from the sharpness of his teeth. I tried to
push him off, but my efforts were in vain.


He wasn’t budging.


My resistance must have been a turn-on for him, a
low groan escaping from somewhere deep in his throat. 


It was predatory.


It was dangerous.


Grabbing both my hands and pinning them above my
head in one of his, he positioned me right where he wanted me. His free hand
lowered until he was pawing at my sweater, trying to grope me. While his body
fought with mine, he lowered his head again and tried to kiss me. Again. I kept
turning my head from side to side, knowing if his lips touched mine again, I
would retch all over him. 


“Stop moving, bitch!” he hollered, pinning me
harder against the wall. 


“Get off me,” I yelled, or at least I tried to. My
voice betrayed me, coming out as nothing more than a loud whisper. Terrified he
would accomplish what he set out to do, I prayed someone would come and save
me. Anyone. I just needed someone to round the corner and find me. 


My heart hammered away inside my chest, threatening
to break free if I didn’t calm down. But how could I? I was being attacked, and
there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Before I was able to try and
speak once more, I felt his fingers circle my throat, squeezing until I could
barely intake the stifling air surrounding me.


I felt his hot breath on my face, the stench of
alcohol making my stomach revolt. “I know you want this. I can see it in your-”
He was torn off me before he finished his sentence.


I stumbled quickly before catching my balance. My
hand pressed against the same wall I was being held against, trying my best to
calm down. When I finally looked up, I saw someone pummeling the hell out of him.
It was darker in the hallway than out in the bar, so I couldn’t really see who
it was. All I could make out was a dark-haired, tall, broad-shouldered man. Other
than that, my vision was working against me. 


Before I had the chance to leave, I was hoisted
onto someone’s shoulder then walked through the bar and straight outside into
the night air. 


Still confused about what the hell was going on, I
started to panic all over again, not that I’d really calmed down from a few
minutes ago. As my pulse threatened to explode, I was hit with a very familiar
smell. Inhaling his sweet scent did wonders for soothing my frantically beating
heart.


If I had any doubt who was carrying me, upside-down,
I was reassured as soon as I laid my eyes and my hands on his perfect ass. How can I be turned on so fast by this man
when something tragic almost happened to me?


“Alek! Put me down!” I yelled, surprised my voice
was working for me. I was being jostled around on his shoulder, and it wasn’t
mixing well with my startled mood and the drinks I’d already consumed. 


Even though he’d saved me from a dangerous
situation, he was still manhandling me.


When he finally put me on my feet, I almost fell. He
reached out to steady me but I swatted his hands away. Retreating instantly, he
looked volatile. I don’t know why he’s so
mad. But then again, I didn’t know why I was upset with him. 


He just saved
me from probably being raped…or worse.


After a few minutes, he seemed to calm down, circling
me and drawing my nerves to the surface again. 


“Are you okay?” he asked as he continued to lock
eyes with me. He had a mixed look of rage and worry on his gorgeous face. I
didn’t know which emotion was winning out, though. 


“Yes, I’m fine,” I whispered. Nervously shuffling
my feet, I turned my head, looking everywhere but in those mesmerizing green
orbs of his. “How did you know I was here?” It was a thought which hadn’t
occurred to me until that very moment. Instead of thanking him, those were the
words which escaped my lips. 


“Does it matter, Sara?” What an odd response. He started cursing and roughly pushing his
hands through his hair, pacing back and forth in front of me, occasionally
glancing down to look directly into my face. 


I didn’t know what to say to him. Why is this so hard for me? 


“Where was your friend? Please tell me you were at
least here with someone,” he barked, allowing all of his frustration to come
barreling out faster than he could stop it. 


“Yes, of course I was here with someone. She was at
the bar waiting for me to come back from the bathroom. We were going to head
out when that asshole grabbed me.” I hated he was making me explain myself, something
I hadn’t had to do since I lived with my gram. “I guess he didn’t like the fact
I rejected his offer to buy me a drink earlier.”


“You were talking to him
earlier tonight?” He was back to yelling again. What the hell? Does he think
I was flirting with that psycho?


“He offered to buy me a drink, and I refused. There’s
really not much else to tell. Lex came over and told him to take a hike.” 


As if hearing her name, Alexa came barreling out
the front door of the bar. 


“What the hell happened in there?” Her eyes went
straight from me to Alek, looking him up and down, taking her sweet-ass time
drinking him all in. I knew she couldn’t help herself; he was quite the sight to behold, broodiness and all.


“The drunk guy from earlier attacked me in the hallway
outside the ladies room.” I quickly looked away, embarrassment creeping over me
again. “Before I knew what was happening, Alek pulled him off me and beat the
hell out of him. Then he brought me out here.”


Her eyes practically popped out of her head, disbelief
evident in her look. She took a few steps closer, reaching out and putting her
hand on my shoulder. “Well, he must still be lying in the hallway, because the
only commotion anyone saw or heard was you being carried out of the bar over
someone’s shoulder.” She turned her attention back to Alek and just like that,
I was forgotten. “Thank God you were here, good sir.” She smiled at him and
extended her hand. “I’m Alexa. And you are?”


“Alek Devera,” he replied,
extending his hand in reciprocation. 


I looked over as Alexa’s eyes widened, her mouth
falling open as if she was privy to a juicy secret. 


“You’re the guy from Throttle, right? The one who
helped Sara carry the drinks over to our table?” Can she be any more obvious?


“The one and only,” he smugly said. I looked from
one to the other. What the hell is going
on here? Is she flirting with him? Is he flirting with her? I didn’t think
so, but I knew I needed to be alone with him. Right then.


“Lex, can you give us a minute please?” I silently
pleaded with her to leave and not cause a fuss. Thankfully, she understood.


“Sure, but I’ll be right inside the bar if you need
me.”


“Thank you.” I watched her walk away before I
turned my eyes back on Mr. Devera.


I didn’t have the chance to utter a single word before
he started in on me. “What were you thinking? You should have reported him the
first time he bothered you.” Anger started to take hold of him again, but I
wasn’t convinced it was all directed at me. 


“I didn’t think it was a big deal, just some drunk
guy hitting on me. Plus, when Alexa told him off, he stopped bothering me.”


“Yeah, look where that got you,” he scoffed. “You
have to be more careful when you go out, Sara. There are a lot of people out here
who will take advantage of you, even hurt you.”


He doesn’t
know how well I already know that last part.


“I know. I misjudged the situation I guess. It
won’t happen again.”


“You’re damn right it won’t. I won’t let it.” His
breathing had slowed from before, but the look of anger was still very palpable
in his stare.


“How are you
going to prevent it? It was simple luck you happened to be here tonight. Right?”
I watched his face, trying to gauge his reaction. “Please tell me it was just a
coincidence, Alek.” 


There was some hesitation on his part before he
finally answered. “Yes, of course it was a coincidence I was here. But good thing
I showed up when I did or who knows what he would have done to you.” 


His words made me shudder, even though I had the
very same thought not moments before.


Alexa poked her head outside the door again, saving
me from saying something I might’ve regretted. “Hey, I called the cops. They
should be here any minute, Sara.” Then she went right back inside without
giving me any time to respond.


I started shaking my head, not wanting to deal with
it anymore. 


“You better not even think of not dealing with the
cops. You’re going to press charges on that asshole.” He looked so resolute, I
knew there was no use arguing with him.


“Fine, I’ll wait for the police and give them my
statement.”


“And press charges!” 


Huffing out a frustrated breath, I responded. “Yes,
Alek. And press charges.” God, this guy
never gives up.
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Alek



 

My heart rammed against my ribs. I was fearful it
would never slow back down—not as long as she was in my life, at least. That
woman was going to be the death of me. I just knew it. But I wouldn’t have it
any other way. 


Since the very first time I’d laid eyes on her, I
knew she was destined to be mine and I would do everything in my power to
protect her, even from herself. I’d never experienced any of those feelings
before, and I’d had my share of women. There was something about Sara which
called to me, beckoning me from afar…and up close. I knew I came off as intense
and overbearing, but I wasn’t about to apologize for trying to keep her safe.


After she was done speaking with the cops, they
went into the bar to escort the guy out so he could tell his side of the story.
They found him back in action, drinking, and hitting on some poor unsuspecting
woman. 


Asshole.


His version of the story was he was going to the
men’s room and Sara had approached and started kissing him. Then when I showed
up and saw them, I lost it.


Sara had to hold me back from pouncing on the
bastard right in front of the officers. Both of her hands were on my arm,
trying her best to pull me back toward the edge of the curb. I could have
easily broken free and tackled the fucker, but I refrained, even though I struggled
with my decision. Well, until she rose up on her tippy toes and whispered in my
ear, “Don’t do it, Alek. I need you here with me.” 


Her words calmed my struggle, both inside and out.


The police escorted the creep down to the station
for more questioning and to let him sober up. They informed us they would get
in touch with her if they needed any more information. I had to remind her to
tell them she wished to press charges, something I was sure she didn’t want to
do, but I all but forced her hand. 


“Come on. I’ll give you a ride home.” I laced my fingers with hers and
started toward my car, which was parked two spaces down from
where we were standing. The ride I’d chosen to bring that night was my black
Aston Martin. It was a luxurious vehicle, and once I’d noticed the way Sara looked
at it, I knew I’d made the right choice. Even though she tried to seem
unaffected by me,
I loved the fact I could impress her, even if it was with a hunk of steel. 


“I can’t leave Alexa here by herself,” she mumbled
as she suddenly stopped walking.


I blew out a breath of frustration but knew she was
right. We couldn’t leave her friend there all alone. “Wait here, Sara. Don’t go
anywhere.” My eyes bore into hers, waiting for compliance.


“All right, I won’t go anywhere.” 


Once I knew she wouldn’t move, I stalked back
inside and quickly located her friend. She was in the corner, busy chatting up
some tattooed guy. I should have taken her with us, but I had no right. I
hardly knew Alexa, and it certainly wasn’t my place to intervene. But I would make sure she had a safe ride home
when and if she needed it. After I was finished, I walked back outside, locking
eyes with my woman. That’s right. Sara is
my woman, even if she doesn’t know it
yet. 


When I was within a few feet of her, I reached out
and latched onto her hand again, pulling her with me as we walked toward the
car. She gave some resistance at first and it confused me. Then it dawned on me
I was still manhandling her a little bit. I loosened my grip and waited
patiently for her to follow me. 


She was
coming with me. I just hoped she made up her mind before I had to throw her
over my shoulder again. 


When she still didn’t move, I leaned in closer,
questioning her with the furrow of my brow. “What are you waiting for?” I
asked, impatience rolling off every word. 


“What did you say to Alexa?”


I wanted to go, so I blurted out our quick
conversation. “I gave her the number to my car service, if and when she needs
to use it. Other than kidnapping her, Sara, there is nothing else I can do.” 


I didn’t know if she was trying to compute what I’d
said, but I wasn’t giving her another second of hesitation. Gently placing my
hand on the small of her back, I ushered her toward the passenger side of my
vehicle.


When I sensed she was still struggling with her
decision to leave, I blurted out, “You’re not going back in there tonight,
Sara. Let it go.” She instantly stood taller, resolve and stubbornness propping
her up for a fight. Before she started to argue, I spoke again. “Please, get in
the car. It’s chilly and I’d like to take you home.” 


She finally relented and allowed me to open the
door for her. Sliding inside, I couldn’t miss the look of awe which overtook
her. Her head whipped around, taking in every little facet of the car. It was a
simple thing, but I’d take it. A big smile broke out on my face as I closed her
door and made my way around toward the driver’s side. 


As soon as I was nestled in, I turned the engine
over, the interior lighting up and encasing us both. Pulling out into the
street, I breathed a sigh of relief she’d allowed me to drive her home.


“This is a beautiful car, Alek,” she said, more on
a whisper.


“Thanks. I was thinking about buying a different
one, though; I’m kind of bored.” Truth be told, even though the car impressed
me, which was hard to do, I was getting tired of it. I liked to switch up my
rides every so often, a luxury I could more than afford. 


Glancing over in her direction, I saw a
disapproving look on her face. “What’s that look for?” I asked as I found
myself shifting in my seat. Why am I
uncomfortable all of a sudden?


Without looking at me, she muttered, “Rich people.”



I couldn’t help but laugh. I knew she was impressed
with me even though she wouldn’t admit it. And
let’s face it; it’s good for my ego. 


There were a few moments of silence before I broke
the building tension. “Why were you ladies out tonight? Anything in
particular?” Thankfully, all of my anger from before had finally disappeared.


She answered immediately. “I found out today I was
approved for a loan, so we were out celebrating.”


“Because of getting a loan?” I chuckled. What a weird cause for rejoicing. 


My response was obviously the wrong one, instantly
putting her on guard again. 


“You wouldn’t understand because apparently, it’s
beneath you, not understanding how important this is to someone like me.”


She spoke of herself as if she was the lowest of
the low, something which I would not tolerate, in any fashion. 


Trying to diffuse the situation, I retorted with, “I
didn’t mean anything by it. Please don’t take what I said the wrong way.” I
reached over and touched her leg and surprisingly, she didn’t tell me to remove
it. “Explain it to me. Please. What was the loan for?”


Silence.


Unbearable silence.


Finally, after a few very long minutes of her
staring out the window again, watching the world go by, she spoke up. “I’m not
telling you. Just drop it.”


My grip on her thigh tightened a little, letting
her know I wanted her to talk to me. Whipping her head toward me, I saw the
faintest smile grace her mouth. Even in the darkness of the car, I knew I
affected her. She tried to better situate herself, even though I knew she was
as comfortable as could be. 


I tried to persuade her to answer my question. “Please,
tell me about the loan. What’s it for?”


“If you must
know,” she started off sarcastically, “it was to purchase Full Bloom, the
flower shop you came into. My boss, Katherine, is selling it to me because she’s
finally decided to retire. I’m very excited about the transition.” Surprisingly,
she kept her eyes locked on me. “That’s why we were out celebrating. Happy?”


“Actually, yes. I’m very happy for you, Sara. It’s
a big step owning your own business. I own several of my own, so if you ever
need any help, please don’t hesitate to pick my brain.” 


“Why am I not surprised you own many businesses?” Her
question was more of a rhetorical one, so I didn’t even bother responding.


A few more minutes passed. I was still holding on
to her leg, my fingers massaging her thigh. At some point, I guess when she’d
had enough, she placed her hand on mine and tried to remove it. I didn’t allow
her to succeed, though. Not yet. 


She stopped fidgeting, but I sensed her breathing
had increased. 


“Can you please turn the heat down?”


“Sorry, but I don’t have it on,” I replied, a smirk
lifting the corners of my mouth.


“Then can you please remove your hand from my leg?”



What I really wanted to do was move my hand higher
up her thigh. Maybe even sneaking it in between. If she’d been wearing a skirt,
I might not have been able to hold back, her desire permeating off her, calling
for me to claim her in some way. 


“Are you sure you want me to? You look like you
want me to do other things with my hand.”


 “I’m quite
sure you need to put both hands on the wheel. Right now, please.”


I would give her that one, mainly because it was
better for both of our safety if I did what she asked. Gripping the steering
wheel with both hands did relieve me of some of the torture I had been
inflicting on myself. 


~~~~


As soon as I pulled up in front of her building, I
wasted no time shutting off the engine and hurrying from the car. I could tell
she expected me to just drop her off and drive away, but there was no way in hell
I wasn’t going to walk her inside and make sure she was okay. Especially after
what she’d been through earlier. 


I’d been to her place before but I’d never gotten
the chance to inspect her surroundings and give it my stamp of approval. Glancing
around quickly, I gauged the building was one of the nicer ones. But I still
wasn’t convinced it was safe enough for her. What are you going to do? Invade her privacy? Hell yeah, I was. Whenever
I was around that woman, all of my sensibility flew right out the window.


She opened her door before I made it over to her
side, an action which irked me a little. But I tried not to show it, knowing I
was overreacting. 


“What are you doing?” she
asked as I moved closer. “You don’t have to walk me up.” 


“Yes, I do. After everything that happened tonight,
I need to make sure you get inside safe and sound.” I wasn’t wavering on this. She
could fight me as much as she wanted to. 


“Fine,” was all she said. As
we were walking up the sidewalk, I noticed one of the side lights which lined
the walkway was out, making it pretty damn dark. I think she knew I was going
to comment on it because she tensed up all of a sudden.


“You should really live somewhere well-lit. This
isn’t safe.” I hadn’t noticed if she had an alarm system when I was there before
but there better at least have a deadbolt. 


“It’s usually lit up very well. That light must
have just burnt out.” 


“Uh-huh,” I grunted.


Once inside, we rode the elevator to the fourth
floor. The time spent in silence was a gift since I was trying to calm the
rising urge to whisk her away from there. 


When we finally arrived, I stepped out after her,
the look of disbelief on her face not stopping me. I followed her down the hall
and waited patiently behind her as she put her key in the lock. 


Once she pushed the door wide open, she turned
around and stood there staring at me. “What are you doing? Aren’t you leaving
now?”


“Absolutely not,” I answered as I slowly pushed
past her, not waiting for an invitation to enter her residence. “I’m coming in
to check and make sure everything is good.” 


“That’s not necessary,” she said as she tried to
pull me back toward her. “I’ll be fine.” 


Once she realized there was no getting rid of me,
she let me go, stepped further inside and closed the door behind us. Thankfully,
she was smart enough to leave a light on, so as not to walk in blind. But as
quickly as I saw the light, I noticed there was no alarm. My irritation rose,
but I tried my best to tamp it back down. I had to approach this with some kind
of finesse or I was going to put her off altogether. While I was going to make
my demands, they were needed for her security. Even if she didn’t agree. 


No sense in
beating around the bush. “Where’s your alarm?” I
asked, knowing full well she didn’t have one.


“Not everyone has a security system, Alek. We
regular folk can’t afford stuff like that.” Her sarcastic tone told me
everything. My wealth bothered her, or at the very least unnerved her.


Ignoring her comment, I turned and started making
my way around her small apartment. “That’s just careless and asinine.” 


“We have a secure deadbolt, which is all we need. Plus,
this building is one of the safer ones in the neighborhood, so there is no need
for extra security.”


Ignoring her lame excuses, I proceeded to check the
kitchen first before heading down the hall to the bathroom, then each of the
bedrooms. Hers was the last one I checked, moving quicker than I knew she could
keep up with. 


“Why are you checking through this whole place? What
are you expecting to find?” she cried out as I disappeared into her closet.


I heard her blow out a frustrated breath and when I
finally looked over at her, she was standing tall with her hands on her tiny
waist. Her long, chestnut hair was flowing loosely, making her appear even more
enticing then she normally was. 


She really was quite the beauty, her stubbornness
doing nothing to detract from that. In fact, it was making me want her even more.
I loved the fact she was a feisty woman, although she was probably less apt to
listen to me. 


The next few seconds passed as the sexual tension
grew between us. Gone was her irritation with me. Instead, she was blatantly
checking me out, roaming her eyes up and down my body without shame. It was
then I realized I was still standing in the middle of her private space. There
were only a few feet separating us and her bed. Before my mind could wander to
the many ways I wanted to take her, I moved a few steps in her direction,
holding her gaze with every stride. 


A sudden look overcame her,
but I couldn’t quite make out what it was. Panic? Confusion? “Are you all right?” I asked, leaning in
closer to check. Hooking a finger under her chin, I lifted her head so she
could meet my eyes.


“I’m fine. A little dizziness. No big deal.” She
looked as if she was going to pass out, her face suddenly very flustered, her
breathing faster than was certainly normal. “Are you done with your inspection
of my apartment now?”


Taking a step back to give her some room, I
answered her question. Although, I was sure she didn’t like what came out of my
mouth. “I guess so. Everything looks okay, but I’m sending someone by on Monday
to install an alarm system.” 


“What?” she exclaimed, her voice raising an octave.
“I don’t want you to do that. We’re totally fine here; we’re safe.” 


“I won’t take no for an answer, Sara. That’s final.”
I knew I was coming across harsh, but I also knew she wasn’t going to listen to
me if I tried to reason with her. “I don’t want to hear one more word about
it.”


 “Yeah? Well,
I have four words for you, Alek. Get.
The. Hell. Out!” she yelled, emphasizing each word.


Who would have thought behind her sweet persona lay
a spitfire of a woman? Not me. To look at Sara, a person didn’t always get what
they’d bargained for. Not in a bad way, though. 


Something told me the more I unraveled, the more
intrigued I’d become.


She tried to appear strong, and no doubt she was,
but she was also vulnerable. 


I saw it.


There’s a story
hidden behind her eyes. 


A dark story.


She tried to hide it with smiles and sass, but it
was lurking, struggling to break free given the right, or wrong, circumstance.


I started toward her as if I was intent on changing
her mind. “Why do you have to be so difficult? Why can’t you do as I ask,
without giving me such a hard time?” Standing directly in front of her, my
chest lightly grazing her breasts, my whole demeanor changed. She was messing
with me, her heavenly scent captivating me and making me a bit dizzy. All I
could think about was the way her lips tasted and how much I wanted to bury
myself inside her. “You feel it, don’t you? This electricity between us?” I
didn’t give her a chance to respond before I grabbed her face and pulled it
upward toward mine. 


“Yes, I feel it. So
what?” She was trying to seem unaffected but was doing a shit job. I could see
it written all over her beautiful face.


Without further delay, simply because she was
driving me insane, I covered her mouth with my own. Her soft, warm lips were
too inviting and when she gasped, opening her mouth to me, I almost lost it. There
was an urgency to our kiss, like we both wanted to devour the other. 


Her tongue
stroked mine, teasing me as if she couldn’t get enough. Her warmth enveloped me,
drawing me in closer, tempting my sanity with every lick and taste. Ours was a
lovely dance, rapidly becoming something more if I didn’t stop it soon. But I
didn’t want it to end, not yet.


“You taste so good, just like I remembered,” I
whispered. She groaned, entangling her fingers in my hair, pulling me closer. 


I placed my hands underneath her backside, raising
her up my body. “Wrap your legs around my waist.” I bit her lower lip before
plunging my tongue back inside her mouth. For once, she actually did as she was
told, wrapping her thighs tightly around me, pushing her core against me. 


“Alek,” she panted. “Oh…my…God.” 


I knew I shouldn’t have lost control with her but I
couldn’t help myself. She drew me in and I was powerless to stop it.


Pushing her against the nearest wall, I pressed my
body closer to hers, if it was even possible at that point. 


Breaking our kiss for the briefest of moments, I
encouraged her to put a stop to it. “If you don’t tell me to stop, Sara, I fear
I’m going to lose all control, throw you down and fuck you so hard, we’ll be
tangled up in each other for days.” I was finding it hard to breathe as my lips
cascaded over her throat, feeling her pulse against my lips. 


When her response was silence, I broke. Pulling her
sweater over her head, I quickly tossed it to the ground, making quick work of
removing her bra. Once the clasp was undone, I all but ripped the material from
her body, throwing it to the floor, as well. “I can’t stand having anything in
the way,” I groaned as my mouth descended to take her breast, my fingers
working on the other, pinching her nipple, working them both until they were
pebbled from her excitement. We continued to torture each other, teasing and
tasting as if we would never be sated.


As my tongue flicked over her sensitive skin, she
cried out, “Don’t stop, Alek. Please…I want this.” She rotated her hips against
me, causing such a friction I almost came in my pants. Fuck that would be embarrassing. 


I didn’t know if it was her words or the fact my
reason came rushing back to me, but I instantly broke our fevered connection
and placed her on the ground. The look of hurt and confusion on her face almost
had me attacking her again. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. I knew she desired me.
I knew she wanted me to fuck her, but she was still a virgin and I wouldn’t
take advantage of her, no matter how hot and heavy we’d just been. 


When she reached for me, I backed away, trying my
best to hold strong. “No, we can’t. I’m sorry, Sara.” 


“Why?” One simple question, yet I couldn’t answer
her. 


I bent down and retrieved her clothes, handing them
to her but avoiding her eyes. I knew the look which was going to be there if I
dared to take notice. I couldn’t bear to see it so I acted like a coward,
avoiding it altogether. 


Hearing her inhale a ragged breath killed me. I
knew all sorts of crazy thoughts were running through her head and I should
have put them to rest, but even I didn’t know the right words to help soothe
her wounded ego. 


Once she was dressed, I grabbed her hand, as I
liked to do, and pulled her from the room, walking briskly toward her front
door.


 “I have to
go now, but I’ll call you tomorrow. Make sure you lock the door behind me when
I leave.” Leaning in, I placed a quick kiss on her swollen lips. 


Before she could even respond, I was gone, the door
closing slowly behind me. 
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Sara



 

It’s so dark
and cold. Where am I? And why can’t I move my arms or legs? I try to open my
eyes, but I don’t have the strength. What is happening to me? 


Suddenly, I
hear a noise above me. An old
door screeches open as someone starts to descend down a creaky stairwell. Oh,
God! What is happening? I try to open my mouth to scream, but no sound will
escape. 


Then I feel a
cold, clammy hand start to caress my face.


Then nothing.



Silence. 


Just when I
think I imagined someone else is even here with me, I hear him whisper in my
ear, “Sara, we are going to be so happy together. You’ll see.”


~~~~


I was instantly pushed into consciousness, bolting
upright and checking my surroundings.  I’d
been lucky enough not to have that dream in almost five years. Strange it would
start up again all of a sudden. 


A shower was what I needed, especially since my
nightshirt was sticking to me, reminding me no matter how much time passed, I
could never fully escape what happened. 


I was making my way toward the bathroom when I
heard the television on in the living room. I wasn’t fully aware of what time
it was, but I knew it was quite late. Usually when Alexa came home, she went
straight to bed, so I thought it was a bit odd for her to still be up. 


As I walked down the hallway a little bit more, she
caught my movement out of the corner of her eye and physically flinched in
surprise.


“Jesus, Sara, you scared the shit out of me!” she
yelled, looking as if she’d seen a ghost. 


“Sorry.” 


“Are you okay?” The more she gazed at my disheveled
self, the more concerned she appeared.


“Yeah, just had a nightmare.”


“Not the
nightmare?” Alexa knew all about what happened to me, never judging me or
pitying me, just always being my friend, and my best friend at that. Because of
everything, she was very protective over me when it came to guys hitting on me,
or even just hanging around. Funny thing was, though, Alek didn’t bring out
that side in her—not that I was aware of, anyway.


“Yeah, but I’m not
really up to talking about it. The only thing I want to do is take a shower and
go back to bed.” I smiled, but it never reached my eyes. 


As the hot water rushed over my body, I remembered
a time when I was forced to talk about the event. I saw a therapist for about a
year after it happened, but all it did was make me relive all the details over
and over again. I understood the point of talking to someone when bad things
happened, but after a certain point, I was just tired. Tired of dredging up the
past, and tired of remembering. So I stopped seeing her long before I moved to
Seattle.         


Exhausted past the point of thinking anymore, I
dried off and made my way toward my bed, curling under the covers and drifting
off into a restless sleep. 


~~~~


I swear I wasn’t asleep more than a few hours when
my phone jarred me awake. I heard Mumford and Sons playing as a ringtone. What the hell? I didn’t put it on there.
Reaching over, I snatched my phone from the charger only to reveal the caller. 


Alek.


How the hell did
he get my number? I never gave it to him. I would
have, had he asked, but he never did.


“Hello?” I barely answered, my voice a garbled
whisper. What the hell time is it? I
glanced at my alarm clock and noticed it was only eight o’clock.


“Hi, sunshine. Did I wake you?” The rasp in his
voice instantly roused me, doing delicious things to my nether regions. My
brain was instantly flooded with images from the night before, making me clench
my thighs together to stop the ache before it became too much.


“Um…yeah. You do
realize it’s only eight in the morning, on a Sunday, don’t you? Most people are
still sleeping.”


“Sorry. I wanted to make sure I caught you before
you made any plans. I was hoping to take you to breakfast. What do you say?”


How about
calling me back at noon?


Instead of refusing, I responded with, “What time are
you thinking?”


For some reason, I knew he was smiling on the other
end of the phone.


“How about I pick you up in an hour? Does that
work?”


I tried my best to stifle my yawn, but it escaped
anyway. “Fine, see you in an hour. Do you remember the way here?”


“Of course, see you soon.”


Before he hung up, I had one more question for him.
“Alek, how did you get my phone number, let alone program yours into my phone
with your own ringtone?”


“I have ways of finding out information when I want
it.” He chuckled. “And I programmed my number into your cell last night on the
way home.”


I didn’t press him further because I knew Alexa
gave him my number. I should’ve been mad at her, but I wasn’t.


“I’ll be there in an hour. Be ready.” 


“Okay, I’ll meet you out front.”


“No, I’ll come upstairs. Please don’t wait outside,
Sara. It’s too early in the morning, and you don’t know who is out there. Promise
me you’ll wait for me inside.” There was silence on my end for a short time. “Sara!
Promise me.” 


Oh, for the
love…


“Okay, I’ll wait for you inside. Satisfied?”


“Yes, very. Thank you. See you soon,” he said
before disconnecting the call.


I swung out of bed and headed toward the bathroom,
ready to take yet another shower. 
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Sara



 

It was five minutes to nine when I finished getting
ready. I’d thrown on some jeans, boots, and a pretty embroidered white
camisole, covered by a royal blue cardigan. A decorative scarf completed the
look, plus it would come in handy if the weather was a bit chillier than
predicted. 


“Sara, Alek is here for you!” Alexa yelled from the
doorway of her bedroom. She must have heard him knock and let him in. I wasn’t
sure why she was up so early on a Sunday. She should’ve still been knocked out
for at least another two hours. 


“Be right there.” I took another glance in the
mirror to make sure I looked presentable enough to be seen in public with the God-like
creature who was waiting for me. 


I finally made my entrance, trying my best not to
keep him waiting. I stopped abruptly when he came into my direct line of
vision. He was so damn sexy. It really should be against some law to be out in
public looking like that. Exuding limitless amounts of confidence, he was
leaning against the island in the kitchen, looking very casual. His hair was
behaving in a perfectly unruly yet classic way which suited him to a tee. Something
was different about him, though, and it took me but a few seconds to decipher
what it was. Moving closer to him, I noticed he was sporting a fresh, one-day-stubble
look. That, of course, merely added to his virility. He really was a man’s man
but with the edge of undeniable elegance. He was both rugged and classy all
wrapped in one.


Dark-washed jeans hung low on his hips, more so
than should’ve been decent. His long-sleeve, dark red shirt was fitted to him
perfectly—not too tight, but snug in all the right places. There was no missing
the fine physique which lay hidden underneath. His look was finished off with
dark brown, purposely weathered boots.


I actually felt underdressed, even though his
attire was just as casual as mine. 


“Wow, you look beautiful,” he said, bringing me out
of my wandering thoughts.


“Thanks, so do you.” Did I just say that?


“I look beautiful?” he asked as he cocked his head
to the side and laughed. I hadn’t noticed until then, but he had a small dimple
which adorned his right cheek when he smiled, adding to his amazing good looks.



“You know what I meant.” I always became so
flustered around him. I had to get better control of myself or I would be in
big trouble.


After casually perusing my body, he pushed off the
counter and walked toward me. 


“Shall we?” He grabbed my hand without waiting for
my response and led me out the door.


~~~~


I was thankful I’d worn my scarf because it was a
little brisk once we walked outside. But what else should I have expected,
being late September in Seattle? 


 “Where is
your car?” I asked as I looked all around. 


“It’s right over there.”


“Where?”


“Right there, Sara”. He directed me toward a
beautiful pearl-white Audi. A spectacular vehicle indeed. I might’ve actually
liked it better than his Ashton Marvin. Or whatever the name of his car was.


“How many cars do you own?” I asked, lightly running
my finger along the side of the beautiful metal. I couldn’t even afford to buy
one. Well, not yet, anyway.


I’d owned one vehicle in my life, a 1982 Chevy
Malibu. I loved that car because I’d bought it with the money I’d earned
working many hours at a local bookstore where I used to live. Lasting almost
eight years, I’d undeniably received my money’s worth. 


“I have a few of them. Why, do you like this one?” He
was searching my face for a reaction. He didn’t have to look too hard, though,
seeing as how I was practically drooling over the damn thing.


“It’s all right, if you like that sort of thing.” I
knew I wasn’t pulling off aloof very well, but I gave it my best shot anyway.


He wasn’t buying it, either. “Uh-huh,” he said
before opening the passenger door for me. 


I had to give it to him, he did gentlemanly very
well. When he wasn’t manhandling me or teasing me with his mouth, he brought
out the big guns with those manners. Someone definitely taught him well.


 “I was
thinking about going to a quaint little diner off I-90. Are you okay with
that?”


“Sure, sounds good to me,” I said as I glanced out
the window. “I sure hope they make a good cup of coffee. It’s the only thing
that’ll help me function halfway normal this time of morning.” Turning my head
to face him, I asked, “Seriously, are you always up this early?”


He laughed, as if I was the ridiculous one for not
rising at the crack of dawn. “I never want to waste any day, so yeah, I’m
usually up this early; earlier, in fact. I actually waited a couple hours
before I called you.”


Not even knowing how to respond to his crazy
statement, I fixated on the world outside again as he drove us to our
destination. 


We arrived at the diner just after nine-thirty. It
was a smaller eatery with only a dozen or so parking spaces surrounding the
building. He was right; it was quaint and cozy. 


“They have the best veggie omelets here. Do you
want to try one?” he inquired as he glanced at me over his menu.


“Sure, as long as they bring the coffee over
pronto.” I didn’t usually eat breakfast, which was a bad habit, I knew. Usually
coffee and a quick piece of fruit was all I needed to get me going. But for
some reason, my body was requesting I up the ante right then. 


After the waitress took our order, we sat there looking
at each other. I was by no means complaining, though. I could stare at him forever, but we should probably talk about
something.


“How old are you?” It was the first question which
came to mind, my curiosity shutting down my brain-to-mouth filter. 


“Thirty-two. Why, how old are you? Wait, let me
guess.” He sized me up for what seemed like forever, making me feel a little self-conscious.
But the longer he looked at me, the more I had to admit I didn’t mind his eyes
drinking me in that way. It was as if he was having thoughts which were
inappropriate for public.


“Twenty-six,” he finally answered.


“Yeah, good guess.” I was impressed with his
accuracy.


“When is your birthday?” I couldn’t stop myself from
probing him for more information.


“What is this, twenty questions?” He wasn’t offended
or irritated by my relentlessness, smiling as if he enjoyed my interest. 


“Sorry. It’s just I don’t know too much about you. Actually,
I don’t know anything about you except your name, and now your age. Oh, and that
you have remarkable taste in vehicles.” I really needed to get my hands on his
Audi. I wonder if he would let me drive back
to my apartment. He struck me as someone who liked to be in charge, so I
couldn’t really picture him in the passenger seat of any car. 


The backseat maybe, but not the passenger seat.


“Fair enough, I guess. My birthday is in October.” Deciding
it was an informative back and forth, he asked, “When is your birthday?” 


I learned long ago not to give out too much
personal information about myself to people I didn’t know, but for some reason,
I had an innate feeling of security toward him. 


Before I could utter the words, he caught me off-guard
when he uttered, “September.” 


“What?”


“I’m guessing the month
you were born. September.” Wow, this guy
is good.


“You guessed right again. You must have a gift.” 


Before he could respond, the waitress brought our plates
over, interrupting any further conversation we were about to have. 


I didn’t realize how hungry I was until she put the
hot food down in front of me. Diving right in, I had to control myself so I
didn’t appear like a homeless person eating for the first time in a week.


“Anything else you want to know?” he asked between
bites of his omelet. If possible, I think he was even hungrier than I was. But
then again, I was sure he needed plenty of nourishment to keep his glorious
body in working condition.


I pondered my next few questions. He’d given me the
perfect opportunity to find out more about him and I made sure to take it. 


“Have you always lived in Seattle?”


“Born and raised,” he answered, a dreamlike look on
his face as he continued talking. “Most people hate the weather here. They just
can’t get used to the rain. But I don’t mind it. Not at all.” He took a sip of
his water before speaking again. “I guess I’m used to it. Frankly, I can’t see
myself living anywhere else.” His smile was huge, his fondness for his city was
apparent. “What about you?”


“What about me?”


“What made you move to Seattle?” he asked, shifting
in his seat as if he’d known he’d asked a sensitive question.


‘What makes you think I wasn’t born and raised her
as well?” My eagerness to end our line of questioning was starting to weigh
heavy on me. I knew I’d started it but I wanted to be the one to end it. Soon.


‘Trust me, I would have known if you grew up around
here.” He leaned forward and reached across the table, brushing his hand over
mine. The contact only lasted for a split second but it was enough. “I would
have met you a long time ago.”


His words struck me like lightning. I’d known the
man was interested in me but the look he gave me made my body light up from the
inside. It was as if he was peering directly into my soul.


A shiver ran through me, making me jerk back and
garnering a startled look from him. “Sorry, I must have gotten the chills.”


“Would you like a jacket? I have one in my car.” He
had no idea those weren’t the type of chills I’d been referring to. But I
wasn’t going to elaborate. My body twitching uncontrollably, if only for a
second, was not something I wished to explain over breakfast.


When silence pressed the space between us, I knew
he was going to ask his question again.


“So, what made you move here?” he repeated.


I wasn’t sure how much information to reveal so I
kept it short and sweet. Well it started that way, at least, morphing into a
full-blown point-by-point as the minutes ticked by. 


 “One day I
decided I wanted a fresh start. Thankfully I wasn’t alone, Alexa promising to
follow me anywhere. Wherever it was I wished to move. So one day she pulled out
a map, told me to close my eyes and point.” His eyes widened the more I’d
spoken. “As you can see…I pointed to Seattle.” 


I’d tried not to read into his expression too much.
I chalked up his astonishment to having a hard time believing I’d thrown caution to the wind, uprooted my life and relocated
across the country. All from a dare to blindly point at a map, my future
depending on luck of the draw. What if I’d chosen Alaska? I wouldn’t have done so
well with the extreme cold. 


“Can I ask you another question?”


He nodded. A simple gesture giving me the
opportunity to find out even more about the man sitting across for me. 


“What do you do for a living?”


I caught him right as he put a forkful of food in
his mouth so he raised a finger, signaling for me to hold on so he wouldn’t
answer with his mouth full. I nodded and continued to gracefully devour my meal.


“I own a few businesses here and there.” He
continued to eat his omelet as if his answer was going to placate my curiosity.


When he didn’t elaborate further, I continued to
press him. “Really? That’s all you’re going to give me? It doesn’t tell me anything.”



He shrugged and bit his lower lip. He was acting
like he didn’t want to divulge too much information about these businesses, and I wasn’t quite sure why.



As I parted my lips, he gave me something. “My
grandfather left me an inheritance when he died. He actually left it to both me
and my sister, but in the end, I received
it all.” He trailed off toward the end of his story, looking past me as if he
was lost in thought.


“So, you have a sister?” Why do I get the impression I shouldn’t push this topic?


“No, not anymore. And I don’t want to talk about
it.” A glaze had washed over his features, as if he was containing the urge to
shut down completely. There was no mistaking his demeanor had changed to one which
was standoffish. 


“Ok, you don’t have to talk about anything you
don’t want to. I was only trying to get to know you a bit more, that’s all.” I
was really okay with whatever information he wanted to share with me. 


“You’ll have to forgive me. There are certain
things I refuse to discuss with anyone. Please don’t take it personally, Sara.”
He gave me that dazzling smile of his, immediately putting me at ease.


I was never quite sure how to act around him,
different emotions bombarding me all the time. One minute, I felt as if I was
walking on eggshells, and the next, I was trying to curb an emotional outburst
of his. Then I was rendered breathless and begging for his touch. I’d never
felt like that with anyone before in my entire life. Not even close.


“So, as I was saying, I received an inheritance
from my grandfather when he passed away. I used some of the money to buy a
hotel, which I later turned into two, and so on and so forth. In less than a
decade, I was able to turn them into the largest chain of hotels on the West Coast.”
He took a bite of his toast before blurting out, “Oh, and I also own a few
nightclubs, Throttle being one of them.”


I almost choked on my food, what with all the information
being spewed at me in the matter of thirty seconds. 


“Anything else?” I was merely being sarcastic at that
point.


“Nope.” He smiled. “I think that’s it.” He
continued eating as if what he’d revealed to me was no big deal. And to him, I
was sure it wasn’t. But to me…it was a little overwhelming. 


He was in mid-chew when he glanced at me. I must
have looked a certain way because after he swallowed his food, he put his fork
down and interlocked his fingers, resting them casually on top of the table. 


“Are you okay? Does any of that bother you?” His
question was genuine.


“No, it doesn’t bother me, per se. I’m a little
surprised is all.” My face reddened after a simple
thought crossed my mind. “There I was going on about my excitement over a
little flower shop and here you own everything.”



I was intimidated. I could admit it. 


“You had a goal of owning the shop, Sara, and you
saw it come to fruition. It’s a great accomplishment; don’t ever forget that. And
hey, at one time, I only owned one
hotel.” He winked as he polished off the last of his meal. 


After a few more intense, quiet moments, he
shuffled around in his chair, settling in and getting more comfortable. Taking
a sip of his water, I could do nothing but watch the way his throat worked at swallowing
the cold liquid, his tongue tempting me as it slid over his lips.


“Sara? Did you hear me?” he asked as I finally
raised my eyes from his delicious mouth to his dark green eyes. 


Oh, shit! I
totally didn’t hear a word he said. 


“I’m sorry, what did you say?” A low groan of
embarrassment erupted, spurred on further by his faint laughter.


“I asked you about your family. Are you close with
them? Do you have any siblings?” He raised the glass to his mouth once more,
and I had to restrain myself from getting lost in the pure sight of him again.


“Sorry. Um…I…don’t have any family,” I stuttered. Blowing
out a quick breath of air, I continued divulging my story. I was going to do it
quickly, however, because just as he didn’t want to talk about his sister, I
really didn’t want to talk about my family, or lack thereof. 


“My father died when I was very young, still a
baby. My mother called it ‘an unfortunate accident.’ He was an abusive drunk
who came home one night, starting up with my mom about something insignificant
and stupid as usual, and tripped over his feet, hitting his head on the edge of
the coffee table. He died instantly.” I
can’t believe I just blurted all of that out. I was usually very protective
about my past, but with him it was as if I had no worries.


I kept going. “I only have a few memories of my mom
growing up, but the one which really sticks out is my fifth birthday party. It
wasn’t anything fancy, only my mom and a few of my friends, but I remember
being so happy that day, my mother’s smile etched forever in my brain.” Looking
away to regain some of my fleeting strength, I turned toward him again. “I only
have a few memories because she passed away when I was eight years old. She was
coming home from work one night and was involved in a head-on collision with a
man who had suffered a heart attack, killing them both instantly.”


Hearing him suck in a breath almost undid me. Tears
had been building and threatened to spill over if he did or said anything
overly sentimental. 


“Who did you live with afterwards?” 


Relieved he didn’t delve into anything too deep, my
emotions started to retreat enough for me to finish. “I lived with my
grandmother, Rose. She became like my second mother. I think we helped to heal each
other to get through the tragedy. After all, I’d lost my mother and she’d lost
her daughter.” I vanished in my own thoughts for a minute, tearing my eyes away
from him and staring at my trembling hands. Finding one more ounce of strength,
I pushed through, wanting to finish this and move on. “She passed away a little
over a year ago, and I still miss her like crazy every single day.” My
retreating tears were back in full force, ready to make an appearance any
second. “Can we talk about something else, please?” I begged, hoping he would
change the topic as I’d done for him earlier.


 “Sure thing,
and thank you for sharing with me, Sara.” He didn’t say much more, smiling as I
gazed over at him. I weirdly felt closer to him, as if my story was building a
stronger bond between us. I always felt physically safe when I was around Alek
and at that point, I was starting to feel emotionally safe, as well. 


As we were preparing to leave, I picked up the
check to see what my half came to. Withdrawing money from my wallet proved to
be the wrong thing to do, a disgruntled look appearing on his face as he ripped
the bill out of my hand. 


“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he
asked, a semi-scowl still set in place.


“I was seeing how much I owed for my breakfast. Why?
What’s the problem?”


I didn’t think he knew the proper reaction one
should have had to my simple gesture. Was he accustomed to people using him for
his money, always expecting him to pay for everything? Because that wasn’t me. I
always paid my own way. Always.


“Put your money away.” Is he insulted? “I think I can cover breakfast, for Christ’s sake.”


“Are you angry I offered to pay for my half of the
bill?” I was going to make him explain his outburst.


“No, of course I’m not angry. Sorry, I just don’t
want your money, ever. I’ll always take care of things when we’re out together,
even when we’re not. If I feel you need or want something, I’ll make sure you
have it.”


Wow, where
the hell is this coming from? I loved the fact he
envisioned us out together in the future, but I didn’t want him to feel as if
he had to take care of me. 


“I won’t give you a hard time about buying me
breakfast, but that’s it, Alek. You are not buying me anything else or paying
for me when or if we go out anywhere else. I can pay my own way, thank you very
much. Plus, it’s insulting if you think I can’t take care of myself. I’ve been
doing it for quite some time.” 


I was the one who was becoming miffed by the second. 


“I didn’t mean to insult you, Sara. It wasn’t my
intention.” He reached across the table and touched my hand. “But I won’t waver
on this.”


I wasn’t going to argue with him anymore. It wasn’t
the time or place. “Can I at least leave the tip?” Wrong question. He gave me an even more annoyed look, furrowing his
brows and huffing out an aggravated breath. 


Holding up my hands in submission, I said, “Okay,
okay. Sorry I asked.”


He paid the bill and we left the diner, his hand
resting low on the small of my back. It never failed; every time he touched me,
even in the most innocent of ways, I started to feel all woozy and warm, even
in the early Sunday morning hours.


As we walked toward his car, I blurted out my
approval again over his mode of transportation. “I really love this car. It’s so
beautiful.”


He gave me a look as if he was the cat who ate the
canary. Oh, no, what is he thinking? Wait, I know what he’s thinking. “Don’t even think about it, mister!”


“What? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Grinning,
he opened my car door for me, not elaborating or continuing our short
conversation.











[bookmark: _Toc418973139][bookmark: _Toc418969115]~10~


Alek



 

The drive back to her place was excruciating. I
wanted to spend more time with her, but I also didn’t want to rush anything. Although,
at the same time, I did. I’d never been so conflicted before in my entire life.
Feeling like I’d known her forever was simply the tip of the iceberg. The more
she chose to share with me, the more she drew me in, even if I’d shut her out
earlier by not talking about my sister. 


I just couldn’t. 


It’d been years, but it was still too soon. 


I heard her breaths, coming short and quick beside
me. Confused as to what had caused the change, I turned my head slowly to face
her. What I saw almost made me swerve off the goddamn road. Her eyes locked on
me, her tongue darting out every now and again to moisten her lower lip. Oh, how I want to bite that lip. When
she saw I was looking, she quickly turned away, flustered she had been caught
leering at me.


“Did you want to ask me something, Sara?” I
inquired, knowing full well words had indeed escaped her.


“What…uh…no…no,” she stammered. I couldn’t help the
laugh which erupted, knowing exactly how she felt. My own heart was hammering
away inside me, but I was much better at controlling my emotions. Although, I
was finding it difficult the more time I spent around her. 


I was going to tease her, but we arrived at her
place faster than anticipated. Turning off the engine and exiting the vehicle, I
made my way to her, opening her car door before she could do it for herself. Knowing
she was annoyingly independent, I thoroughly appreciated she allowed me the simple
gesture. It meant something to me. I was a firm believer in men opening doors
for women, carrying their things for them and catering to them, within reason. I
wanted a woman who could take care of herself but chose to let me do it
instead.


Sara was one such woman. She was strong in her own
right; I knew that much about her. And I knew it was going to be difficult for
her to let me take charge, the small incident with the bill an indication. I
didn’t want to boss her around or control her. I only wanted her to listen to
me, to allow me to take care of her. 


It was hard to explain, but in my head it all made
sense. Now I have to find a way to make
her understand. 


Slowly but
surely, she will come around. 


I reached for her hand to help her from her seat. Closing
the door, we slowly walked to the front of her building, her palm still clasped
in my own. 


She stopped by the front door, fiddling with her
scarf. “Well…” she trailed off, never finishing her thought.


“Well, what?” I pushed, knowing she was a bit
flustered once again. I loved the affect I had on her; my ego stroked with
every whimsical glance she cast my way.


“Thank you for breakfast, Alek. I’ll talk to you
later?” She was asking me, as if she didn’t already know the answer. 


“I’m not going anywhere until I make sure you get
inside, safe and sound.”


“Alexa is still home. Do you honestly think there
is someone hiding in our apartment? With her in there? Because I can tell you
this much: she would do some serious damage if anyone tried to break in while
she was there.” A small smile played on her lips as she tried to remain
serious.


Placing my hand over my heart, I tried pleading,
something to which I certainly wasn’t accustomed. “I don’t doubt that, but for
my sanity, can you please allow me to walk you inside? I promise I won’t search
the whole place like last time.” I winked as I finished my sentence, hoping she
would relax a little and give in.


After a few very long seconds, she relented. “Fine.”


“Fine,” I mimicked as I followed her inside. Once
we stepped into her place, I had to remind myself of my promise not to go
searching through every room looking for intruders. I took one step too many
into the living room when I heard a loud rush of air behind me. 


It was her.


Her sigh none too quiet.


Clearly, she was frustrated.


Clearly, I was the one trying her patience.


“Alek,” she said in warning.


“Sara,” I replied, my brows knitted close together.
My faux seriousness was enough to pacify her, her facial features relaxing
almost immediately.


“Well,” she mumbled, shifting her weight from one
foot to the other. “Thanks again for the omelet.”


I couldn’t help myself, forever wanting to garner a
reaction from her. Taking a step closer, I circled my hand around her waist and
pulled her into me. She stumbled before placing her hands on my chest. “There
was coffee, as well,” I joked, leaning down until my lips were dangerously
hovering over hers.


Her breath fanned my face, warm and sweet. So
enticing.


“Thank you for the coffee,” she panted, our
closeness causing her quick breathing.


My hand tightened, bunching her shirt in my
fingers. “And there was toast.” My tongue licked at her bottom lip, teasing the
hell out of both of us. If I wasn’t careful, I would be the one walking away
tortured and bruised.


Her gasp almost undid me, inhaling a piece of my
soul as she swallowed her breath.


Her words were soft, like a whisper in the wind. “Thank
you for the toast.”


Since I couldn’t think of anything else we had
eaten, I closed the remaining distance between us, pulling her so close her
breasts touched my chest. I tangled my hand in her long hair, gripping it so
she couldn’t move. When my lips finally descended onto hers, the mixture of our
breaths fueled our rush of desire.


I knew I should have just walked her inside, said
my goodbyes then left. But something about her always messed with my reason,
and I was treading dangerous territory lately. Her small moans, her need to
devour me, and her willingness to give herself over to me in that moment were winning
out over any amount of sensibility I should have possessed. Her tongue stroked mine,
dancing and playing, until all of my thoughts were of getting her naked and
fucking her senseless. 


We were so caught up in our rapture, neither one of
us heard when Alexa came into the room. I wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing
there, but once she made a small coughing noise, we broke apart.


Instantly.


Regretfully.


Sara seemed to be somewhat embarrassed, but me? I
couldn’t give a shit. I didn’t care who saw what the woman reduced me to. Nothing
more than an overactive hormone. 


“Sorry to interrupt. I just need to get a drink,”
Alexa whispered as she brushed past us and walked toward the kitchen. I looked
down to see Sara’s reaction but she was watching her roommate, waiting for her
to get whatever she needed and leave us. Alone. To continue torturing one
another. 


“Continue.” Her best friend laughed as she walked
back down the hall, disappearing into her bedroom.


Sara locked her fingers behind my neck, caressing
the back of my head. Pulling me toward her again, I knew exactly what she
wanted. But I was done. Her friend interrupting us was exactly what needed to
happen; otherwise, we would’ve been there all goddamn day. As much as I didn’t
want to leave her, I actually had some shit I had to take care of.


Unlocking her fingers and taking a few steps back,
I reached for the door handle behind me. “What time will you be home from work
tomorrow?” 


“Why?” she asked. 


“Because someone has to be here when the alarm
company installs the system.” 


She furrowed her brows and pursed her lips, clearly
not happy with my answer.


“Alek, I told you—” she started to say, but I cut
her off immediately.


“Don’t even try it. You’re not going to give me a
hard time about this. Your safety is my number one priority. Plus, it’ll ease
my mind tremendously.” I reached out and grabbed her hand, softly running my
thumb over the top of it. “You don’t want me to worry every second of the day,
do you? And you want your friend to be safe, as well?” I knew I wasn’t playing
fair, but whatever it took. Right?


I could see the struggle happening within her. She
didn’t want me to purchase something she surely thought was unnecessary and
elaborate. But she was also contemplating the safety issue, knowing full well
the alarm would put her own mind at ease. Just when I thought she was going to
argue with me again, she huffed out a pent-up breath and simply replied, “Fine.
I’ll make sure someone is here so they can install it. Happy?”


“Very. Thank you.” I took one more look around her
living room/kitchen before locking eyes on her once more. “Okay, I’ll give you
a call tomorrow to see how everything went.” Leaning in, I gave her a quick
kiss before opening her door and disappearing down the hall.


I fought every urge I had not to run back in there
and throw her down on the couch and take what was mine. My hand shot right to
my pants, trying to calm the raging effect she had on me.


Soon. 


I would finish what we’d started very soon. 
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Sara



 

“Hey, where did Alek go so soon?” Alexa asked as
she walked toward me, her eyes looking all around our small space.


All I could do was stare at the door, wishing he
didn’t have to leave. “He had to go.”


She exhaled a quick whistle which caught my
attention. “You’re one lucky girl, Sara. That man is unbelievable. How did you
get his attention? Share your secret with me. Please. I beg of you.” Her
laughing was covered by the sound of clinking dishes. Alexa was always
scurrying around for something to eat, but for the life of me, I had no idea
where she put it.


“I really don’t know, to tell you the truth. He
came into the shop one day and has been showing up ever since.” A small smile
tickled my lips, the mere thought of him too much to contain any sort of
straight face.


“Well, you’re super lucky. And I’m not ashamed to
tell you I’m jealous, you lucky bitch.” I laughed at her outburst as I made my
way toward my bedroom to gather laundry. 


~~~~


The rest of my day flew by, but not quick enough to
keep my thoughts from reverting back to Alek every couple minutes or so. I found
it hard to concentrate on anything Alexa said, not even feeling a little guilty
about it either. 


We ended up hanging out and watching Vertigo, an old Hitchcock movie, but I
couldn’t fully concentrate on that, either. My thoughts kept creeping back to
the feel of his hands on me, of his perfect mouth covering mine and his
enthralling smell which would forever draw me to him. 


I went to bed a few hours later, my thoughts still
wrapped around him and wondering when I would see him again. I didn’t like the
feeling of desperation, but I was powerless to control it. 


Part of me wanted to escape the desire growing inside
me for him. Another part wanted to throw caution to the wind, along with my
emotional well-being. Just go for it,
I tried to convince myself. Ride out
whatever this is until he undoubtedly loses interest. Not a good way to
think, but it was inevitable. Right?


~~~~


As I lie
here, tied up and unable to move, my panic overwhelms me. The more I inhale the
air in the room, the more I’m suffocated with the awful smell surrounding me. I’m
bathed in complete darkness, so terrified my body is frozen in fear, the
deafening silence almost too much to bear. As I focus on the sounds of my
shallow breaths, I hear it—the frightening sound which tells me he’s near. The
creaking stair means the man who has altered my world is descending in order to
get to me. 


I wait.


And wait. 


But nothing. 


The sound stops,
the silence pounding in my ears until a scream gurgles deep in my throat,
threatening its escape as I continue to lie here in my own despair. 


As my pulse
slows, I feel it.


A cold hand
caresses my cheek, and before I can allow my scream to tear through me, his
fingers circle my throat, tightening his grip until I feel faint. Dizziness
takes over until I slip deep down into the bliss of unconsciousness. 


Clutching at my throat, I shot up in bed, sweat
coating my entire body. Why is this dream
threatening me again? The faint light from the bathroom crept under my
door, allowing my vision to adjust to the darkness quicker than normal. My eyes
roamed around the room until I deemed there was no imminent danger. I was safe.
My breathing slowed to normal, my heart following suit. When I laid down, fully
calm, I tried to fall back asleep, praying my nightmares wouldn’t return for
another visit. 


~~~~


My alarm blared into the silence of my room at seven
o’clock the next morning. Although I’d planned on getting an early start, my
dreams had kept me up most of the night. Turning toward the offensive noise, I
clicked the off button and laid there, my smile so big I knew it was going to
be a good day. 


I was going to tell Katherine the good news, even
though she told me all along everything would work out. 


For the both of us. 


I arrived at the shop a half hour before we opened.
Katherine had already given me a set of keys, so I set about getting ready for
the expected busy day. 


Matt was the first to arrive after me, which wasn’t
unusual—always the early bird and all that. At first glance, he looked tired,
dark bags hiding underneath his eyes. Actually, he looked like shit the closer
I moved toward him, but I wasn’t about to call him on how disheveled he looked.



“Hey, Matt. How was your weekend? Do anything
exciting?” I asked as I prepared the order slips for the day. 


“Not too much, just hung out with some friends. You
know, grabbed something to eat and had a few drinks.” Snatching his water
bottle off the counter, he tore off the cap and drank half of it in a few long
gulps. “I had a good time but nothing crazy to rehash.” Somehow, I doubt that. “How about you?” he questioned, finishing
his drink. 


An instant blush crept over my cheeks at the memory
of Alek. I wouldn’t go into any details with Matt, even though he was my dear
friend. “No, nothing too exciting here, either.”


We exchanged guarded smiles and returned to getting
ready for the day’s work.


A half hour later, Pete came in. Katherine wouldn’t
be there until the afternoon due to a few appointments, so I guessed I’d have
to wait to share the good news for a little while longer. 


I almost blurted out my
excitement to Matt a few times but ultimately kept my mouth shut. 


“Pete, do you know how many deliveries we have
today? I think I’m missing a slip or two. Do you see anything back there?” I
called from the front of the store. The shop was on the smaller size, so I
didn’t have to raise my voice too much for him to hear me back in the prep
room. 


 “Yeah, there’s
three slips back here. I took them since I was going to deliver them first.
Sorry about that.” 


“No worries, just glad you found them.”


Katherine made sure to have all of the arrangements
made up before she left on Saturday. I
really don’t know what I’m going to do without her expertise. But I guess it’s
time for me to start learning as much as I can while I still have full access
to her brilliant, artful mind.


Thankfully the hours passed by quickly, taking us a
little past lunchtime. I wouldn’t have even known what time it was except my
stomach decided to make the loudest noises ever. 


“Little hungry, are you?” Matt teased as he walked
past me, smiling then going on about his business. 


I was freaking starving. I couldn’t believe I’d
forgotten to bring something to eat. In my excitement to get there, I didn’t even
think about it.


As I was about to call in an order, Katherine came
walking into the shop carrying a bag full of takeout.


“Anyone hungry?” she called out.


Saliva instantly coated my tongue, the aroma
wafting through the air. “Oh, my God, you are such a lifesaver. I’m beyond
starving.” Hastily grabbing the bags, I ripped one of them open and grabbed the
first thing I saw. The wrapper from a turkey panini
was no match for me. The sandwich was hanging from my mouth as I made my way to
the tiny break room.


Matt and Katherine laughed at me as I put the other
bags down, rounding the table to take one of the two empty seats. 


“Looks like I arrived just in time,” she joked as
she removed a salad. Matt was chomping away on a turkey club, a satisfied grin
on his face with each swallow he took. 


“Yeah, I’m famished today for some reason.” After
taking a few swigs of my water, I decided it was as good a time as any to
spread my good news. It was perfect since we were all together. “Oh, hey, guess
what?” 


Instead of saying anything, both of them looked
over in my direction, brows raised and waiting for me to spill it. 


 “I got the
loan!” I exclaimed, my lunch fully finished and tossed in the trash. 


“That’s fantastic news, Sara!” they chimed in
together. I knew it wasn’t a shock to either of them, but their excitement was
genuine. 


“I’m thrilled for you, honey, and rest assured, I
won’t go until you’re comfortable running everything. You know I wouldn’t leave
you high and dry.” Her nurturing smile put my sudden nerves at ease. I was
really going to miss seeing her every day, when the time came for her to leave.


“I really appreciate it, Katherine. More than you
know.”


She reached over and patted my hand before making
her way toward the prep room. 


As Matt and I were getting ready to go back to
work, I heard the bell ring above the front door, indicating someone had walked
into the shop. 


“I’ll take care of them, Matt,” I said, knowing
full well he would rather work in the back than deal with the customers. He
wasn’t anti-social by any means; he simply preferred the quiet over the
constant chit chat from the people who stopped in. 


Coming down the hallway, I stopped short as soon as
I saw who was leaning against the coolers. I’d just been with him the day
before, yet the effect he had on me was as if I was seeing him for the very
first time. 


His presence was simply mesmerizing.


He looked super yummy in a beautiful dark blue
suit. His stark white dress shirt a nice compromise to the all-over dark color;
his grey-blue striped tie brought the whole outfit together. 


My God, he was beyond sexy. I didn’t know how he
was able to walk out in public without getting mobbed by women. Oh, why did I have to go there? He
probably was mobbed by horny women everywhere
he went. I instantly felt jealous, all over fictional bitches clamoring and vying
for his attention.


His movement pushed me out of my own head. Walking
toward me, his heated gaze made me dizzy roving over me from head to toe. Slowly.
When his beautiful green eyes came to rest on my face, it was then he chose to
speak, his sultry voice washing over me like a dream. 


“How are you, Sara?” 


Great, now
you’re here.


“What are you doing here?” I blurted out, not even
considering how rude my question was.


He didn’t bat an eyelash. “I stopped by on my way
to a meeting to remind you about the install later today. They’re coming at
seven. Who’s going to be there, you or Alexa?”


How many damn
times is he going to remind me about the install? “I’ll
be home by then, so it’s not a problem.”        


Before we could continue our conversation, Katherine
joined us in the front of the store, Matt following behind with a large
arrangement in his hands. 


Alek smiled in Katherine’s direction but when his
eyes landed on Matt, his expression faltered, becoming somewhat rigid. He
didn’t like my friend. It was written all over his face. I knew it didn’t have
anything to do with Matt personally, instead having everything to do with me. Or
whatever relationship he thought we had. Little did he know he had nothing to
be worried about, my dear friend preferring the company of men to women. But it wasn’t my place to tell his business, so until
I deemed it pertinent, I was keeping my mouth shut. 


The awkward silence was stifling. I’d lost all
sense of manners, staring at my friends and totally ignoring Alek. When another
minute passed, he reached out his hand and introduced himself to Katherine
first.


Real smooth,
Sara. 


 “I’m Alek Devera, a friend of Sara’s. Nice to meet you.” Smiling at
the old woman was going to surely cause her to faint right in front of all of
us. 


I saw her visibly falter as she held his palm in
hers, thinking God knew what. “Hello, Alek. Pleasure to meet you. I’m Katherine,”
she said before taking a step to the side and pointing at the other man in the
room with us. “And this is Matt.”


The two men shook hands, eyeing each other up
before releasing their grip. Alek was clearly sizing up his competition, Matt returning his
scrutiny. I think I was the only one who realized what was happening, all the
more reason I was becoming very uncomfortable. 


“So tell me, Alek. How do you know our Sara?” Katherine
questioned, clearly interested in the new man in my life, even if she thought
he was only a friend. 


“I came into the shop last week and have been lucky
enough to hang out with this beautiful woman a few times since then.” Short and to the point. 


“I see.” Katherine’s sudden curtness had me
knitting my brow in confusion. 


As if he sensed something wasn’t quite right, Alek
politely excused himself. “Well, I should be going now before I’m late. Nice to
meet you all.” He turned toward me and asked, “Sara, can you please walk me
out?” 


It wasn’t a request.


I moved toward him and he instinctively gripped my
elbow, helping to usher me from the shop. I normally would have taken his
actions as possessive but truth be told, I didn’t mind—not from him. I was
thrilled each and every time he thought to touch me, even in the most innocent
of ways.


Once outside, he escorted me further down the
sidewalk, away from the big window of the store.


Figuring we were in a more private spot, away from
any potential roving eyes, he stepped closer. “I’ll call you later tonight.” It
was all he said before he leaned down and kissed me. It was a simple, soft kiss
at first, but the longer his lips covered mine, the more sensual the entanglement
became. He started invading my mouth, searching for my tongue to entertain his
own. Our display was not fit for public consumption, but I didn’t care. Any
reservations I would have had completely disappeared with every stroke of his
kiss, every graze of his lips and every breath we shared. 


Raising his hand to grip the back of my neck, he accidentally,
or purposely, grazed the side of my breast. The look on his face gave nothing
away, but it didn’t matter; he was going to drive me crazy, right there in the
middle of the sidewalk in broad daylight. 


Suddenly, he broke the kiss, leaving me wanting
more. I was sure it was his intention all along. His gaze lingered on my mouth until
he eventually connected with my eyes. 


He was grinning. Big. 


“Are you happy with yourself?” I panted breathlessly.



“Why, yes, I am.” He was still smirking as he walked
toward his car. 


Katherine was patiently waiting for me when I
finally made my way back inside. I was unknowingly running my fingers across my
lips when I saw her, staring at me with a questioning look in her eyes.


“What?” I asked, baffled by the expression on her
face. 


 “Honey, do
you know who that is?” 


“Yeah, Alek Devera.” Hello? You just met him. 


“How do you really
know him?” I wasn’t sure I knew exactly what she was asking me, my impatience
for this whole dance quickly irking me.


“I met him when he came into the shop, just like he
mentioned. I’ve run into him a few times since then.” I didn’t get into any of
the specifics with her; I wanted to keep those private. Plus, I didn’t even know
where to begin or how to explain our encounters.


Coming out from behind the counter, Katherine took
a few steps until she was standing beside me. The look on her face was shock
mixed with wariness. “He is the Alek Devera. He owns half of Seattle and then some.”


“Yeah, I found out all that yesterday.” There
wasn’t much more to say other than that.


“Be careful, honey. He has quite the reputation,
and I would hate for you to be swept off your feet, blindsided by his charm,
and of course those looks of his. But then again, who could resist that face?”
she said, more to herself than to me. “Oh, if only I was about forty years
younger…” She trailed off as the corners of her lips turned up, meeting her
eyes immediately. 


Her outburst had us both laughing, and it felt good
to release some of the tension which had been building since he’d walked
through the door.


         “But seriously, be careful with him.”


         “I will. We’re only friends anyway, so
it’s no big deal,” I lied. I wanted to protect my secret a little while longer.
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Sara


                        


Katherine’s outburst about Alek had me wanting to
do some research of my own. I had to see what I was in for if I was going to
continue to entertain the idea of seeing him again. Utilizing the computer at
the front desk, I made quick work of it since I didn’t want to tie it up for
too long.


Searching for the name ‘Alek Devera’
instantly bombarded me with image after image of the man who sent my heart
aflutter. Most of the pictures were of him with a woman. So many different
women. My excitement fell the more I saw, inexplicable feelings of jealousy
coursing through my veins. After my eyes had enough of the barrage of pictures,
I couldn’t decide which was worse: the fact he was always with a different
woman or that he couldn’t settle on just one. 


Nevertheless, he always looked stunning, ever the
photogenic subject. Most of the images looked like they were from some sort of
fundraiser or charity type event, the formalwear a sure giveaway. Mixed in with
the formal pics, there were some candid ones, as well. Walking out of a
building, getting into the back of a town car and even strolling along while
talking on his cell phone were among the many other images ingraining
themselves into my brain. 


When I finally peeled my eyes from the pictures, I
read some of the articles. He was very involved in numerous charities, but the
one which he seemed to be the most active with was for domestic abuse. 


Out of all
the causes in the world, why this one?


When I came across some clippings mentioning his philandering
ways, I almost stopped my search altogether. But of course, my curiosity won
out, needing to find out as much about Alek as I could. When is Seattle’s most eligible bachelor going to finally settle down? Who
is the woman on his arm this week? Is Alek Devera
seeing two women at the same time? Those were the types of articles I came
across, aggravating me more than should have been normal. 


Maybe
Katherine was right. I should be careful with him. Maybe
he had his own agenda for wanting to see me. Maybe he was only trying to get me
into bed, seeing me as a challenge because I was a virgin. 


No matter how much I tried to reason with myself, I
couldn’t stop myself from finding out. 


~~~~


I made it home in time to meet with the install
guy. He was in and out in record time, going over all the instructions before
he left. Admitting I felt safer was almost like admitting defeat; that Alek
really did know best. But I wouldn’t dwell on it too much, realizing the sense
of security his generous offer provided was long overdue. 


“Sara, your cell is ringing. Do you want it?” Alexa
called out from the kitchen.


I knew exactly who it was from the ringtone. “Let
it go to voicemail. I’ll get it when I’m done changing.” I wasn’t planning on
going anywhere for the evening, so my normal protocol was to change into PJs
for the night. 


My phone instantly started ringing again, went to
voicemail then started ringing again. 


Man, is he
persistent. 


The fourth time my phone rang, I picked it up.


“Are you okay?” he blurted out before I could even
say hello. “I was worried something happened to you.” His tone confused me. He
seemed irritated but also genuinely worried, for what reason I had no idea. 


He just had
someone install a high-end security system. What the hell does he think would
happen to me in that short amount of time?


“I was busy, Alek.” My curtness came out more stern
than I planned but maybe it was for the best, letting him know I was a grown-ass
woman who didn’t answer to anyone.


“Too busy to answer your phone?” 


“What did you need, Alek?” I asked right away,
wanting to get to the point of his call. I was weirdly flattered he was worried
about me, but he was going about it all wrong. 


“I’d like you to answer the phone when I call you,”
he demanded. After a few moments of silence, I parted my lips to respond with a
smart-ass comment but he cut me off before I could speak. “Please,” he beseeched,
his tone softer than before. I heard a twinge of desperation in his voice and
it confused me. 


If I agreed with him, he’d move on. So that was exactly
what I did. 


“Fine, Alek. Fine,” I huffed into the phone, so
ready to change the subject. 


Pleased with my response, he jumped right into it. “So,
now that the installation is done, are you all clear on how to use the system? Have
you ever had one before? Do you know what to do? Does Alexa? I have the same
system, so if you need any help, I can be there in no time at all.”


Jesus, he didn’t even take a breath. His verbal
spewing had me smiling—until a certain thought occurred to me. How did he know the install guy was gone?
Oh, good Lord, he was unbelievable. “Did you have him call you when he finished
the job, Alek?”


“Of course I did. Why, does that shock you? Because
it shouldn’t.” I heard him chuckle, relieving some of the tension on his end. Or
was it on my end? 


“No, I guess not,” I confessed.


 It really
didn’t.


“So, are you okay with operating it?” 


As I was describing my comfort level with the
complicated piece of equipment, I heard a knock on the front door. “Hold on,
someone’s here.” 


My fingers circled the knob and I tugged it open,
not even really paying attention to who it could have been. 


I sucked in a rush of air when my eyes landed on
the man crowding the entryway, looking even more delicious than he had earlier
in the day. Alek didn’t even wait for me to invite him in, instead taking a few
steps forward, brushing past me as he entered the small but comfortable space. 


He was still dressed in his fancy suit, his tie a
little lopsided from a long day at the office. I didn’t think I’d ever tire of
seeing him dressed that way. Although he made casual look just as sexy. Actually,
he looked even better practically naked, a memory forever etched into my brain.



So, in essence, no matter what he was wearing, or not wearing, he was still drool-worthy. 


“How long have you been standing there? And why
didn’t you tell me you were on your way over?” It was then I remembered I was
in a tank top, braless nonetheless, and small jersey shorts. My pajamas.


He took his time perusing my body, making me blush
profusely for some reason.


“I just pulled up, and I didn’t tell you I was
coming over because I didn’t want you to try and talk me out of it. I needed to
see you.” Taking another quick glance up and down my body, he took a step
closer, both fists clenched at his sides. “Why would you answer your door
dressed like that, Sara?” The air between us instantly shifted to an
uncomfortable one. He was actually pissed off. 


He really was unbelievable. I thought women were
the only ones with those kinds of mood swings.


Defensively, I put my hand on my hip, trying my
best to keep the sarcasm from my voice. “Well, the only person who would come
by to see us would be Matt. So it’s perfectly fine I’m dressed this way.”


Apparently, it was
the wrong thing to say. His nostrils flared, and his jaw clenched so tightly I
thought it would shatter from the sheer pressure alone. 


“You fucking dress like that around Matt? I can see
your tits straight through your tiny-ass shirt. And those shorts are clinging
to every part of you.” Realizing he was almost shouting, he took a deep breath
before continuing. “I’m doing everything in my power not to drag you into your
room and rip off what little clothing you have on. I can only imagine what runs
through his head when you dress like
this.” He was fuming, pacing back and forth in front of me. “Do you want to
fuck him, Sara?” 


I hadn’t been around Alek all that much, but it was
the most he’d cursed in my presence and the fact it was in anger, directed at
me, was throwing me off.


It was a good a time as any to tell him Matt was
gay, but I didn’t want to. It wasn’t my place to tell anyone, but he was
leaving me no choice. I really didn’t want him to think there was anything
going on between us. The unnerving need to tell him was becoming too much. 


“It’s not a big deal, Alek.” Sensing he was getting
ready to yell again, I quickly interrupted him before he could utter another
word. “He’s gay. Matt’s gay, Alek, so there’s nothing for you to be worried
about. He couldn’t care less if I answered the door naked, although that might
embarrass the both of us.” I was trying to make light of the situation, but I
could see by his expression he wasn’t amused. 


Not in the least. 


Damn, Mr.
Temperamental is really in a mood.


Daring to crowd his personal space, I courageously
took a single step in his direction, his demeanor softening the closer I moved
to him. I was still unsure of his mood so I stopped there, close enough to
gauge his curiosity but far enough to retreat if I had to. 


“You still shouldn’t be dressed like that in front
of anyone, Sara.”


“Even you?” The words left my lips before I’d
realized what I’d said. 


“Especially not me. Not if you want to preserve
your innocence,” he confessed, trying to disguise the look of want hiding
behind his beautiful eyes. He huffed a quick breath and stalked toward me, looking
as if he was going to pounce if I didn’t take cover. 


His movements forced me to retreat, slowly making
my way toward the kitchen. Our eyes locked on one another, his smoldering gaze
almost too much to bear. He was telling me everything and nothing at all. Desire
was clear in not only his face but the rise and fall of his chest. The curve of
his mouth and the sight of his tongue teasing his bottom lip were driving me
insane. 


His mere presence ignited my desire. What would
happen when he actually touched me? 


It wasn’t until my back came flush with the kitchen
island did I stop moving. Before I could even attempt to turn away, he wrapped
his arms around my waist and hoisted me on top of the counter. Moving his
strong body between my thighs, he pushed my scantily clad legs apart to fully accommodate
him. His thick arousal pressed tightly against the seam of his pants. 


I was lost. 


Lost in what I’d fantasized about since I’d met
him. 


Lost in the dream of it all coming true. 


Lost in…him.


Working his hands up from my waist, he brushed his
fingertips over my sensitive nipples, hardening them at once. 


“Alek,” I pleaded, the mere thought of what was to
come making me squirm where I sat, imprisoned in his lustful hold. 


“I tried, Sara. I really did,” he whispered quickly
before he leaned down to capture my mouth. His kiss wasn’t gentle. It was deep
and hungry. He was desperate to taste me. 


To own and claim me. 


I didn’t resist him, not at all. Snagging my lower
lip, he dragged the sensitive flesh through his teeth, causing me to lose all
control. Completely and utterly. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled
him closer. 


He had one of his hands firmly placed at the nape
of my neck, almost as if he was holding me in place so he could continue his
assault on my slightly bruised mouth. His other hand lowered until he grabbed the
waistband of my shorts. Pulling the fabric away from my belly, he slid two
fingers down until he found my clit. 


He broke our kiss, moving slowly toward my ear,
nibbling at my skin until he landed on my lobe. “Do you want me inside you,
Sara? Do you want to feel me stretch you? Tell me you can’t wait for me to fill
you”—he bit the sensitive skin—“with my thick cock.” 


What the hell could I say to that? Yes, please sounded too polite. What I
wanted to scream was Hell yeah, I want you to fuck me into the middle of
next week. But those weren’t the words I chose. Instead, a simple “Yes”
escaped my lips. I was hoping he knew what that one simple word really entailed.



Every stroke from his fingers made me so dizzy, I couldn’t
even think straight. I wanted to order him to take me to my bedroom and have
his way with me, but I couldn’t get the words out. I could only focus on what
he was doing to me, right there in the middle of my apartment. 


My hands lifted upwards until they were tangled in
the thick mane of his dark hair. Gripping him hard, I pulled his lips to mine
once more, making it so we were devouring one another. 


His hand was still expertly working on me, bringing
me closer to orgasm. I moaned into his mouth, pleading with him to continue
until my body exploded. “That…” I panted. “That feels incredible. Don’t stop. Please…”


It wasn’t until he pushed inside, my walls gripping
his fingers, did I build toward my release. His thumb feverishly worked my clit
as his fingers stretched me, the feeling strange but amazing. 


I matched his rhythm with my thrusts, building and
building until my muscles finally clenched, giving way to the most intense
orgasm of my life. 


“That’s it, baby. Come
for me.” He continued commanding my mouth, his tongue teasing me as I rode out
my high. 


When the pleasure
started to subside and my breathing slowed, the haze which had been built up
around me dissipated, throwing me back into the reality of the situation.


Withdrawing his hand from my shorts, he grabbed me
by the waist and lifted me down until my feet met the ground, my legs a little
wobbly still. I instantly clutched onto his arms, doing my best not to topple
over until I’d regained all of my strength. He held me tightly, giving me the
time I needed. 


 No sooner had we
let go of one another did Alexa come walking down the hall toward the kitchen. Toward
us. She stopped abruptly when she saw the flushed look on my face. Quickly
looking up at him, I couldn’t help but notice how calm he seemed. And dare I
say unaffected?


“Am I interrupting something?” she asked, having
the decency to actually blush, stopping in her tracks and looking to me for
approval to approach further. 


“No, it’s okay. You can come in and get whatever
you need. Don’t mind us.” I was trying to control my flustered voice as I spoke
to her. 


She smiled and said hello to Alek as she passed by.
Once she was hidden behind him, she found my eyes and mouthed holy fuck, making me laugh at her
brazenness. Alek gave me an inquiring look. I shook my head and laughed again.


He ushered me from the kitchen and toward the front
door. I guess he’s leaving now. Trying
my best to hide the look of disappointment on my face, I looked up at him and
gave him a genuine smile. 


“Well, I better be heading home. I have to go out of
town for a couple days, but I’ll call you when I get back.” He reached out and grasped
my hand. “Please answer your phone, Sara.” 


When I didn’t respond right away, he cocked his
head to the side and gave me an expectant look. He’ll wait here all night until I give him the answer he wants. 


“All right already, I’ll answer your call,” I said
with a smirk.


“Okay, make sure. And hit the code to the alarm as
soon as I leave.” He leaned closer and gave me a sweet goodbye kiss, never
giving way to what had occurred a few feet away a couple minutes before. 


Then he was gone. And I was left already missing him. 


Oh, this can’t be
good. 
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Alek



 

I’d never been so happy for a business trip before
in my entire life. My short time in Vegas would hopefully help me to get my
head on straight again. I was weakening around Sara and plainly put, it wasn’t
fucking good. 


I tried over and over to take it slowly, to try and
get to know her and give her adequate time for her to get to know me in return.
But every time we shared the same space, all of my reasoning simply
disappeared. 


Daily meetings and countless hours of dealing with
the construction plans for my newest hotel were enough to keep me distracted. It
was only at night, when I was alone in bed, did my thoughts drift to the one
woman who turned my world upside-down. I’d thought I was immune to feeling that
way, but I guessed I was wrong. 


And I was never so happy.


Still, we were
moving a bit fast. Not for me but certainly for her, I was sure. I needed her
to trust me completely. I needed her to never doubt my genuine feelings for her
because if she ever found out what I was hiding, I needed her loyalty and
unguarded love to help her see the real me again. 


It was Thursday evening when I finally called her.


“Hello.” She answered on the second ring. I think
she was trying to go for nonchalant, but she didn’t quite pull it off. I knew
she was as excited to talk to me as I was to her, although I was able to hide the eagerness from my voice. 


“Hi there, beautiful. Miss me?” I couldn’t help myself,
forever wanting her to stroke my ego. Among other things. 


“No, not particularly.” 


I decided to call her bluff. “Now why are you lying
to me, Sara? Do I have to put you over my knee and spank the truth out of you?”
I heard her gasp, a sound which instantly had me rock-hard. The image of her
bent over my knee was torture, but her response to my outburst almost made me
lose it.


“Do what you think you have to, Alek.” There was no
shyness in her reply, which I found kind of surprising seeing as how she
blushed quite a bit when she was near me. I
guess that’s the beauty of the phone. She could be as brazen as she wanted
in the privacy of her own home, far away from my prying eyes.


 “Don’t tempt
me, Sara.”


A few seconds of building tension was all she
needed to switch the subject. “So, how was your trip? Did you take care of
whatever it was you needed to?”


“There’s still a pressing matter but nothing I
can’t handle.” Work was the last thing I wanted to think let alone talk about,
but I didn’t want to discourage her from asking me questions about my job. 


“Well, I’m sure everything will work out fine.” She was
silent for a moment. We both were.


I didn’t know why I was suddenly nervous. I wanted
to ask her to come over for dinner Saturday night, but the fear she could say
no was something I didn’t want to think about. In reality, I knew she would say
yes, but there was always the small chance she could decline and that would
crush me. I acted all cool and collected in front of her, but inside I was
freaking out. Well, not freaking out, but nervous nonetheless. 


Diving right in, I threw out the invitation, hoping
she would accept. “Sara, would you like to come over Saturday night for dinner?
I’m cooking,” I said, patiently waiting for her reply.


Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait too long. “Yes,
of course. What time?” 


“How about we make it for seven o’clock? I’ll make
sure you have the directions.” I hoped she didn’t think I was an ass for not
picking her up, but I had a surprise for her. A surprise I was sure she was
going to give me a hard time about, but I would persuade her to see it from my
point of view, like I always did. “Until then. Goodbye, Sara.” I hung up before
I lost all my willpower, drove over to her place and pinned her against her
bed. 


The thought alone was enough of an image to
pleasure myself to later on.
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Sara



 

I was so busy at work the next day I didn’t really
have an opportunity to dwell on thoughts of seeing Alek on Saturday. I was
beyond excited but nervous, as well. My body’s reaction to him was so powerful
I could only wonder if we would end up in bed together. My first time. Normally,
I would have been anxious, but the thought of Alek being the man who would
claim my innocence set off an instinctive need to surrender to him. 


He was the only man I’d let inside my guarded bubble.



He was the only one who had ever made me feel safe.



After the initial rush had calmed down later in the
afternoon, I grabbed my phone to check and see if I had any texts or voicemails
from him. A girl could dream, right? As
I opened it up, it rang. I answered immediately. 


“Hey, girl. What are you up to tonight?” Alexa
asked.


Trying to hide my disappointment it wasn’t Alek, I
answered nonchalantly. “I didn’t have any plans. Why? What were you thinking? Movie
night?”


“No, I was thinking more like going out for a
drink. Since we both have work early tomorrow, we won’t stay out late. I
promise.” When I didn’t answer right away, she pleaded with me. “Pretty please
with sugar on top? I’ve been stressing badly at work and I need some liquid
relief.”


Deciding to put my friend out of her misery, I
agreed. “Okay. As long as we’re not out too late, I’m good with a quick drink. I’ll
ask Matt and see if he’s free, yeah?”


“Yeah, of course. Sounds good. I’ll see you at home
later.”


~~~~


We all decided to go to a well-known, local
watering hole. It was a pretty big place but it wasn’t overly crowded, which
was probably due to the fact it was a week night.


Once we had our drinks in hand, we found a private
place to sit so we could just chill and hang out.


“So, what’s going on at work, Lex? Are the women
there driving you crazy again?” I knew she had some issues with some of her
co-workers but normally she didn’t let it get to her, choosing to ignore them
and go on about her business instead. 


“No, this time it isn’t about the women.” She gazed
out toward the crowd, not really looking at anyone in particular but instead, staring
out into thin air. I bumped her shoulder with my own, nudging her to tell us
what the problem was at work. “It’s the new boss,” she finally confessed.


She had mentioned to me once before the marketing
firm she worked for was recently bought out. 
Now, apparently, she didn’t like who was in charge.


“What’s wrong with the boss?” Matt chimed into the
conversation. 


“Well, for starters, he’s unbelievably hot,” Alexa
grunted.


“Why is that a problem?” Matt and I amusingly said
at the same time, which only made us laugh harder, gaining a faint smirk from
Alexa. 


“It’s a problem because I can’t fully concentrate
on my job when he’s loitering around next to me. I feel inadequate when he asks
me a question and I have to have him repeat himself. Then there are times where
I swear he’s considering firing my distracted ass. All of it has made for a
very stressful situation over the past few weeks.” 


She took a long drink after spilling all her
information.


Matt wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled
her close. “You have to figure out ways to steer clear of him then. Do you sit
close to him? If you do, can you request to move your office somewhere else?”


“His office is at the far end of our floor, so asking
to move would kind of seem ridiculous. And it’s not like I see him all day
long, but when I do, I can’t control my wandering thoughts.” Slumping forward a
little, she continued with, “I just have to suck it up and get over it. Somehow.”


“I’m sure you’ll figure it out, Lex. Plus, it’s not
the worst problem to have at work. A hot boss? We can all only dream.” I tried
to make her see there were worse things which could happen in the workplace. Having
someone nice to look at wasn’t really one of them.


“I have a hot boss,” Matt commented, which made us
all laugh.


“Yes, you do, my friend,” I replied, flicking my
hair over my shoulder.


As I turned my head while goofing off, I caught a
glimpse of Alek standing near the bar. I
wonder what he’s doing here. It was weird to find someone like him in such
a casual place. The shock of actually seeing him took a few seconds to wear
off. 


As I contemplated walking over there and saying
hello, I saw a blonde woman shimmy up next to him, running her hands all over
him as if they were a couple. 


My heart sank. 


I knew we weren’t exclusive. Hell, we weren’t even
dating, but the sight of him with someone else was too much. 


Trying to convince myself to play it cool, I looked
away from the offensive sight and turned back toward my friends. Don’t think about him. Don’t you dare think
about him. But I did. I did think about him. How
could I not? He’d consumed my every thought recently. And there he was, across
the bar, with some beautiful…bitch. Yeah,
I know. I’m being catty, but as long as I don’t voice it, it’s okay. My secret is safe with me. 


My thoughts were interrupted when Matt nudged me. “Isn’t
that Alek over there, Sara?” He leaned closer to get a better look. “Who’s the
woman with him?” he asked, continuing to stare.


“Yeah, it’s him, and I don’t know who she is.” I
tried to appear unaffected, but inside I was a wreck. “If you guys will excuse
me, I need another drink. I’ll be right back.” I was sure they could see I was
upset. 


Sneaking through the crowd so he wouldn’t see me, I
found a place on the opposite side of the bar. Luckily, I was able to get
served upon arrival, nursing my drink while I thought about what I should do. Should
I say hi? Should I make him introduce me to his friend? Should I ignore him? Damn it! I had no idea. My
heart beat fast as I tried to decipher which emotion was actually plaguing me.


Anger?


Heartache?


Jealousy?


A mixture of all three?


I wasn’t in my seat two minutes when I heard his
voice behind me. Because my mind was all over the place, I never even thought
to keep an eye out for whether or not he actually saw me. 


“Don’t you think you’ve had enough to drink, Sara?”
he asked as he reached across me and tried to push my drink away. His scent
enveloped me, making me think all sorts of crazy thoughts. Squaring my
shoulders, my body went rigid as I slowly turned around in my seat. I couldn’t
let on to the effect he had on me. I was too upset.


I guess I’m
settling on the emotion of anger.


“I can take care of myself, Mr. Devera.
Thank you very much. But if you insist on feigning interest over someone, why
don’t you do it with your date?” I huffed, pointing toward the woman who was
all too happy rubbing against him.  


“Who exactly are you referring to?” He knows exactly who I mean.


“The woman who has been hanging all over you. The
one who obviously thinks you’re an item,” I snarled, anger sneaking out on the
tip of every word.


I turned back around and reached for my drink, but
he was much quicker than I was. He abruptly grabbed it and handed it off to the
bartender before I could utter my objection.


“Alek, what the hell? You can’t possibly think you
can stand there and dictate how much I’m allowed to drink. You have absolutely
no right and you know it.” He had such nerve, toying with me, pretending to be interested
in me, even inviting me to dinner at his house. Then showing up with some other
woman. 


I knew us running into one another was a
coincidence, but still. 


“I have every right since I seem to be the only one
who is constantly looking out for your well-being.” 


“Oh, okay,” I scoffed. “Yeah, I’m really in an
unsafe place right now, surrounded by all these people. Not to mention my
friends are with me. Get over yourself.”


I motioned for the bartender, waiting for him to
make his way over. I wasn’t going to let him get away with treating me like I
was some stupid female who couldn’t handle her liquor. Admittedly, sometimes I became
a bit tipsy, but if I wasn’t driving, what did it matter? I didn’t drink much
to begin with, so I didn’t see the harm in letting loose every once in a while.
I can’t even believe he’s making me
justify wanting a drink, to myself nonetheless. 


“Like I said, go control your date’s every move…not
mine.” 


“She is not my date!” he barked. I’d obviously wormed
my way under his skin. Good. It was the
least I could do given the shitty circumstance.


He calmed down right away, running his fingers up
and down my arm. “I only have eyes for you, Sara. Don’t you know that by now?” 


“Go sell that crap to someone who will believe you,
Alek.” My statement made him wince. 


I shrugged my arm away from his touch, burning a
hole right through the back of the bartender. I’d never wanted a drink more
than I did at that exact moment. I needed it to calm my rising nerves, but I also
wanted it simply to aggravate Alek. 


Finally, the bartender made his way back over but
before I could give him my order, Alek told him to cut me off, informing him I
wasn’t allowed any more to drink. The bartender simply nodded. “Sure thing, Mr.
Devera. Whatever you say.”


I turned around so quickly, I smashed right into
him. Damn, can’t he give me any room? “You’re
such an arrogant ass,” I mumbled through clenched teeth. “What gives you the
right to cut me off? I’ve only had two drinks so far tonight. That’s far from
being at the point where you should be concerned, not that you should even be concerned about what I’m doing.” Admittedly,
I was allowing my emotions to take over, reacting more dramatically than I
would have with anyone else. 


It’s all his
fault, really. 


The bastard actually smiled at me. Ugh, I had to
get away from him before I really snapped out and lost it. I wasn’t a violent
person, not by any means, but I was struggling with not throat-punching him
right then. I tried to wriggle free of my seat, but he blocked my escape. 


“Move,” I said, a little too calmly. I was trying
to rein it in, no matter how hard it was. I put my hands on his chest, trying
to make him back up, but he didn’t move. Not one step. He laughed at my feeble
attempt, stepping even closer than he was before. 


“I’m not going anywhere and neither are you, Sara. Not
without me, at least.” As he was about to reach for me, the woman who had been
rubbing against him earlier saddled up to him, seized his hand and attempted to
pull him close. 


At first glance, she was a very attractive woman,
her long, blonde hair trickling down her back in large waves. Her model-type
figure instantly made me self-conscious, her pouty lips the final blow to my self-esteem.
But the more I looked at her, the more I could tell she was someone who was
only concerned about herself. Fakeness crept from every pore in her perfect
body.


“Who do we have here?” she asked with reserved
contempt, checking me out from head to toe. She tried to pull off sweet but failed
miserably. 


“Apparently no one,” I retorted. As Alek turned his
head to look at her, I knocked him off-balance enough to take a step back. It
was all the room I needed to escape. And escape I did. Quickly. I ran through
the place looking for Alexa and Matt. I knew they were there somewhere, but it
was hard to peer through the sea of people. 


“Sara!” Alek yelled behind me, his voice too close
for comfort. I broke out in a run, dodging in and out of the other patrons,
still searching for a glimpse of my friends. Oh, where are they? 


Finally, I saw Matt standing
in the far corner, talking to a very handsome guy. They were standing a little
too close, but not enough for anyone to think they were anything except good buddies. But since I knew his secret, I saw what was obvious to me.


I hastily made my way over to them. “Matt, are you
leaving anytime soon?” I was out of breath but I didn’t want to alarm him,
trying my best to calm down as quickly as possible. 


“Yeah, I was about to head out in a few minutes. Why?
What’s wrong? You look like someone’s been chasing you.” He hit the nail on the head and he doesn’t even know it.


“No, I was just flustered because I couldn’t find
you guys.” I broke eye contact with him and scanned the area near us. “Where’s
Alexa?”


“She’s somewhere out on the dance floor. You know
her; a good song is all it takes.” He reached for my hand and pulled me into him,
suddenly glancing from me to the guy standing on his other side. 


I nudged him. Hard. “Introduce me to your friend.” 


“Oh, sorry. Sara, this is Marcus. Marcus, this is
my dear friend, Sara.” 


“Very nice to meet you, Marcus.” He was very
attractive, not as handsome as Matt, but pretty darn close. His ashy-blond hair
complemented his light brown eyes. He actually reminded me of the boy next door
but with some sex appeal. 


We were engaged in light conversation when I felt
someone tug on my arm. Glancing over, I saw Alek standing behind me, crowding
my personal space. 


“Can I have a word, please?” he asked, trying to
appear calm, but I saw the cracks in his appearance. I could see right through
his façade and it made me smile…on the inside, of course. I was happy to see
I’d had a profound effect on the infuriating man. 


“No. I don’t have anything to say to you, so you
may as well leave.” I stood firm, my resolve unshakable. Okay, it was shakable,
but I tried very hard to pull off the opposite effect. 


Completely ignoring me, he grabbed
my hand and tried to tug me away from Matt—who, by the way, was in the
crosshairs of Alek’s dangerous scowl. They clearly didn’t care for one another.
Matt didn’t trust Alek, for reasons unknown to me. And Alek wasn’t fully convinced Matt didn’t want to sleep with me. The thought
alone was absurd. He had no romantic feelings for me at all, but there was no
getting that through Alek’s thick skull.


“Five minutes. Please, Sara,” he implored, which I
found surprising coming from a man with his type of power and wealth. I
couldn’t imagine him even asking for
the attention of the opposite sex, let alone trying to convince them to be
alone with him. 


When he didn’t let go, Matt felt as if he should
step in on my behalf. “She said no, Alek, so why don’t you get lost?” 


Oh, no!


“Well, Matt, this is none of your business. This is
between me and Sara. I’m warning you. Don’t interfere.” He was quite literally
glaring at Matt, tempting him to make a move. 


“You’re warning me?
Who the fuck do you think you are?” Matt yelled as he advanced toward him. With
my eyes practically bugging out of my head, I sucked in a quick breath, glanced
from one man to the other, and put myself smack dab in the middle of them. 


“Who am I?
I’m the guy who’s gonna kick your fucking ass if you
don’t mind your own goddamn business.” He was practically spitting at Matt, so
I knew I had to act quickly. I put my hands up and gripped his upper arms to
try and get him to back up. Holy shit!
He was even more defined than I remembered; he would surely hurt Matt if it
escalated any further.


Although Matt was fit, muscular and could hold his
own, I was sure he was no match for Alek. The man was not only taller than Matt,
but he was physically bigger and would surely put a hurtin’
on him. I didn’t want any of that to happen. While I’d appreciated Matt
sticking up for me, I didn’t want him to be put in the position of defending me.



“Alek, come on. You wanted five minutes? I’ll give
you five minutes, but you have to move. Now!” I practically shouted in his
face. His icy stare slowly shifted from Matt to me, his face gradually changing
when his eyes connected with mine. 


As we were walking away, I heard Matt yell after
us. “This isn’t over, Devera!” I knew Alek heard him
because he sucked in a breath and made to turn around, but I grabbed his hand
and pulled him toward the front door. 


He nearly crushed my fingers, letting up some when
I smacked him on the arm. “Is it your intention to break my hand?”


“Sorry. I just love the feeling of touching you. I get
a little overexcited, I guess,” he confessed, smiling at me. You would never
know he’d almost been involved in a fist fight a minute ago. The man was the
master at switching moods when it suited him, which could be somewhat
dangerous, depending on the situation. 


I let go of his hand when we reached the sidewalk
and saw his face fall, although he recovered quickly. 


“You would be wise to tell Matt to back off in the
future, or next time there won’t be any warning.” 


“Matt was only trying to protect me. You of all
people should understand that. You should be grateful I have a friend who cares
enough about me to stick up for me, especially against a crazy man such as
yourself.” I tried to get him to see how ridiculous he was being, but I
probably wouldn’t convince him.


“I will admit nothing. And I’m still not convinced
he doesn’t have an ulterior motive, Sara.”


“Alek.” I sighed. “I’m not going over it again. I
told you before. Matt is gay. Please, let it go already,” I huffed. The look on
his face was truly priceless. I’m sure
he’s not used to having people dismiss him. Ever. 


“We’ll see.” His eyes flicked all around, taking
note of our surroundings before shifting his penetrative stare in my direction.


“So, what’s so important you had to cause a scene? What
did you want to talk to me about?” I asked, kind of already knowing what he
wanted to discuss. 


“I wanted to make sure you knew I didn’t come here
with Jacinda. I know what it must look like, but I
swear there’s nothing between us. I’m only interested in you, Sara. Please,
trust me.” 


Trust you? Well, maybe don’t let another woman grope you. 


“Did you ever sleep with her?”
Oh, my God, I can’t believe I just asked
him that. He’d probably tell me no, though. 


Without missing a beat, he answered. “Yes, but it
was a long time ago.” Okay, I didn’t see
that one coming, but at least he’s being honest. Although, I then had a
picture in my head of the two of them rolling around naked, and it started to
make me see red. 


Which led me to my next awful thought. Why was he
pursing me when he could just as easily hook up with her? Anyone could see how
much she wanted him.


“Well, she obviously wants you. So...uh, why don’t
you leave me alone?” He managed to fluster me, making me trip over my own damn
words. 


Narrowing his eyes, he bit his lower lip and tried
to come up with something to say in response to my little outburst. 


“Are you jealous, Sara? Are you jealous of Jacinda?”      


What the hell?
Is he mocking me?


“Of her? Really? Be jealous over someone who is so
obviously fake? I don’t think so!” I exclaimed, and quite loudly, too. I knew I
was being petty, but I didn’t care. 


“You’re right. There’s no need to be jealous of Jacinda. No need at all.”


Stop saying
her name! 


“But she obviously wants you, Alek,” I repeated. “Try
and deny it.”


“I’m fully aware she wants me. But I don’t want her. I want you. It’s as
simple as that. I thought you knew this already.”


The words came out before I could stop them. “Why
would you want me when you can have her?” Shit!
I can’t believe I asked him another stupid question. Nothing like putting
it out there how vulnerable and insecure I was.


When he didn’t respond, I forced myself to look up
into his gorgeous face, the square of his jaw ticking as if annoyed. Would he
all of a sudden realize I was right and he should be with her? Would he
instantly become aware of how ridiculous it was to chase someone who fought him
at every turn? I didn’t know, but I hoped not. 


With every fiber of my delicate heart, I hoped not.


After what seemed like forever, he finally broke
the silence. “Why would I want someone like her when I have someone like you? You’re
the total package, Sara. Don’t you see that?”


I was stunned. 


Truly stunned and a bit confused. 


“You are beyond beautiful and have a body which
makes me want to lose my mind every time I have the pleasure of looking at it, let
alone touching it. You’re a strong woman who is not afraid to speak your mind,
ever. And although you are the most obstinate, exasperating woman I have ever
met, you make me feel things I’ve never felt before, not with anyone. So again,
I ask you, why would I want someone like her, or anyone else for that matter,
when I have someone like you?” 


He was holding my chin up toward his face to make
sure I could see the sincerity in his eyes. 


Without letting another second pass, he pulled me
into his embrace and proceeded to kiss me with a passion which should’ve only been
reserved for private. But I gave in to him because I couldn’t hold back any
longer, either. His arms snaked around my back and gripped my shirt, trying to
pull me impossibly close. It wasn’t until I released a small moan into his
mouth did he really unleash his possessiveness toward me. His tongue invaded my
mouth, trying to claim every piece of me. His dominant ways were evident
through his kiss and I found myself loving every minute of it. 


We were sadly interrupted when Alexa and Matt came bustling
outside looking for me. It was
getting late, and I had a busy day ahead of me at the shop. Shuffling his feet
near the entrance to the bar, Matt kept his eyes locked on Alek, glancing over
at me every few seconds to make sure I was okay. Alexa, on the other hand, had
an ear-splitting grin plastered on her face. When she caught my attention, she
winked and made an O face. She actually made me laugh. She was so brazen, not
caring what anyone thought, which made her actions funnier to me.


A few seconds of awkward silence followed. “Well, I
guess I should be going now,” I said, taking a step back. A step he clearly
didn’t like, but there wasn’t any more we were going to do that night. I had to
go, and he knew it. 


“Can I give you a ride home?” he asked as he invaded
my personal space again. 


“Thanks, but I came here with my friends and I
should leave with them, as well.” His face fell. “But I’ll see you tomorrow
night?” It was a question, not a statement. I knew he’d just declared his like for me, but I wanted to be sure he
meant it and wasn’t only keeping me on the line as a back-up. Back-up for what,
I had no idea. But then again, all of the thoughts which ran through my mind
didn’t make a lick of sense.


He reached for my hand, his eyes quickly shifting
to Matt before he leaned in and gave me another kiss. A passionate, lust-filled
kiss. 


He was marking me. Claiming me in front of the one
guy he viewed as a threat.


I sure hope
he isn’t thinking of throwing me over his shoulder and beating his chest like a
caveman.


That would be
taking it a little too far.
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Sara



 

Agreeing to let me use her car, Alexa knew all
about the dinner plans I had with Alek. Every time she brought it up, she would
wiggle her eyebrows and laugh. It was her not-too-subtle way of letting me know
she thought Alek and I would sleep together afterward. I dismissed her antics
with nothing but a smile. In reality, I didn’t know what would happen. I’d never
wanted anyone more, but I also didn’t want to be just another notch on his
bedpost, especially since I didn’t have any of my own.


I was trying not to overthink the upcoming
situation, instead focusing on what I was going to wear. I didn’t want to go
super comfy, but I didn’t want to get too dressed up, either. It was supposed
to be a casual dinner at his house, or so that was my interpretation from the
nonchalant way he’d invited me. 


As if reading my thoughts, Alexa barged into my
room all excited. After a very long debate, we settled on an outfit we both
deemed appropriate. A red, sleeveless top with cream satin edging around the
deep V and shoulders was my first and only choice, fitting me to perfection. I
paired it with my best pair of dark skinny jeans and my leopard-print heels to
kick it up a notch. 


Feeling sexy, I made sure to wear my best
underwear, a black lace bra and matching thong I’d spent a small fortune on a
while back. But I’d never had a reason to wear it before. Again, not saying I knew
what would happen, but at least I’d be prepared. 


As I was finishing up my hair, Alexa yelled to me
from the front room. 


“Hey, Sara, a package was delivered for you. It’s a
small manila envelope, and it feels like there’s something small and hard
inside. Hurry up so you can open it.” 


I wasn’t two feet in the living room before she
shoved the envelope at me. 


“Open it, open it. I want to see what it is
already,” she said, jumping from one foot to the other, her blonde hair
bouncing over her shoulders. I had to admit her curiosity and excitement was a
little contagious. 


I finally tore the top of the envelope off and
turned it upside-down. What fell out couldn’t possibly be what I’d thought it
was, right? 


“Holy shit, is that what I think it is?” Alexa asked,
staring at the object in my hand. 


“It fucking better not be,” I bit out, surprise and
irritation woven into my tone. 


The small, hard object was an Audi key ring,
complete with an extra valet key. I didn’t even have to ask who it was from.


We were making our way outside to see if it was for
real when my phone dinged. It was a text message from Alek. Of course. 


Don’t overthink
it, Sara. 


I’ve pre-loaded
my address into the navigation system. 


Looking forward
to seeing you. – Alek


Once we stepped outside, we practically tripped
over it. There, in the very first parking space, was a bright red, shiny new
Audi. Alexa grabbed the keys from my hand and clicked the unlock button, instantly
sliding into the driver’s seat. Slowly making my way around to the passenger’s side,
I opened the door and hesitantly entered the car. 


Alexa broke the silence with her usual banter. “What
the fuck, Sara? He bought you a car? A brand new Audi? Do you know how much
these cars cost? Wow!” Her excitement only fueled my disbelief. 


“Obviously, I can’t accept the car, Lex. There is
no way in hell I’m letting him buy me a car, let alone a brand new one.” I
think I was trying to convince myself more than Alexa at that point.


“What do you mean you can’t accept it? This is
probably chump change to him.” Her eyes were busy taking in every fancy aspect
of the vehicle. “And you do need a
car, Sara, so why not? He obviously wants you to have it.”


I did need a car, but I didn’t need that car. 


“I’ll drive it to his house tonight, but I’m
leaving it there. I can’t accept it. It’s too much.” 


 “You’re
crazy, girl.” She laughed, honking the horn and jumping from the noise. “But at
least you get to drive it, even if it’s only for one night.” 


Finally, after ten minutes of sitting in a car I
was only going to give back, we made our way back inside. 


Once I was finished getting ready, I took one last
look in the mirror and grabbed the rest of my things before heading toward the
front door once again. 


 “Be careful and
have fun, Sara. Seriously, enjoy yourself tonight.” She winked and closed the
door behind me as I left.
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Sara



 

Before I set the car in drive, I decided to give
him a quick call, letting him know I was leaving and would be a few minutes
late. 


“Hello, sweetheart. Are you on your way?” he asked,
his voice instantly making my body bristle with anticipation.


Sweetheart? I was taken off-guard by the term of endearment. Although I thought
it was a bit too soon for him to be referring to me in such a manner, I’d been
happy to hear it. 


“Uh…yeah. I’m leaving now, so I should be there in
about a half hour or so, barring there are no traffic issues. Oh, and by the way,
thank you but no thank you.” I gave him a brief moment to respond. But there
was only silence. “The car is a very generous gift, but I cannot accept it,
Alek. I’m only driving it to your place so I can leave it there. I’m not taking
it home with me.” 


He wasted no time. “Nice try, but you’re keeping
the car, Sara.” He was discordant on the other end of the phone. I could tell
instantly he was getting aggravated and I didn’t want to ruin the upcoming
evening, so I didn’t push the issue. 


“We’ll discuss this later. I’ll be there soon.”


“I will be counting the minutes.” His voice was
calmer, much more content. Boy, I never knew anyone who could switch tones so
quickly. Moody man. 


The drive to his house was very relaxing. No
imposing traffic to speak of. Plus, it didn’t hurt the car handled like a
dream, a pure pleasure to maneuver. I had the radio on but kept the volume low
enough so I could hear the directions. 


The female voice announced I’d arrived at my
destination. Making the final right turn, I drove up a wide, dark driveway. Just
ahead of me was a single security gate. When I’d pulled close enough, I stopped
by the box and pressed the call button. 


“Hello,” a sexy voice called out.


“I’m here.” 


There was no response, only the sound of the gate
starting to open.


 It was but a minute before I’d come to the
front of his house, a large, circular driveway swallowing up the front section
of the home. 


The sun had dipped below the horizon, casting a
soft glow over the sky, so I wasn’t truly able to get a good look at my
surroundings. All I could see was a huge, red-brick house, the color of it
almost seeming old-worldly. 


I turned off the engine and flipped down the visor
to get one last look at myself. Before I could grab the handle, my car door
opened and I was greeted by the man I’d come to see. He extended his hand,
welcoming me to exit the vehicle. His touch was warm, immediately putting me at
ease.


“Good evening, Sara. Thank you so much for coming.”
His voice always did strange things to me. “I hope you found the house without
much difficulty.”


 “Hello.” I
flushed, naughty images already racing through my head. “Yes, I found the house
with ease, but it was mainly due to the navigation system,” I added.


 He simply
smiled. “This way,” he said as he ushered me toward the front door, his hand
resting on the small of my back the entire time. 


The entryway looked to have been at least fifteen-feet
tall, the big mahogany door encased by etched glass all around the framing. Although
beautiful to look at, I thought it wasn’t very private. Anyone could see into
the foyer, the carved glass only slightly distorting the view. But I guess that’s what the security gate is
for. 


My eyes roamed all around as we entered, trying my
best to take in as much as I could. But for as beautiful as his home was, I’d
envisioned something completely different. 


Had I thought he lived in some sort of mansion? Maybe.


Had I thought his house was going to be a mixture
of homey and sophisticated? For some reason, no.


As he ushered me in further, I took notice of a huge
chandelier hanging directly over a center table, an arrangement of flowers which
would surely make Katherine proud sitting directly on top.


Looking down, I saw a gorgeous, cream-colored marble
which welcomed my every footstep. 


Elegant and
beautiful, much like the owner of the house.


“Sara?” he called out when I’d stopped moving altogether.


“Sorry, I was just taking in the view.” He merely smiled
again and gestured toward a room which was off to the left of the main
entrance. 


“Please, make yourself at home. I’ll be right back.
I want to check on dinner.” 


After he left, I was really able to admire the
room. It appeared to be a formal sitting area. A huge fireplace, meant to be
the focal point, called to me as soon as I entered. Detailed stone impressions surrounded
the entire piece of artwork. It was breathtaking. 


In the midst of my fascination, he had snuck up
behind me, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up when I felt his breath
on my skin. 


“Sorry to keep you waiting. Please, forgive me,” he
said as he kissed my neck. 


I turned around slowly, taking my time before
actually looking at him. I needed those extra seconds to try to compose myself.
Once my eyes locked on his, I felt my heart skip a beat. Maybe two. Yes, I’d seen
him outside when he came to greet me, but it was dark. There, in the light of
his house, I could see how truly stunning he was. The soft burnt-orange sweater
he was wearing set off his devastatingly green eyes and thick, dark hair. As I
glanced him over from head to toe, I noticed he was wearing jeans, which immediately
put me at ease. Even though his clothes probably cost more than I made in a
month, the casual attire comforted me. Weird, I knew, but it did. 


It was then I noticed his eyes mimicking my own,
roaming possessively all over me. An undeniable heat poured from his look, one
which needed to be tamped down immediately if we were ever going to make it to
dinner.


“Wow. Every time I look at you, I can’t quite get
over how beautiful you are.” He walked toward me, his tongue parting his mouth
and slowly running over his bottom lip. 


Encroaching on my personal space, he eventually
stopped when the front of his boots hit my shoes. He reached out and hooked a
finger under my chin, coaxing my face upward until we were staring into each
other’s eyes. Without a single word, he leaned down and pressed his lips to
mine, his warm breath tickling my mouth. It was a soft kiss, but it was as
sensual as ever. He finally pulled back, making me stumble forward a step.


“I’m not starting something I won’t be able to
control, especially before I get a chance to feed you.” He consistently seemed
pleased with himself whenever he realized he rendered me a pool of desire. 


I was disappointed to say the least. I wanted to be
consumed by the man every time I came in contact with him. 


It couldn’t be healthy. Not on any level. 


“Come now, dinner is almost ready,” he said as he
took my hand and led me toward what I assumed was the kitchen. 


My eyes continued to dart everywhere. “You have a
beautiful home, Alek,” I offered, the smile of awe never leaving my face. 


“Thank you. I’ve put a lot of hard work into this
place. I helped design it from the ground up. Even had a major hand in decorating
it. I’m very pleased with how it all turned out.” He grinned as he quickly
looked around his masterpiece.


His smile was one of the many things about him
which enticed me. Forget about when his dimple decided to make an appearance. At
that point, I was reduced to nothing but a horny woman. 


Trying my best to rein in my overactive hormones, I
decided to find out a bit more information. “How long have you lived here?” I
asked, still gripping his hand.


“I’ve been here about five years now.” He suddenly
took on a faraway look, as if he was in deep thought. “I plan on being here for
quite some time.”


Okay…


Time to
gather some more info. 


“Do you have staff who work here?” I wasn’t quite
sure why I’d even asked him that question. 


“I have someone who comes in twice a week to clean,
but that’s about it. Why? Should I have a live-in maid, butler, groundskeeper?” he asked.


I suddenly became uncomfortable. “Uh…no…I…” I
stammered. 


“You are too easy to rile up, Sara. I’m only
teasing you.” 


With my free hand, I lightly smacked him on the
arm. “Don’t do that. I never know when you’re serious.” 


He halted all movement and turned to face me. “Oh,
you’ll know when I’m serious,” he all but growled as he pushed me backward
until my back hit the wall. Hovering his lips above mine, he softly spoke, his
breath tickling my mouth. “I’ve made Coq au Vin. I hope you like it.” 


He said nothing else.


He didn’t move.


He was teasing me. 


Tempting me.


I closed my eyes, all too enthralled with the man who
was sweetly torturing me.


All of a sudden, he gifted me with a quick kiss
before pulling me onward toward our destination.


What the hell
was that?


We finally reached the kitchen and I was speechless
yet again. All of the top-of-the-line appliances were scattered throughout. Every
convenience one could ever want. There were a few items I didn’t quite
recognize, not that I was schooled in such expensive things. 


My curiosity took over. I approached one such appliance
and ran my hand over it, willing it to perform for me. 


“What is this used for?” 


He furrowed his brow and tilted his head. Clearly,
my ignorance was shocking. “It’s a bread maker. I like to make fresh bread
every couple days.” His lips curved upward, seemingly amused by my every
question.


“The only bread I buy comes already sliced and in
individual plastic sleeves.” Smooth,
Sara.


“I’ll make sure you get your own fresh batch to
take home with you then. You really don’t know what you’re missing, babe.”


There it is
again. Another term of endearment. I could definitely
get used to being addressed in such a manner, but it was still throwing me off.



As if sensing my sudden disconnect, he continued
talking. “You’ll never want to eat store-bought bread again. You’ll see.” 


We eventually ended up in a formal dining room, a
table so huge it took up the entire center of the space. I hope he doesn’t expect us to sit at opposite ends. My need to be
close to him was always too much. 


Deciding to check out the piece of furniture, I walked
all around it, noticing there were already two place settings situated right
next to one another. Thank goodness. 


“This is a beautiful table. Where did you find something
so large?”


His back straightened and his head was held high,
obviously very proud of his possession. “I had it crafted in Italy and shipped here.
I was wandering through a local craftsman’s shop when I was there on business
last year and really liked his work, so I commissioned him to make this piece
for me. I’m extremely pleased with it,” he said, running his hand over the back
of one of the intricate chairs. “Look at the etched detailing he did up each of
the legs and all around the edge of the table. He’s a true artist.”


“It really is quite breathtaking.”


As I made my way around the rest of the table, admiring
it in its entirety, I noticed even the dinnerware seemed quite expensive.


Sensing my quick reservation, he made his way in my
direction. “Are you all right, Sara?”


“Yeah, I’m okay. It’s just…I kind of feel out of my
element here, Alek. Everything is so over-the-top, fancy and sophisticated, and
I’m …me. Simple.”


“You are anything but simple, my dear.”


I couldn’t help myself, the verbal spewing too much
to hold back. “Why do you keep referring to me in such ways?” I needed to know
if he talked to every woman with such sincerity and unabashed affection.


“What do you mean exactly?” I could tell I’d thrown
him for a loop with my sudden off-the-wall question.


“You keep calling me sweetheart and babe.”


“Do those names make you uncomfortable? Do you not want me to call you those things?” He
seemed perplexed—at my oddness, I was sure.


“It’s not that I don’t like to hear them. It’s
just…they seem like names you would call your girlfriend, or wife.” 


 “While I’m
not quite ready to propose yet,” he laughed, “Would you be more comfortable
with the terms of endearment if you were my girlfriend? If it’s something you’d
like, I could definitely do that.”


Wait…what? Where
the hell did that come from? Is he serious? I looked
around to see if there was someone else in the room with us he could be talking
to. Is this a joke?


“Well?” He breached the small space between us,
reaching out and pulling me into him. He stared at me, but all I could do was avert
my gaze, not sure what to think.


“Sara, look at me.” I heard only demand in his
tone.


When I finally connected with those dreamy eyes of
his, I almost faltered. “What?” 


“Do you want this relationship to be exclusive? If
so, I could easily comply, and gladly, I might add.” There is that damn smile of his. 


I didn’t know Alek enough yet to know whether or
not he actually wanted what he was proposing. From my small amount of research
on the man, he didn’t do the girlfriend thing. But what the hell do I know? It’s just all magazine rumor trash anyway,
right? 


“Are you going to give me an answer anytime soon? It’s
not a trick question, love. I promise.”


Go big or go
home, right? “Do you want to be exclusive with me, Alek? I mean really exclusive, as in
no other women, at all?”


“I’m fully aware of what exclusive means, Sara. Do
you? It also means no flirting or touching any other man. Is that something you
can accommodate?” Is he serious?


“You make it sound like I hang all over strange
men, flirting endlessly with them. But I don’t behave like that. Not at all. I’m
pretty reserved with that type of stuff.” 


“What about the way you are with Matt? You seem
pretty friendly with him.” His demeanor started to change, his grip on me
tightening, pulling me that much closer. 


“Really? Do I have to go over this again?” I asked,
beyond frustrated he wouldn’t let the issue with Matt go. “Besides, he’s my
friend and I feel comfortable around him, so he’s someone I’m affectionate
with, whether it be hugging or kissing.” I could see the look on his face becoming
harsher, going from semi-relaxed to instant fury.


“You kiss him?” he practically shouted, his
nostrils widening, air sucked through his teeth in haste. 


“On the cheek, Alek!” I shouted back. “I don’t make
it a habit going around making out with my friends.”


“Oh.” As if contemplating his next question, he
waited a few seconds before opening his mouth again. “Did he ever actually tell
you he was gay, or are you just assuming he is?”


“He never came out and told me, per se, but I see
the way he looks at other men when we’re out together. Those looks, mixed with
the fact he’s never with a woman, only lead me to the ultimate conclusion. I
think he came close once to blurting it out, but I guess he lost his nerve.”


I suddenly stiffened in his embrace, our
conversation making me feel as if I was betraying my friend on some level. 


“I still don’t like it. I won’t be comfortable with
you hanging around him until I know for sure he doesn’t want to fuck you.”


“Alek!” I exclaimed. “Really? Come on. Now you’re
just being ridiculous and unreasonable. I’m not going to stop hanging out with
Matt because you think he wants me. I’m telling you, it’s the farthest thing
from the truth.”


His ludicrous statement had me trying to free
myself from his hold. I sure as hell wasn’t going to be controlled by someone
because they had certain thoughts about certain things. 


“Where are you going? Why are you trying to get
away from me?”


“I won’t let anyone tell me who I can and can’t be
friends with or hang out with. That is a definite deal-breaker for me, Alek. I
won’t be controlled by anyone.” My voice rose an octave with each statement. 


“That’s not what I’m trying to do, sweetheart,” he
stated, his demeanor softening a little bit. “I only want to protect you and
make sure you’re safe, and if it means asking you to refrain from acting in a
certain way, then so be it. I want you to live your life the way you want to, but
with some adjustments which will put my mind at ease…where your safety is
concerned. So, if you tell me you truly feel Matt is gay, well, then I’ll trust
your judgment on the issue. But no touching or flirting with any other man. Can
we at least agree on that?”


I certainly didn’t understand his overwhelming need
to protect me. He’d said as much on numerous occasions. But I guess it wasn’t
the worst thing, although I already knew he’d be using it as an excuse going
forward, something we’d surely battle over. 


“Deal,” I responded. Really, it was a no-brainer. Why
would I ever entertain another man when I had him in my life? I would have to
be certifiable.


He seemed to appreciate my agreement, leaning down
to plant a kiss on my mouth. As with every other intimate encounter, I was
instantly turned on, wanting him to continue his lovely display of affection. 


But it wasn’t to be. He drew back and said, “There.
It’s settled then. We’re exclusive.”


I was still a bit confused by the turn of events. Never
did I expect him to propose exclusivity so soon, if at all. It could all be
over within a week, or a month. I was praying that wasn’t the case, but the
simple truth was I just didn’t know. 


The only thing I could do was sit back and enjoy
the ride.
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Alek



 

All throughout dinner, I knew there was something
on Sara’s mind, something she was holding her tongue about until the meal was
finished. Thinking it could only be one thing, I braced myself and prepared my
argument. We both knew I was going to win out. I just had to make her see it
from my point of view. Again. 


Truth be told, I was actually looking forward to
the back and forth of it. People constantly agreeing with me was rather boring.
I needed a challenge, and Sara would most certainly give me what I craved.             


“Alek,” she started. Here we go. “I want to have a serious conversation with you, and I
don’t want you to dismiss anything before I’ve had my say.” She looked nervous,
avoiding eye contact with me for the most part. 


“Sara,” I called out. She stopped looking down at
her hands and locked eyes with me. “I think I already know what this is about,
but I promise to let you have your say before I present my side of things. This
should be good, so go ahead, give it your best shot.”
I laughed before taking a sip of my drink.


Her back straightened before she spoke, strength
evident in her posture. “I can’t accept the car.” I opened my mouth but
remembered I’d told her she could finish her argument first. Snapping my lips
shut, I nodded, allowing her to continue. 


“While I appreciate the very generous gift, I simply cannot accept it. It’s too expensive,
and we’ve only known each other a short time. It’s too impulsive and
extravagant. So…while I thank you again for the gesture, I’ll be leaving it
here tonight, with you. I’m sure you’ll be able to return the car easily
enough.” She took a big inhale of air before continuing. “I’ve been taking care
of myself for a long time, and it makes me uncomfortable to have things given
to me. It just isn’t my way. In addition, I don’t want you to feel like you
should buy me things because you have the resources. I don’t want your money. I
like you for you, simple as that.”


Leaning forward on the table, I came as close to
her as I could while still giving her space. Her defenses were up, and she was
probably going to lose her shit when I responded. Oh, well. She’ll have to get over it. 


“Are you done? Did you say everything you wanted to?
Because now I’ll say my peace and it will be final.” I made sure I had her full
attention before speaking again. “While I appreciate your speech…you’re keeping
the car.”


The last syllable didn’t even leave my lips before
I rose from the table and started clearing it, grabbing her dishes first. 


Plus, I wanted to get rid of any weapons she had in
front of her. Just in case. 


I dared not look in her direction, knowing full
well she was upset. I didn’t say what I did to rile her up. I said it because
it was the truth. No way was I going to let her flit around with no vehicle. 


“You’re not serious, are you? Tell me you’re
kidding, Alek!” She had risen from the table as well, bracing herself behind
her chair for support. “You’re not going to dismiss me with a simple what I say goes type of attitude. Because
that sure as hell isn’t me, either. So, how about this? You can shove the car
right up—” 


I cut her off before she got a chance to finish. 


“Hold up. Don’t get so damn testy about this. It
isn’t that big a deal, so can you please calm down?”


“Well, if it’s not a big deal then you won’t mind
taking it back.”


“You’re going to keep the damn vehicle and here’s
why. I worry about you when I’m not with you, and if I can gift you something
you actually need and will put my mind at ease, well then, that’s exactly what
I’m going to do. You don’t have any form of transportation, and I don’t like
the thought of you waiting alone for a ride or taking the bus with a bunch of
strangers. And while we are on the subject, you are now my girlfriend and as
your man, I will be showering you with many presents, so get used to it. You
can fight me on every one, but just know I’ll always get my way. Like I won out
with the security system issue, I will
win this one, as well. You’ll find I will always
win when it comes to keeping you safe, Sara.” 


I saw the reservation on her face. She was calmer
than she was before I’d started my spiel, but I wasn’t sure yet if she still
had some fight left in her. I almost bent her over the table when she told me to
shove the car, my excitement pressing tight against the zipper of my jeans. 


“Fine. I’ll keep the car. For now. When I can afford to buy my own, which will now be in the
near future, you’ll take this one back. Agreed?” She looked at me with
expectant eyes. 


 “Agreed. Can
we move on now?”


After all of the dishes had been cleared, I offered
to give her a tour of my home. 


I couldn’t help but be amused over every little
thing she found fascinating. I watched her. Closely. Her mouth would fall open
when she found something intriguing, whether it was a painting on the wall or a
simple gadget. When she was confused, mainly over the main remote I used to
operate the TV, sound system and lighting, she would bite her lip, her brow
knit in wonderment. 


It took every ounce of control to keep my hands to
myself, especially when we entered my room. I kept glancing at my bed, wishing
for nothing more than to pick her up caveman-style, carry her over and throw
her on top of it. I imagined ripping her clothes from her body as my mouth
tasted every inch of her flesh, my fingers making good work of revving her up
to take me fully. 


“Don’t you get lonely here all by yourself?” she
asked, pulling me from my horny thoughts. 


“To be honest, I don’t spend much time here. I
travel a lot for work, so I stay at some of my other homes, probably as much as
I stay here.”


“Uh…your other homes? How many do you have?” There’s that uncomfortable look again. 


“I have five other homes. Well, three actual
houses, one apartment and a suite in one of my hotels. They’re spread out all
over the country. It makes it easier for me when I have to travel from place to
place.”


I knew something was bothering her, and I knew what
it was without probing too much. I needed to resolve this once and for all. Halting
any further movement, I turned her around and pulled her near, my hands
gripping her arms to keep her close. 


“Does my wealth bother you? You can tell me.”


“Well, if I’m being honest…it does a little bit. I’m
very happy for you that you’re so successful, really I am. But I don’t fit into
this world, and unfortunately, you’re going to see it, too, sooner or later.”


“You fit into my world because you’re with me,
Sara. Simple as that.” I didn’t know what else to say except the truth.


At a loss for words, she shrugged off my hold and
made her way toward the bed. I couldn’t help it; my eyes were glued to her ass.
I had to remember to tell her how much I appreciated those damn jeans. The sway
of her hips was entrancing, making my cock twitch to life. I knew what I wanted
to happen between us, but I wasn’t so sure she was game yet. And I wouldn’t
push the issue if she wasn’t ready. We had all the time in the world. 


“Let me guess, you bought your bed from Italy?” she
asked as she ran her fingers over one of the four wooden posts. Oh, how I would love to feel those fingers
wrapped around my…


“Alek?” she called. Shit, yeah, she did just ask me a question. 


“Sorry. Yeah, I did. The same artist who made the
dining table constructed this piece for me, as well. He actually made all of
the furniture you see in here. Do you like it?” 


All she could do was nod in response.


I hadn’t even realized I was walking in circles
around her, probably making her a little wary. I’d been told I was quite
intimidating at times. Hopefully that wasn’t how she felt. Either way, she
moved away from me to inspect the rest of my bedroom, my eyes following her
every movement. Every time she caught me looking at her, she would sheepishly
smile and turn away. 


My overwhelming need to touch her became too much. Enough
was enough. Without wasting another second, I walked up behind her as she was
checking out one of the paintings on my wall. 


Her scent enveloped me as I leaned in close, moving
her long hair to the side. Her breath hitched when she felt my lips on her
neck. 


“What do you want to do, Sara?”


I envisioned us in all sorts of compromising
positions, really hoping it would be the night she gave herself to me. Surely
she was nervous, so I had to take things slow—if it was what she wanted, of
course. 


Her head fell back against my shoulder as I nibbled
at her sensitive flesh.


“Sara? What do you want to do?” I repeated, the
rasp in my voice surprising even me. 


“Anything you want.” Well, it looks like she gave me the answer I was hoping for. But I
needed to make sure she was serious. 


“Turn around,” I demanded.


When our gazes met, I saw it. I’d witnessed the
desire in her honey-colored eyes, her pupils dilated in her excitement. 


As I was about to ask her a question, she reached
up and pressed her mouth against mine, her warm tongue teasing my lips. I’m gonna lose it
if she keeps doing that. 


She backed away for a split-second, put her hands
on my chest and repeated her glorious statement from moments before. “Anything
you want, Alek.”


“You know what I’m taking that as, don’t you? Do
you know what you’re telling me, Sara?”


Breathlessly, she whispered, “Yes.”


Oh, to hell
with it. I was done talking. I crashed my hungry mouth
against hers, snaking my arms around her to pull her close again. Her luscious
lips parted, allowing me the entrance I was so hungry for. 


She tasted sweet. 


She tasted forbidden.


Before things progressed too quickly, I wanted to
get the talk out of the way. It was
simply necessary.


I broke free from our kiss and took a quick step
backward, looking into her eyes the whole time.


“What?” she asked. 


“Are you on the pill? Are you protected?”


“No,” she answered, a light blush creeping over her
cheeks. I was sure she hadn’t had this conversation with anyone before—at least
that was what I was telling myself, not wanting to picture another man’s hands
all over her. 


“Oh. It’s okay,” I said, a little disappointed. While
I’d planned on using a condom anyway, the mere thought of taking her bare
excited me. I knew she was clean, being a virgin and all, but so was I. Regular
testing proved so. Plus, the fact I’d always used protection in the past, some women
often having an agenda of snagging rich men. Hell, I’d even heard horror
stories of some trying to blackmail men of my wealth. 


Having said and asked what I needed, I pushed all
thoughts aside to focus on the vision before me. No more time for thinking.


“Take off your clothes, Sara.”


Her eyes widened but she complied. Kicking off her
shoes, she made quick work relieving her body from the fabric which covered it.
Her movements mesmerized me. The elongation of her arms as she pulled her shirt
over her head was a dance, her limbs stretching and swaying as the material
danced over her skin. Every bend of her body entranced me. She turned her back
to me, her fingers playing in the waistband of her jeans. With a soft turn of
her head she watched as she shimmied the material over her hipbones, cascading
seductively over the plump curve of her ass. Bending forward, she pulled them
the rest of the way down, kicking them to the side as if they offended her.


Turning back around, she stood before me in nothing
but her bra and panties. My heart beat faster, my breaths coming so quickly
they almost escaped me completely. 


 “Fuck, baby.
You’re perfect.” 


She dipped her head, clearly not completely
comfortable with my compliment. After a few seconds, she looked up again,
resolve set firm in her stare. “Are you going to take off your clothes, or are
you going to leave me out here hanging by myself?” she joked, although the look
in her eyes was nothing to laugh at. She licked her lips in nervousness and it
was quite endearing. Hot…but endearing.


I didn’t want her to be any more nervous than she
already was, so I grabbed my shirt by the neck and pulled it over my head,
tossing it to the side before unbuttoning my jeans. Kicking off my own shoes, I
worked the fabric down my muscular thighs before kicking them to the side, as
well. Her eyes hungrily drank me in, the sight of me causing her to blush
again. The color wrapped itself around her entire chest before it crept up her
neck and splayed across her face.


It was the most beautiful sight. 


Crushing the last few inches of space between us, I
reached behind her and unhooked her bra, the material coming away from her
chest with ease. Her breasts were on full display and they were all for me. They
were round and heavy but very perky, her nipples a dusty pink, pebbled in
arousal. Before I could stop myself, my fingers caressed the hardened peaks,
pinching the taut skin and making her moan out in pleasure. 


When she exhaled a rush of air, I intensified my
grasp, eliciting another moan from her perfect mouth. There was simply no more
holding back. My fingers made quick work of summoning her excitement as I
walked her backward. 


 “Lay on the
bed,” I commanded, the roughness in my tone surprising me. 


I had to admit, I loved being able to tell her what
to do inside the bedroom. And the fact she complied so readily only encouraged
me further. At least she listens to me in
here. 


When she laid on her back, I’d taken a few deep
breaths to try and calm down. The sight of her lying there before me was almost
too much. I’d dreamed of this for so long it was taking extra time to compute
it was actually real. Not wanting to waste another precious moment, though, I
hooked my fingers in the top of her panties and slowly dragged them down her toned
legs, flinging them somewhere across the room to join our other abandoned
clothing.


She was completely and utterly bare, her pussy
shaved but for a small strip of hair. What
do they call that? A landing strip? Crawling up the bed, I lowered myself
down on top of her, leaning in close so I could taste her lips again. Her body
was on fire underneath me, her skin so unbelievably soft to the touch. My hand
entwined in the strands of her hair, pulling in my excitement. I was afraid I
was hurting her, but the only reaction she gave me was a moan, each and every
time I tugged. 


Her sounds teased me, drove me wild until I
couldn’t take it anymore. I broke our kiss and headed south, lavishing her skin
with my hungry tongue. She tasted of anticipation, her hands gripping my
shoulders the further down her body I ventured. 


“Alek,” she cried out, a bit of self-consciousness
laced around my name. I knew she was a virgin, but I wondered if she’d ever let
a guy go down on her before. The instant image had me seeing red, even though I
knew I was being irrational. None of my emotions made any sense when I was near
her, my brain and heart twisted up until confusion was the only thing I’d felt.



Pushing those crazy thoughts from my head, I focused
back on the woman lying beneath me. 


“I want to taste you.” As the words left my mouth,
I saw her instantly relax. “And I am a very hungry man, sweetheart.  Your sweet pussy”—I grinned—“is the only
nourishment I need.” My hands spread her thighs wide. I didn’t give her a
chance to respond before my tongue shot out and licked her sweetness. She
bucked under my assault, so much so I had to put my hand on her hip to keep her
still. I smiled as I continued to torment her, her juices coating my greedy
tongue. When I dipped inside, I thought she was really going to lose it, her
body trembling with excitement.


After a few short minutes, I could tell she was
close. Her breathing had become erratic, her hips doing a wonderful job of
pumping against my mouth. She was as greedy as I was. Untold pleasure was
within her grasp, and she was doing everything she could to claim it. Flattening
out my tongue, I licked her one more time before closing my lips around her clit,
driving two fingers inside her tight heat. I curved them, flicking against the
bundle of nerves just within my reach. 


Her screams were like music to my ears. “Alek! I’m
coming. Oh, God! Yeeessss!” She gripped my hair tightly
in the throes of her passion. It was like lighting a fire within me. A deep
moan of my own escaped, mixing with her delicious sounds. 


“That’s it, baby. Come for me,” I coaxed. I never
relented, not until I knew she had fully enjoyed every bit of her orgasm. When
her grip on my hair loosened, I knew she was coming back down. 


Since she was satisfied, it was time for me to join
with her. I made my way back up her body, taking each one of her beautiful
breasts into my mouth. I loved every inch of this woman. I couldn’t believe it had
taken me so long to make her mine. Everything
in due time, right? 


Once our mouths connected again, I had to hold
myself back from thrusting inside her until I knew she was ready. She was
physically ready, I’d made sure of it, but was she emotionally ready? That was what
I had to find out. 


My cock danced near her entrance, but again I
wouldn’t do anything until she was sure. 


 “Are you positive
you’re ready for this, Sara?” I asked as I gazed into her beautiful eyes. “There
will be a certain amount of pain, due to your inexperience, but I’ll try to be
as gentle as I can.” I battled with myself. I wanted nothing more than to surge
forward and bury myself to the hilt, her very tight walls gripping me until I
could barely move. But I knew I’d never do that—not until she was used to us
having sex, at least. No, I would let her dictate what happened. I would follow
her lead.


Her gaze broke away from mine and made their way
down toward my arousal. Her eyes widened in—what was that? Disbelief? 


“Alek, you’re not going to fit,” she whispered. 


I couldn’t help it as laughter erupted before I
could stop it. 


I explained my little outburst.       


“You just gave me the biggest compliment. Thank
you.” When I sensed I needed to be more serious, her uneasiness holding on tight,
I tried to reassure her. I leaned down and gave her a loving kiss. “We were
made for each other, sweetheart. We were made to fit.”


I guess my words were all she needed to hear to
abate her worry because the next words out of her mouth just about undid me. “I
want you, Alek. I need you inside me.
I’ve never wanted anything more in my entire life.” Her eyes bore into mine,
searching for what, I wasn’t sure. But I would do my very best to give it to
her.


“Even though we were made to fit together, you’re
still new to this, so please tell me to stop if it’s too much. Promise me you
will tell me if you can’t continue.” There was no response from her except a
small thrust of her hips toward me. She was going to make me lose all control
if she kept that shit up. “Promise me, Sara,” I demanded. 


“Yes, I’ll tell you if it’s too much. I promise.” Why do I not believe her?


I positioned myself between her thighs, pushing
them further apart. Reaching down, I ran my finger through her wet folds to
make sure she was still good and ready for me to take her. She was so worked
up, was there really any doubt? 


“You’re ready, baby,” I said worshipfully. I ran my
tongue across my teeth, preparing myself to devour the woman who had turned my
world upside-down. 


“Please. I can’t take it anymore,” she pleaded,
arching her back to entice me further. Little did she know, or maybe she was aware, she was teasing me beyond
what should have been allowable. I was barely holding on as it was. 


“Patience, Sara…patience.”


If she’s
going to torment me, then she better be prepared for me to do the same. I was going to torture her until she shamelessly begged for my cock. My
fingers were still exploring her sweet pussy, the salacious sounds coming from
her tempting mouth only spurring my onslaught further. Rubbing her clit with my
thumb, I slowly inserted a finger inside her. A groan escaped her lips once
more as I artfully stroked her. My mouth consumed hers, our tongues dueling as
if they were performing an age-old practiced dance. 


Coming up for some air, I spewed words at her
faster than I could think to filter them. But that was what she did to me. She
made me lose all sense of myself. “Do you know what you do to me, Sara? You
drive me crazy, in every sense of the word. I can’t think straight when I’m
near you. And now…now, it’s taking every ounce of self-control not to tie you
up and ravage you until you beg me to stop.” 


Her expression told me nothing until a sly smile
tipped her lips upward. 


“Will you fuck me already?” Her brazenness was certainly
a surprise, and I loved I was the one who brought it out in her. 


Her fingers raked up and down my back, trying to
grip me closer, enticing me to push inside her. 


Well, goddamn it. It worked. So
much for having her beg.


“Okay, love. I’ll give you exactly what you need,”
I promised as I reached over and grabbed a condom from the bedside table. After
I was covered, I gripped my thickness and lined up against her sex, pushing
inside her very slowly. She was so tight it almost hurt. Almost. For the first
time in my life, I actually wished I wasn’t as endowed as I was, the mere
thought of hurting Sara too much. But there was nothing I could do about it so
I made sure to take my time with her, pushing inside inch by painstaking inch. 


When I was halfway in, her body tensed, immediately
halting my intrusion. 


Seeing the utter look of concern on my face, she
halfheartedly smiled, brought her legs up and wrapped them around my waist,
opening herself up a little more for me. Even though it helped, I knew she was
still in pain and there wasn’t a thing I could do to take it away. Not until I
was fully inside, at least. 


“I’m sorry, baby, but this is going to hurt, if
only for a few seconds. I can’t do anything about it.” I felt like shit knowing
I was the one who was going to be inflicting the pain, but it was necessary to
move forward.


Like ripping off a Band-Aid, I thrust forward until
we were fully joined. If I hadn’t been lying on top of her she would have shot
right off the damn bed. But I was pinning her down, so she had nowhere to go.


Her body tightened, her hands pawing at my hips as
if she was trying to push me off her. But she never said a word. Only a single
tear escaped, breaking me in two at seeing her distress coating her cheek. 


My heart beat wildly inside my chest. I thought for
sure she would have heard it, but her eyes never gave way to noticing anything
other than her own unfortunate discomfort.


I made sure not to move too quickly, giving her
enough time to accommodate me. Plus, if I’d started right away, I would’ve been
done in no time at all. 


“You are so unbelievably tight,” I said through
controlled breaths. “I don’t want to embarrass myself, so I’m going to go slow
for now.” 


After I reasoned enough time had passed, I started
to move, inviting her to find her own rhythm the more comfortable she became. Her
initial shock at my intrusion was gone, her back arching and the heels of her
feet pressing into the backs of my thighs, silently encouraging me to quicken my
pace. I rotated my hips, around and around. As she would match my rhythm, I’d
switch it up, making sure our joining would last as long as possible. 


Mid-thrust, I asked, “Are you okay? Does it still
hurt?” She didn’t answer me right away, instead driving her nails into the hot
skin of my back. “Sara,” I warned. When she still didn’t respond, I stopped altogether.
Her frown told me everything. “Answer me or I’ll stop right now.” She remained
silent, calling my bluff. As I started to withdraw from her body, she dug her
heels harder into my thighs. 


“Yes, Alek. I’m fine,” she groaned.


Well, that’s a
shot to my ego if ever there was one. 


“You’re fine?”
I asked, a look of displeasure obvious on my scrunched-up face. 


“Yeah. Why? What’s the problem?”


She had no idea what she’d said. I was going to
change that fine to a spectacular. The big guy down below
demanded it. Leaning closer, I buried my face in her neck, nipping and tasting
her salty skin. “How about this?” I asked as I reached down and gripped her
ass, pushing her further into me. Thrust. Rotate. Thrust. Withdraw halfway. Thrust
again. Her low screams told me she loved it. “Are you still fine?”


Understanding was written all over her face, a sly
smile surfacing as she bit her lip. Her eyes were hooded, desire evident in
every look she gave me. I didn’t need her to answer me; I knew I’d made my
point.


Increasing my speed, I needed her submission. “You’re
mine now, Sara. Tell me you’re mine,” I grunted. My breathing became harsh and
ragged, my heart threating to detonate into a million pieces. Her writhing body
beneath me only spurred me further, the sounds she made driving me mad. I
wanted nothing more than to devour her, so in a rush of ecstasy, I latched on
to her heavy breast, gently biting her nipple until it hardened in my mouth. 


“Tell me,” I repeated, ravaging her mouth next.


“I’m yours, Alek. Only yours.” Five glorious words
was all it took to push me toward finishing.


 “Are you
close, baby? I can’t hold off much longer.” I needed her to come again, and I
was doing my best to make sure she did.


“Yes, so close.” She closed her eyes and matched my
rhythm once again, bringing her quickly to her own release.


“Look at me, Sara. I want to watch as you come on
my cock. I want to feel you pulsate and unravel around me.” 


Her eyes immediately connected with mine. She
tangled her fingers in my hair and as her orgasm ripped through her, she tugged
with all her might. A slight sting shot through me, but it was the most
delicious pain I’d ever felt. 


 “I can feel you throbbing around
me,” I groaned. “I can’t take it anymore. I’m gonna
come!” I shouted. A few more thrusts and I was releasing myself inside her, her
walls coaxing every last bit of pleasure from me. 


~~~~


After we both had our breathing under control, we
laid there for a few minutes, not moving or saying anything. My heavy limbs were
surely squishing the life from her. I withdrew and rolled beside her, wrapping
the condom in a tissue and disposing of it in a nearby waste basket.


“Are you okay? Was I too rough?” I was genuinely
concerned I’d lost control and had hurt her. 


“Not at all. It was more wonderful than I could
have ever imagined. Truly, it was.” 


Needless to say, I was both relieved and pleased
with her response. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me you chose me to be
your first, Sara. And hopefully your last, if I have anything to say about it.”
I couldn’t help myself; it had to be said.


From the look on her face, she was clearly shocked.



 “I’m
serious. The thought of any other man touching you drives me insane. I don’t
even want to think about what I would do. Jealousy is a very new feeling to me.
But then again, I’ve never felt about any other woman the way I feel about you.
I hope it doesn’t scare you.” I was secretly hoping I’d not said too much. Or
the wrong thing.


“No, it doesn’t scare me, Alek.” 


A few moments of silence passed before we spoke
again, and it was pure torment.


“What’s going on in that mind of yours, woman? You
look like you’re deep in thought.” I trailed my fingertips over her firm belly,
loving the feel of her naked skin. “I hope you’re not regretting what just
happened.” She didn’t answer right away and it made me more than nervous,
although she couldn’t tell because my face was expressionless.


Thankfully, she put me out of my misery quickly. “No,
I don’t regret it for one second. How could you think such a thing?” She was
staring straight ahead, avoiding eye contact with me for some reason.


“Well, I know how some women get after sex. Confusion
sets in as to whether or not they should leave. Or stay.” 


She whipped her head in my directions so fast, it
was almost inhuman. “What the hell? I don’t want to listen to how other women
react after you’ve had sex with them.” Her eyes lit up in hurt. “Are you trying
to piss me off right now?” Folding her arms over her breasts, she turned over
on her side, blocking me out completely. 


I loved her feistiness. Lightly chuckling, I
reached over to pull her closer but she wasn’t budging. Moving further away
from me, she tried to scoot over toward the other side of the bed. 


I caught her hand before she fled.


“Sara, come on. Come here. That’s not what I meant
at all. I was merely trying to say I’ve heard sometimes, some women, out there
in the universe, feel a certain way after having sex. That’s all. You can tell
me how you’re feeling without having to worry I’ll be upset, or put off, or
whatever way you think I’m going to be. Fuck, now I’m just rambling.”


She took a deep breath before joining me again. Resting
her head on my chest did wonders in calming my erratic breathing. I’d thought
I’d really fucked up for a second, her reaction a little over-the-top from what
I was going for. I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her into me, my free
hand playing with the strands of her dark hair. 


I felt her smile against my skin, causing me to
close my eyes in triumph. We both seemed to exhale at the same time and before
we knew it, we’d drifted off into a deep slumber.
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The next two months passed by in a blur. Alek and I
enjoyed each other’s company, going out to dinner, even taking in the
occasional movie. I’d spent time at his house, and in turn he’d stayed over at
my apartment, a feat I was sure made him a bit uncomfortable although he never
said a word. His place was much nicer than mine, every amenity under the sun there.
Still, he never complained.


Everything was progressing perfectly. 


It was the happiest I’d been in a really long time.


One particular evening, we’d made plans to have a
late dinner. Alek had recently arrived back into town, and instead of him going
home and getting a decent night’s sleep, he wanted nothing more than to see me.
I was thrilled, anticipating seeing his gorgeous face again. I felt like it’d
been forever since I’d been near him, let alone touched him. In reality, it had
only been four days.


Four very long, lonely days. 


“Are we still on for tonight, babe?” he asked, his
sexy voice penetrating my phone. It had been a busy day, and I was really
looking forward to having a nice, quiet dinner with my man. Then afterwards, we
both knew what was going to happen.


What’s the
saying? Fuck like bunnies? Well, although the saying
wasn’t too appealing, it was exactly what we’d been doing. We simply couldn’t
keep our hands off one another. 


“Of course. I’ll be closing up in an hour or so. Are
you picking me up, or did you want me to meet you there?” I wiped the sweat
from my brow. I would have liked to say it was because I was running around like
crazy, my body overheating from the exertion, but the simple truth was I had no
idea why I was getting hot all of a sudden. 


And it wasn’t the horny kind of hot, either.


No matter. In
a couple short hours, I’ll be spending some time with Alek.


“I’ll pick you up. You know I don’t like you
driving by yourself at night.”


“I’m not eighty. I can see in the dark.” I laughed
because he was being irrational. As usual.


“Sara,” he warned.


“Fine. I’m only trying to help you out.”


“Well, there’s no need. I don’t mind. Not at all.”


After we hung up, I tried my best to finish
straightening up so everything would be ready come the morning. But the more
time passed, the worse I felt.


Finally, when the day was done and the shop had
been closed, I made my way home, feeling as if I was going to pass out during
the drive to my apartment. 


My hands were clammy and I was finding it difficult
to breathe, my stomach flipping around so much I thought I’d have to pull over
just so I could rid myself of whatever was inside my belly. My temples started
to throb, no doubt indicative of one hell of a headache coming my way. 


I’d barely put my key in the door when my cell
rang. 


“Hello,” I whispered. I didn’t even have the energy
for a more audible response.


“Sara? What’s wrong?” Alek asked, panic rising in
his voice. “Are you okay?”


“Yes. Well…no. I don’t think I can go out tonight,”
I said, trying my best to breathe through the nausea ripping through me yet
again.


“Are you sick?”


Ding. Ding.
Ding. He hit the nail on the head. Shit! I haven’t felt like this in so long. I
forgot how crappy being sick is. 


I couldn’t even muster enough strength to answer
him, my mouth watering the sicker I felt. It was a sure sign I’d be visiting
the porcelain God very soon. 


I took a few steady breaths to calm myself. It
didn’t work.


“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll be there as soon as
I can,” he offered.


“No, Alek. I don’t know what this is yet, and I
don’t want to get you sick.”


There was a pregnant pause before he blurted, “I’ll
be there in an hour.”


Before I could even gather any strength to argue, he
hung up. 
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Sara


 


I was trying to envision a healthier me, but I
couldn’t remember what it was like to not
feel like this. I knew I was being a baby, but it was specific times like this which
made me miss Gram even more than usual. She was always
there to take care of me when I didn’t feel well, which thankfully wasn’t
often. She would feed me the necessary medication and then make me her special
chicken noodle soup. When I wasn’t up for the noodles, she would feed me the
broth instead. 


My one saving grace was that the following day was
Sunday, which meant I didn’t have to bother Matt with taking care of the shop.
Lots of rest and fluids was definitely what the doctor ordered. 


As I made my way toward my bed, not even bothering
undressing, I was thankful I had given Alek a key two weeks prior.  Because there was no way I would have been
able to make it to the door to let him in. 
The living room wasn’t far, but it felt like a hundred miles away. 


Staring at the ceiling, I tried to focus on
anything but being sick. But it was impossible. The more I tried to convince
myself I was okay, the more my body revolted against me. 


I barely made it to the bathroom before my stomach
turned on me. I hadn’t eaten since seven the night before, so I was surprised
there was anything even left in my system to get rid of. I thought I would have
felt better afterward, but I didn’t. All I could do was lie on the bathroom
floor, welcoming its coolness on my damp skin. Thankfully, I’d cleaned the
entire room two days ago. But then again, the way I was feeling, I couldn’t
care less if it wasn’t up to par. 


I must have passed out, because the next thing I
knew I was being lifted and carried back to my room, or at least I thought it
was my room. I opened my eyes enough to see Alek tucking me into bed. I curled
up once he was finished and drifted off again. 


“Sara. Sara, wake up. Come on. You have to drink
something or you’ll get dehydrated. Come on, baby. Open your eyes for a couple
minutes then you can go back to sleep.” I tried my best to obey, but it sapped the
rest of my energy. I was simply too weak. When I didn’t budge, he lightly shook
my arm. Groaning from the intrusion, I attempted to turn over, my eyes quickly
taking in my surroundings.


“Alek,” I whispered. “Where am I?” It wasn’t my
bedroom, the tan walls giving it away. My room was a pale yellow, the color
always lifting my spirits. 


“I brought you home with me,” he stated simply. “I
can’t take care of you properly at your place.” He was still trying to get me
to sit up, a feat easier said than done. “Come on, sweetheart. You have to
drink this.” Once I was propped up against the pillows he’d arranged for me, I
very carefully took the drink from his hands, bringing it to my lips and taking
the smallest of sips. It was only water, but I knew I had to be careful; the
smallest drop could have my stomach flipping. 


After I’d managed to swallow four whole sips, I
pushed the cup toward him and scooted down the bed again. I wasn’t halfway back
into my sleeping position before he jostled me again. “Don’t lie back down just
yet. Here,” he said, placing something in my hand. “Take these.”


When I glanced down, I saw he’d put two small pills
in my hand. Pushing the glass of water back at me, I didn’t even question what
he’d given me. I knew it was something to help me feel better, and that was all
I cared about. 


Not saying a single word, I carefully swallowed the
medicine before finally settling back under the covers.


 He leaned over and placed a kiss on my
forehead before tucking me in. He lingered above me and when I opened my eyes,
I saw he was simply looking at me. When his gaze met mine, he smiled serenely
before taking a step back. “I’ll be back shortly to check on you.” 


I barely heard his last word before I fell into a
blissful sleep. 


For once, my dreams were pleasant. Actually, they
were more than pleasant. They filled my subconscious with hope, a yearning for
a happiness I thought would never exist for me. I knew if he’d been watching me,
he would have witnessed a smile on my face as I tossed and turned in his big,
comfy bed. I would have also gifted him the sight of my back arching off the
bed as the alternate world took hold and thrust me into the most erotic dreams
I’d ever had. 


Alek being the main attraction. 


I was filled with hope and the promise of something
wonderful happening between me and the one man who’d flipped my damn world on
its ass. I knew it sounded corny, but I’d thought such happiness only existed
in movies or in Hallmark cards. Hell, I would have been the first to give
someone like me the crooked face, skepticism bleeding forth like a river of
disbelief.


Instead of jolting awake like I was used to, I
peacefully slipped back into the land of the living. I quietly laid there,
listening intently to the sounds around me. A soft tick tock from the clock beside me on the nightstand. A faint
muffled sound from somewhere else in the house. A TV maybe? 


But the greatest sound of all? 


Peace.


The room was cloaked in darkness, so I wasn’t
exactly sure what time it was. The only thing I knew for sure was that my
stomach rumbled, desperate for some much needed nourishment. What I’d eaten
earlier had only been refunded later on. 


Feeling a little better, I mustered enough strength
to actually make it to the bathroom to pee, the full glass of water I’d had earlier
knocking on my tiny bladder.


As I walked back toward the bed, fatigue taking
hold rather quickly, Alek strolled into the room. He looked a little irritated,
no doubt because I was up and moving around. I’m sure he didn’t want me ruining his nice comfy sheets, now did he?



“What are you doing up?”


“I had to use the bathroom,” I said, amusement
counteracting his annoyance.


“Oh.”


“Is that okay? Or are you going to tie me to the
bed?”


“If I tie you to the bed, it won’t be while you’re
sick.” He advanced a step before stopping himself, a devious look playing on
his face. I knew exactly what he’d been thinking, and it made me smile. Gathering
his wits again, he stepped closer. “Now, let’s get you back into bed.” 


Pulling back the edge of the blanket, he held it up
as I scrambled underneath. I watched as he walked toward the other side of the
room, admiring his fine ass as he moved. 


Sauntering back toward me, I took notice he had
something in his hands. It was a bowl, the billowing steam drawing me right in.
The closer he came the more the delicious aroma took hold of me, my stomach
making some crazy noises.


He’d made me chicken noodle soup, and although it
didn’t seem like much it was very touching. A man taking care of his woman,
bringing her soup when she was sick…was there anything more sweet?


“You didn’t have to go through all that trouble,
Alek,” I said, all the while grateful he’d made the effort.


“No trouble at all. I’ll always take care of you.” He
sat on the bed next to me, careful not to spill the hot liquid. “Always,” he
repeated as he brought the spoon to my lips.


I reached out to take it from his hands but he
pulled back, knitting his brow in quick confusion. Oh, Lord, he wants to feed me, too?


All right. I’ll
give in. Besides, I honestly didn’t think I even had
enough strength to do it myself, my body shaking a bit in my still-weakened
state. 


After I devoured the entire bowl of soup, I
situated myself further down the bed, snuggling in for a good night’s rest. Feeling
guilty I couldn’t take care of myself right then, it was quickly abated when I
saw the way he looked at me. 


A look of pride came over him as I allowed him to
take the lead. To be the caretaker. To be the man capable of making his woman
feel better. 


I fell for him even more that night.
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It took me three days to feel like myself again. Alek
had insisted I stay with him until I was a hundred percent, and for once, I
actually listened to him. 


Thankfully, Matt had been able to step in and run
the shop in my absence. It was the only thing Alek didn’t truly appreciate, the
fact I was relying on another man to help me out. It grated on his nerves, even
though he did his best to hide it from me.


But I saw it.


His jaw would tighten whenever he heard me on the
phone with my good friend. But he never said anything. Only reacted. Minutely. He
was coming around slowly to the idea of Matt. 
He would never admit it, but I saw his concern slowly diminish the more
time passed.  


My last night held willingly captive, we watched
movies and ate take-out. I was pretty much back to normal; the only symptom I’d
ever been sick was a touch of weakness. Not being able to eat normally for a
few days took its toll on me. It was the first time I’d been able to eat solid
food in days, the chicken and broccoli the most delicious thing I’d ever
tasted. 


I’d been feeling so well, I’d tried to convince
Alek to let me have my way with him. He didn’t budge, though he promised me an
all-inclusive tour of Deveraville when I was
completely back to normal. 


Even though I was disappointed, it gave me
something to look forward to. Something to fantasize about and something to
build toward.


After we’d watched yet another movie, I’d fallen
asleep on his chest, his warmth too inviting not to. 


~~~~


A few hours after I’d drifted off, I awoke with a
start. One of my nightmares decided to pay me a visit, making sure to scare the
living hell out of me, as usual. 


The serenity
was nice while it lasted, I guess. 


Thump. Thump.
Thump.


My heart rammed so quickly I felt its pulse through
my entire body. I did my best to push away the feeling of terror which had gripped
me not minutes earlier. Once I deemed back in control, I turned my head to the
side and saw Alek looking at me.


Luckily, he hadn’t noticed the light sheen of sweat
covering my body, or the terrified look in my eye when I’d first woken.


Turning fully toward him, I focused on his eyes. Or
at least, I tried to. He moved away, a look playing on his face as if he wanted
to tell me something. As I prepared to ask him about it, he spoke, tearing me
from whatever thoughts had plagued me in that moment. 


 “Are you
hungry?” he asked as he reached down and entwined his fingers with mine. Leaning
closer, he nuzzled the side of my neck before lavishing my skin with his
tongue. “I know I am.”


His breath tickled me. I laughed and tried to move away,
but his hold on me was persistent. “And what are you hungry for, Alek?” I asked
while still squirming, hoping he’d changed his mind about giving me what I’d
wanted earlier.


“You, of course.” Before I could say another word,
he was on top of me, pushing himself between my legs. My heart beat wildly
inside my chest, but it wasn’t from fear or anxiety. It was from excitement, my
need for him too great to contain any longer. 


To show him how much I wanted him, I captured his
mouth, teasing his lower lip with my tongue until he opened up, which didn’t
take long at all. I loved the taste of him, his warm breath mixing with mine.
The way he made me feel was addictive. 


With every kiss and caress he gave me, I felt myself
falling for him more and more. 


Mind, heart and soul.


“Please,” I moaned, gripping his ass with my plea. But
what did he do instead of giving me what I wanted? He broke our kiss and
climbed off me, walking toward his dresser. Pulling out a pair of pajama
bottoms, he threw them on before he approached me again. 


“You have no idea how much I would love to fuck you
again, baby, but I know enough to realize you’re probably still a bit weak. And
what I have planned requires a lot of strength and endurance.” He reached under
the covers and gently ran his finger over my need for him. 


I gasped.


He withdrew his hand before I could fully enjoy it.
Drawing it up to his mouth, he parted his lips and dipped his finger inside. “Sweet,”
he teased, winking and walking toward the door. “Since I can’t eat what I want
right now, I’ll settle for a veggie omelet. You want one?” He was halfway
through the door before I realized what he’d asked me. 


“Yes, please!” I hollered as he disappeared down
the hallway.


Damn him. 


I glanced over at the clock and noticed it was
really late. I didn’t normally make it a habit of eating at that time, but I
had to admit I was a bit famished, my body on the brink of a full recovery. 


I didn’t feel like putting my own clothes back on
so I made my way into his very large closet, deciding to throw on one of his
dress shirts. Reaching forward, I grabbed one off the hanger. Well, I tried to
anyway. One side of the shirt was stuck and the more I pulled on it, the more
it seemed to want to stay exactly where it was. I reached in further to
untangle it, harshly yanking it toward me. Not only did the piece of clothing
wedge free, but I’d dislodged something else, as well. I jumped back as
something fell to the floor and hit my foot. 


Damn it. He’s
going to think I was snooping. I was curious, of
course, but it wasn’t right to go through his private things. Bending down, I
reached for the fallen object and realized it was a folder, the contents scattered
all over the closet floor. They appeared to be photographs, but I couldn’t be
sure because they were all face-down. Picking everything up as quickly as
possible, I noticed something familiar written on the lip of the folder.


It was my name.


Odd.


Taking a deep breath, I tried to push away the
sudden uneasy feeling coursing through me. Part of my brain was telling me to
throw everything back together without looking. But the other part was urging me
to look and not ignore what was staring me in the face.


Of course, my curious side won out. 


I quickly reached down and grabbed some of the
photos. Still having some reservations, I sucked in a deep breath, counted to
three, exhaled and flipped the pictures over so I could get a good look at
them. 


Trying my best to rationalize what I was looking
at, I studied each and every one of them. But there was no explanation. A cloud of confusion engulfed me,
threatening to tear the very breath from my body. 


All of the items I held in my trembling hands were
pictures of me. There must have been
at least a hundred in total, all taken over the past eight years or so, long
before I’d moved to Seattle. 


There were some of me coming and going from the
house I’d shared with my grandmother; pictures of me at my job at the bookstore
I used to work for; pictures of me pumping gas, shopping and even hanging out
with friends. 


The list went on and on. 


There was one picture which really caught my
attention. It was of me leaving my therapist’s office, looking beat-down and
emotionally drained. As my heart picked up speed, something dawned on me. All
of these pictures were taken after
the incident. To be sure, I looked
through all of them again, but the conclusion was the same. 


None of them were taken before my life had changed
forever. 


My mind drifted to a time when I was a very
carefree and trusting person. I always looked for and believed in the good in
people, often ignoring warning signs which should have been obvious to me. Even
though I had endured tragedy early on in my life with the loss of my mother, I
still lived a pretty sheltered upbringing. I believed everyone had a loving
grandmother like I did. I believed everyone was honest, loving, kind and generous,
simply because it was how I grew up. I was raised to be kind to others, to help
them when they were in need, in any way I could. I lived in a bubble, sheltered
from the harshness of the world around me. I used to be thankful I had that
kind of naivety, but it ultimately shattered my protected way of life.


A cold chill ran up my spine. I couldn’t dwell on
the past. I had to forget and move forward…always move forward or he would win.
I wouldn’t let that happen. 


I can’t let that happen. 


I forced my mind to come crashing back to reality. 


Why does he
have these?


Did he take the
pictures? Was he following me the whole time? Did he have someone else
following me all those years? I wanted answers. No. I needed answers, but I couldn’t face him
right then. 


I had to get the hell out of there. 
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Sara



 

My cell almost slipped from my fingers, I was so
shaken. Dialing Alexa’s number, I held my breath until she answered. Finally,
on the fourth ring I heard her voice. 


“Hey, Sara, what’s…” I
didn’t let her finish before I spouted out a barrage of words.


“Alexa, can you please come and get me right now? Please…I
have to get out of here.” I didn’t sound like myself, and I was probably
starting to scare her.


“Oh, my God. Sara, are you all right? What
happened?” She sounded as panicky as I did.


 “I can’t get
into it over the phone. Please tell me you’ll come pick me up.” Of course, she
agreed. I gave her the address and told her to text me once she reached the end
of the road. After that, all I had to figure out was how I was going to get out
of there without him noticing. And how the
hell am I going to get the damn security gate open?


I threw my clothes on, getting dressed faster than
I ever had before. There was no time to waste; I had to devise a plan and do it
quickly. I debated on whether or not to put the pictures back where I thought
they had fallen from or leave them sprawled out on the ground. I ended up
leaving them there. That way, he would undeniably know why I’d left. 


As I threw on my heels, I heard him coming up the
stairs. Shit! 


“Sara, the food is almost ready. Do you want to
come down now?” I could hear him walking down the hallway as he called out to
me. He’ll be in the room any minute. I
had to hide, so I went to where everyone eventually tried to shield themselves.



I hid under the bed. 


Hopefully,
he’ll think I’m already on my way down and won’t spend too much time up here searching
for me.


My breath hitched as I saw his feet come into view.
I wanted to desperately close my eyes but I needed to pay attention. I needed
to know when he was gone so I could make my escape. 


“Sara? Are you in here?” He proceeded to enter the
master bathroom, probably assuming that was where I was. But obviously he didn’t
find me in there. 


Once he came upon the mess on the closet floor he
stopped. 


He didn’t move. 


He seemed frozen in time, not quite sure what to
do. 


Then came the cursing, various expletives flying from
his mouth so fast it almost didn’t sound like English. 


Taking off like a bat out of Hell, he ran through
all of the upstairs calling out for me. “Sara! Sara, where are you? Please,
baby…please, let me explain.” His voice disappeared. I could only assume he was
running through the downstairs looking for me, as well.


Now’s my
chance. I had to escape his house immediately. I
crawled out from underneath the bed and quietly made my way from his bedroom,
peering down the long hallway to make sure he wasn’t anywhere to be found. 


As quietly as I could, I creeped down the
stairwell, being very cautious not to make any noise. I thought I heard him toward
the back of the house, near the dining room, but his house was so large I
couldn’t be sure. I sure as hell wasn’t going to stick around long enough to
find out. 


Before he had the opportunity to find me, I bolted
down the rest of the stairs and went straight for the front door. I yanked it
open and ran down the steps, heading down the long driveway toward the gate. Alexa should be arriving soon, so I only have
a limited amount of time to try and figure out how to open that damn metal
confinement. 


Otherwise, I wouldn’t be going anywhere, which was so not an option.


A text came through from Alexa as soon as I reached
the gate. I didn’t text her back, choosing to call her instead. 


“Lex, I’m at the gate, but I can’t figure out how
to get it open!” I yelled, knowing I sounded as frantic as I felt. 


“Try to calm down, Sara. See if there’s a button somewhere,
maybe off to the side of the frame.”


I fumbled around in the dark, trying to use the
light from my phone to guide me, when I heard Alek screaming my name. I knew he
saw the open front door and was coming my way. I had to hurry, or I’d find
myself in a situation I wouldn’t be able to handle. 


Even though I knew he was hiding something big,
possibly something dangerous, my heart was having a hard time catching up with
my brain. So the sooner I get out of here,
the better.


“Lex, I can’t find it. I can’t fucking find it!” When
I thought all hope was lost, my finger found a button higher up on the metal
frame than where I’d originally been searching. It was hidden behind part of a tree
which was hovering over the side of it. The way it was positioned no one would
be able to access it from the outside. 


Please, let
this work…please. 


It did. The gate started opening. 


My name drifted on the light breeze, goose bumps of
fear breaking out all over my body. I could hear Alek getting closer and closer.
I pushed my way through the small opening the gate provided, almost getting
stuck waiting for it to open wider. 


I saw Alexa’s headlights down the road so I ran
faster than I ever had before, praying I didn’t trip over anything in the dark.
It wasn’t until I’d reached the passenger door did I finally turn around to
look behind me. That was when I saw him running down the pathway. 


“Sara, please stop! Please, let me explain. It’s
not what it looks like. Please!” he yelled as he ran toward me. 


I had to leave and do it right then before he reached
me.


Grabbing the handle, I yanked the door open and
jumped inside as if my life depended on it. 


“Sara, are…”           


I cut her off before she could finish asking if I
was okay. “Go, Lex! Go!” She peeled off down the road at my command, not
questioning me any further. When I dared to look behind me, I saw Alek in the
middle of the road, arms down at his side, looking defeated. 


The shrill ring of my phone caused me to jump. I looked
down and, of course, it was him calling me. I pressed the ignore button but as
soon as it went to voicemail, it started ringing again, and again, and again. Finally,
I had to turn it off completely.


“What the hell happened back there? You damn near
scared the shit out of me. I thought someone was trying to kill you.” She glanced
over at me, thinking the worst, I was sure. “What the fuck did he do to you? Tell
me.”


“Nothing. He didn’t do anything to me. It was what I found in his
closet, by accident. I found pictures of me, probably close to a hundred of
them, all taken over the past eight years or so. He has either been stalking me
for years or having someone else do it. What I can’t figure out is why, Lex. Why?”
I asked, as if she was going to have an answer. “Why would he do this? I don’t understand.”
My last rambling was more rhetorical than anything. 


Alexa remained silent, probably trying to process
everything I’d just dumped in her lap. Hell, I was still trying to process it all, and I was the one who was
directly involved.        


 “I guess we
never really know people,” she said, finally breaking the silence. “If he could
fool us, then I guess anyone can.”


For some reason, her words were the last straw. I cried.
Uncontrollably. I couldn’t believe after all this time, I’d finally found the
man of my dreams and he turned out to be someone I couldn’t trust. 


What was the point of it all? 


His incessant need to always make sure I was safe
seemed odd to me at that point. But if he was following me all those years then
he knew how easy it would be for someone else to do it. Is that why he always wanted to keep me close and out of harm’s way? So
someone else couldn’t do what he was doing? 


My heart broke as I realized I would never find
out. 
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Alek



 

My bedroom was in shambles. Everywhere I looked, I
saw the destruction I’d caused, beyond enraged to give a shit. I couldn’t
believe I’d let it come to this. I’d never meant for her to find out the way
she did.


I hid it. 


I lied about it. 


Well, I omitted the truth. Same thing. 


How the hell am
I going to convince her to trust me now? God knows what’s running through her
head. But I couldn’t really blame her, could I? 


As the amber liquid burned its way down my throat,
I knew what I had to do. 



 

Convincing Sara to listen to me was going to take
work. But I was indeed up to the task. 


I’d never give up. 


Not until she was mine again. 
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    ~1~


    Sara


    


    I once dreamed of a life where my happily ever after was waiting for me. Waiting for me to grab on with both hands and hold tight. All of the romance novels I’d ever read bragged such things, tempted me with a reality which simply didn’t exist.


    Not for me, at least.


    My whole world had been turned upside-down in the blink of an eye. I racked my brain to try and figure out what I’d done to deserve Fate’s cruel hand, but I’d come up blank.


    I was a good person.


    I didn’t deserve to be thrown to the wolves.


    Knowing there were many other people who had worse problems than me, I did my best to summon the strength needed to push through each and every day.


    I was alive.


    I was healthy.


    I had good friends.


    My dream of owning my own business came to fruition.


    Those were the statements I repeated over and over to myself. My own positive mantra. But no matter how many times the words ran through my head, they never brought me any solace.


    I did my absolute best to put on a strong front at work, not wanting Matt or Katherine to bombard me with questions. They both knew there was some sort of falling out between Alek and me, but thankfully, they were satisfied with the measly scraps I threw their way.


    The explanation I gave was that we were simply not seeing each other anymore. I saw the look in Katherine’s eyes when I’d told her. It was the ‘I told you so’ look but thankfully she never said the words out loud.


    Matt, on the other hand, didn’t believe me when I’d told him I was okay with not seeing Alek. The dead giveaway was when he placed his hand on my shoulder and squeezed, the compassionate look in his eyes undoing any resolve I’d been able to hold on to.


    I bawled.


    No holds barred.


    Bawled.


    Matt wrapped me in his warm embrace and told me he would take care of Alek. All I had to do was say the word. While I appreciated the gesture, I merely shook my head and tried my best to smile.


    The one time Alek showed up at Full Bloom to try and talk to me was the only time I asked Matt to interfere. I couldn’t bear to look at the man, let alone hear his voice.


    I wasn’t strong enough yet.


    ~~~~


    An entire month passed since I last laid eyes on the man who devastated my entire world, ripping away any sense of security I was lucky enough to have built back up since moving to Seattle.


    Falling for Alek Devera was a blessing and a curse. He’d made me trust in someone again, crushing the walls I’d built up to protect myself, making me feel alive again after so many years of simply drifting through life. He forced his way into my world, and I was powerless to stop him.


    While he was a little over-the-top sometimes, his need to protect me made me feel wanted. He made me feel special. When I was attacked at Carlson’s, he swooped in out of nowhere and rescued me from the drunk asshole who attacked me in the hallway. He insisted on having an alarm system installed in our apartment because he felt my safety was the number one priority. Hell, he even bought me a brand new car because he hated the thought of me being without a safe mode of transportation.


    Safe. Safe. Safe.


    I heard the word spewed from Alek’s lips more times than I could remember.


    Too bad he couldn’t save me from my broken heart.


    He’d called me so many times I lost count. When he couldn’t get me on the phone, he tried Alexa. Thankfully, she never gave me the phone, although there were times the look on her face told me she wished I’d let him explain.


    But I never did.


    I wasn’t ready to listen to what he had to say. Mainly because I didn’t want to hear what I’d been thinking all along was the truth.


    No. If I kept avoiding him, then there was a small chance he had a good explanation. What that was, I had no idea.


    So I made sure to ignore any and all calls.


    

  


  
    ~2~


    Sara


    


    Stepping from the bathroom, I ran straight into Alexa coming down the hallway. I’d been crying. Again. She knew it as soon as she laid eyes onmy red, blotchy face. Trying to act as if nothing was wrong, I faintly smiled and continued on toward my room.


    “Do you want to talk about it, Sara?” she asked as she followed behind me. I loved my best friend, but no amount of talking was going to heal me. I just needed to sleep. It was my new favorite escape.


    “If you don’t mind, I just want to go to bed. Maybe another time.”


    “You have to talk about it sometime, you know. You can’t hole up here in your bedroom for the rest of your life.” She sat on the edge of my mattress, her hand patting my leg in comfort.


    “I know. Really, I do.” I stared straight ahead. “I need more time.”


    “Well, I’ll give you twenty-four more hours to put your head on straight,” she said, her stern voice indicating how serious she was.


    She caught my attention. “What do you mean?” I asked, shifting in uneasiness.


    “Tomorrow night. You. Me. Girls’ night. We’re going out for a drink, and I won’t take no for an answer.” She stood and made to leave.


    “Lex, please. I can’t. Not yet.” I didn’t want to do it, but I had no more control. Tears broke free and coated my cheeks before I could even think to stop them.


    “See? This is exactly why you fucking need to go out. Can’t you see that?” Why is she yelling at me? “Stop feeling sorry for yourself, Sara. Get up, dust yourself off and move on with your life.”


    No one could say Alexa Bearnheart wasn’t a great friend, but damn. Did she have to go all tough love on my ass?


    “Fine,” I mumbled, a small smile finding its way onto my otherwise sad face. I loved feisty Alexa, even if I was her latest victim.


    “Yay!” she cheered, dancing her way out of my room.


    For the love. What did I just agree to?


    ~~~~


    For as busy as the shop was, the clock didn’t seem to move. The stale moments of time were laughing at me, baiting me with their callous disregard for my need to end the day.


    Alexa and I had agreed to meet at a neighborhood bar after I closed up for the evening. I was trying my best to remain positive, knowing full well I deserved a small reprieve from my tortured heart, even if that pardon came in the form of alcohol.


    Hell, my best friend deserved it for putting up with me the past month, all mopey and moody.


    I arrived at precisely six o’clock and stood outside to wait for her, trying my best to tamp down the incessant need to run home and jump under the covers. 


    Nervously shifting from one foot to the other, I counted the minutes until my best friend arrived. She was usually on time, so I expected her to pull up any second. But after more time passed of no Alexa, I grabbed my phone, preparing to call and find out what was holding her up. As I was about to connect the call, I had an uneasy feeling someone was standing behind me.


    A little too close for comfort.


    The hairs on the back of my neck bristled, my body suddenly becoming warm even though the night’s chilly air did its best to bind me in a cool embrace.


    Without turning around, I knew exactly who it was.


    No amount of time could erase the effect he had on me when he was near.


    It was as if there was an imaginary electrical current passing between us whenever we shared the same space.


    Spinning around slowly, I chose to keep my eyes closed longer than normal. The more seconds which passed where he didn’t infiltrate my world, the better. I knew I was being ridiculous, but it worked for me.


    I eventually opened my eyes and there he was, standing not two feet away from me.


    Dressed in one of his designer suits, he should have looked impeccable, but instead, he appeared disheveled. His hair was behaving in the unruly way which made him look sexier, even if I hadn’t wanted to notice as much. But it was his face which displayed all the hurt and agony he was going through. Still the most handsome man I’d ever seen, he looked beat down. And ragged. There were dark circles splayed underneath his eyes, no doubt from lack of sleep. His posture was one of defeat, portraying a heartbroken man to anyone who cared to pay attention. I noticed, simply because I shared the same affliction.


    Was it merely a coincidence Alek had been waiting outside the same bar where Alexa and I had agreed to meet? Had she set the whole thing up? Had they been in contact with one another? If so, how often had they been talking behind my back? Too many questions raced through my mind, but there were no answers. None which would have calmed me down, at least. I was beyond upset. I knew she was only trying to do what she thought she should, but it didn’t stop me from being pissed at her. We would surely be having words as soon as I arrived home.


    Seeing him again brought everything back to the forefront.


    The lying.


    The betrayal.


    The heartache.


    Realizing being so close to one another wasn’t a good idea, I turned away and walked briskly back toward my car.


    His car.


    Whatever.


    I’d only agreed to keep his extravagant gift until I purchased my own, but since we weren’t together anymore, I wanted to give it back immediately. I tried, numerous times, making Alexa follow me to his house to drop it off in front of his gate, but he kept returning it. So I gave up until I found a way for him to keep it for good.


    I didn’t make it far before he was right on my heels. “Sara, please stop. I need to explain myself. Please, just give me a chance,” he pleaded, reaching out and gripping my elbow. His hold threw me off-balance, allowing him to whip me around so we were face to face again.


    Our whole situation quickly replayed in my head, from how I felt when I was with him, to our lustful nights together, to the discovery of his secret. So many emotions plagued me. But unfortunately, none of them were going to save me from what I was about to do. 


    Or should I say…save him from what was about to happen.


    Before my brain could shut down the impulse, a quick rush of air broke the silence between us as my palm connected with his cheek.


    I wanted him to hurt the same way I did.


    My hand instantly started to throb. Surprisingly, he stumbled back a step, actually having the decency to look ashamed. “I deserved that,” he muttered. He kept his eyes locked on me, waiting for something. Anything. Waiting for me to speak, or maybe waiting for me to strike him again.


    I did neither.


    We stood there for what felt like an eternity, eyes locked on one another. I couldn’t help the sappy emotion which chose to take hold. I missed him. Missed looking at his face which I loved so much. Missed his smell and the feel of being held in his arms. I missed talking to him and sharing stories. Hell, I even missed arguing with him.


    But no amount of missing could obliterate the feeling of hopelessness which wrapped around me. And if I didn’t do something about it soon, it would swallow me up and never let me go.


    He was the first to break the uncomfortable silence. “Can we go somewhere more private so I can fully explain myself?” His dejected gaze pleaded with me to give him the chance he needed, but I couldn’t do it. Not right then.


    “I can’t,” I said softly. I wanted to yell and scream at him, but what good would it do? “I don’t have anything to say to you, Alek, and quite honestly, I don’t care to hear what you have to tell me.” I looked down at my shoes. “I need more time.”


    If Alek had been a sensitive man, I would have thought our situation was weakening him. His eyes were glassy and red, indicating he was going to cry. But that wasn’t him. He was strong and unwavering, passionate and dominant. Yes, there were glimpses of sensitivity I’d seen during our time together, but it was mostly during the intimate times we’d shared. The far-off look which would take over his features as if his feelings toward me were too much for him.


    But I knew he was only doing his best to not get caught. What I’d thought were genuine feelings for me were simply disguises for the secrets he held close.


    He sucked in a ragged breath and straightened his spine. “How much time? I can’t bear to be separated from you.” He never broke eye contact, pulling me in with his steadfast gaze. “You have to believe I was only looking out for you, trying to keep you safe. I swear it.” He advanced toward me, reaching out to try and touch me. I backed away. When he saw I was ready to leave again, he uttered the words I’d only dreamed about. “I love you, Sara. I love you so much I can’t breathe without you. I would never, ever, do anything to hurt you. Please…”


    Feeling as if someone had gut-punched me, I stumbled backward, thankfully catching myself before I hit the pavement. Why did he have to tell me he loved me for the first time under these circumstances? Why couldn’t he have gifted me with his words after a night of making love? Or just during any of our other encounters? I would have even accepted them during one of our heated arguments. But not there, not like that. I found I was still affected by them but not as much as I would have liked to have been, due to our unraveling relationship.


    “If you loved me so much, you should have been honest with me about whatever was going on right from the beginning.” Realizing I couldn’t torture myself any longer, I turned back around and continued on toward my car, trying to escape the hurt emanating from every pore of his body.


    Thankfully, he didn’t try to stop me.


    

  


  
    ~3~


    Sara


    


    “How many times have you talked to him, Alexa?” I shouted, unable to control the rising octave of my voice. I tried to coax myself down from the ledge the whole time I drove home, doing my best to convince myself my best friend did what she thought she should. But the fact of the matter was…she betrayed me. She handed me off to the wolf with no regard for my emotional safety.


    Since I had no idea who Alek really was, she also put me in physical danger. Who the hell knew what he would have done to me, given the right, or wrong, circumstance. In reality, did I think he would ever harm me? No. But I’d been wrong about him so far, so I couldn’t trust my own intuition when it came to him.


    Thankfully, nothing happened from our little surprise encounter, other than him getting smacked, of course. While it should have made me feel good to lash out at him, it made me feel worse. He had reduced me to someone who I didn’t recognize. I wasn’t that person. I didn’t purposely hurt people, emotionally or physically.


    But when I was around him, all sense of my true self flew right out the window.


    With my hands on my hips, I crowded Alexa’s personal space. Advancing a single step in her direction caused her to fall down on the couch. She looked up at me with regret and sadness in her eyes. She knew she fucked up, but I still wasn’t going to let her off the hook too easily.


    “How. Many. Times?” I repeated.


    I’d never seen Alexa Bearnheart back down from anyone before, but she knew enough about my state of mind to not mess with me. She was playing the role she should, of a friend who did me wrong.


    Looking down at her lap, she answered. “Only a few times.” When she heard me gasp, she snapped her head up to look at me. “I swear, Sara. I never meant to go behind your back. It’s just…”


    “Just what?”


    A long sigh fell from her lips. “He sounded so lost. His voice cracked when he was begging me to put you on the phone. I swear to Christ, Sara, he sounded like he was going to cry, and although it shouldn’t have, it broke my heart.”


    Alexa reached out to snag my hand in hers, but I moved away. I loved my friend, but right then I would end up smacking her if she touched me.


    So many emotions dueled inside me. It was as if I wasn’t even in my own body, the feelings I was experiencing so foreign to me. I wasn’t even over the feelings Alek evoked from me and there I was, dealing with Alexa’s betrayal. Maybe I was overreacting a little, but I didn’t care. She had to know how much she hurt me.


    The last thing I wanted was to feel as if I couldn’t confide in her. I had to know that what I told her would be kept between us. That she had my back, no matter what.


    “Your loyalty is to me, Alexa. Not him. What you did was wrong.” I took a seat next to her on the couch, still keeping a safe distance. “I know you think you were only trying to help me. But you have to let me deal with this on my own terms, in my own way. Only I will know when the time is right to hear what he has to say.” My anger slowly waned, the look on her face making me want to comfort her. But I didn’t. She had to know I was serious.


    “I’m so sorry. I swear I’ll never talk to him again.” Her nervousness had her biting her nails, a habit she had tried to break over and over again. “I merely thought if I could arrange for you two to meet, to talk, you would resolve this issue and get back together. I mean, come on, Sara. If there’s no hope for the two of you, then what chance do I have?” She attempted to smile but faltered, her grin never truly reaching her eyes.


    “Alexa, I have no idea why he has all those freaking pictures of me. For all we know, he could be some kind of crazy, psycho stalker.”


    “You know, deep down, he’s not. Although, he’s not making a good case for himself right now. I get it. But you won’t know until you give him a chance to explain.” She moved closer and grabbed my hand. I let her. “I love you. I only want what’s best for you. I thought if you would hear him out and give him another chance, you could get the hell out of this funk you have yourself in.” Squeezing my palm in hers, she said, “But I’ve learned my lesson. Trust me. I won’t interfere again. Do you forgive me?” she asked, looking hopeful I would say yes.


    “I suppose.” I shrugged. “But if you go back on your word and talk to him behind my back…I won’t forgive you again.”


    “I promise. No more. I won’t even say his name.”


    “Good,” I said, desperate to change the subject.


    After we were done talking about the latest gossip at her job, I decided what I needed was a nice, long, hot shower.


    The spray of the water did nothing but wash away a tiny amount of tension from my body. Did I really think a hot escape would do the trick? Maybe. A little.


    I should know better than to hope for such things.


    As my head hit the pillow and my eyes became heavy, I prayed for my dreams to give me some reprieve. Ever since I ran away from Alek, my nightmares had come back in full force.


    Or should I say memories?


    I didn’t want to do it. I willed my mind to go somewhere else, but it didn’t listen. As I drifted off into an uneasy sleep, the recollections of long ago rushed forward with a vengeance, wrapping their harsh, ugly hands around my soul and squeezed until I’d given in.


    For the first time in almost eight years, I’d let myself drift back to the day I was taken.


    

  


  
    ~4~


    Sara


    


    “Are you almost ready, dear?” Gram yells from the bottom of the stairs. Rushing around and getting ready for my job at the bookstore is a normal occurrence for me. Since I don’t have enough money saved for my own car yet, I have to rely on my grandmother for rides to and from work. I hate putting her out like this, but I don’t have another choice right now. When I can, I’ll catch a ride with the girls I work with, but it isn’t often at all.


    “Yeah, I’ll be right down.”


    Grabbing my name tag from the dresser, I hurry down the stairs so fast I almost run smack-dab right in to her. She’s waiting for me at the bottom, and my clumsiness almost surely caused a detour to the hospital.


    Laughing, she grabs my arms to steady me, looks me deep in the eyes and smiles.


    I’m instantly put at ease.


    I’m so grateful for every day my grandma Rose is in my life. She really is my second mother. I don’t know what type of person I would have turned out to be if it wasn’t for her stepping in and taking care of me after my mother died.


    Thankfully, the bookstore is only a ten-minute ride from our house. When we finally pull up front, I hop out, but only after giving her a big kiss and telling her I love her.


    Having five minutes to spare, I race toward the break room and throw my purse in my locker. I prepare for my shift, taking a quick drink before heading out to the floor to deal with the customers.


    It’s relatively busy for a Wednesday evening, which is just fine with me. Time always goes by quicker when I’m busy. 


    “Hey, Sara, there you are. Can you help me stock the new shipment of books? I have to rearrange this display over here and replace them with the ones that just came in. Then we have to move the initial display over there in the far right-hand corner.” I don’t even see Karen come up behind me. But it doesn’t stop her from continuing on, not even giving me a second thought as to why I nearly jumped ten feet in the air. 


    “Sure. Show me what you need me to do,” I say as I get down to business. “Oh, by the way, do you think you can possibly give me a ride home after work tonight? You’re working until close, right?”


    “Yeah, I am, and of course I can. No problem.” 


    We make quick work of dismantling the display and replace it with the new one. Once we’re done with our project, we fall right into our other duties, such as taking inventory and assisting customers.


    On break, I call my gram and tell her I have a ride home so she doesn’t have to come and pick me up. The weather had turned and rain pelted the ground outside, making me more grateful to Karen since I hated dragging my gram out in this type of weather.


    I’m busy cleaning up a stack of books someone knocked over when she comes running over. “Hey, Sara! Look who it is,” she whispers, rudely pointing at someone. “I can’t believe they still let him work here. He’s super weird.” She leans in close for her next statement. “I don’t know why you even bother to engage him in conversation.” She’s not-so-subtly referring to Samuel, the maintenance guy who works here.


    He’s busy fixing a busted light fixture, glancing over in our direction, smiling when he sees I’m looking at him. Then his eyes fall on Karen and he looks away quickly. “Oh, how can you stand it? Doesn’t he creep you out?”


    “Karen, stop being so mean. He never did anything to anyone.”


    “Not who lived to tell about it, anyway. Just be careful around him, Sara.” I let out a restrained sigh as she walks away to help a customer.


    Samuel started working at the bookstore about eight months ago. Being the nephew of the owner seems to work against the poor guy. I hear what people say, that no one else would ever hire him, that he’s too strange to work anywhere else, that it isn’t fair they have to share the same space with him.


    While I do my best not to judge him, I can see where people might think certain things about him, his appearance sometimes adding to the situation. He’s tall and more on the lanky side, wearing clothes ill-fitting for his form. Shaggy hair and sporadic facial hair are a norm for him. Simply because he doesn’t fit into society’s version of what’s normal shouldn’t automatically cause people to shun him, should it?


    People are mean. Yes, he’s different. But no, he’s never said a mean word to anyone, nor has he ever done anything questionable, either. Not that I’ve seen, at least.


    My boss explained he is emotionally stunted for his age of thirty-five. He’s well enough to live on his own, but he doesn’t adapt too well to normal social interactions. Every time I cross paths with him, he smiles and continues on with whatever project he’s working on.


    The more time passed, the less nervous I became. We exchange simple niceties every now and then, talking about the weather or how I was doing in school.


    Karen teases me. All the time. She says he has a crush on me and I should watch out before he ends up wearing my skin as a suit someday. I don’t laugh because I don’t want to encourage her.


    Someone has to stick up for him, right?


    I truly feel bad for him. I’m sure he hears her ramblings, mainly because she isn’t quiet when she’s talking about him. Sometimes I catch his eye and witness the sadness there. But I smile, trying to reassure him not everyone is like her.


    Coming out of the ladies room, I run right into him on accident. “Oh, excuse me, Samuel. Sorry, I didn’t see you there.”


    “No…no…it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have been standing so close to the door. I shouldn’t have been so close,” he repeats, flustered and shaking his head back and forth. He continues to mumble as he stands close to me.


    Some days, he’s okay and some days, the smallest things seem to upset him, which cause him to apologize profusely, becoming upset with himself.


    I reach out and touch his forearm, trying my best to calm him down. “Don’t worry about it. Seriously, Samuel, it was merely an accident.”


    My touch seems to do the trick. He instantly relaxes. “Okay, Sara,” he says as he looks at the ground. “I have to go now…I have to fix the sink in the men’s room.” He walks away, his eyes still fixated on the ground.


    I’m on break a little while later when Karen comes into the back of the store. “Sorry, Sara, but something came up and I can’t give you a ride home after all. Your gram can come pick you up, though, right?”


    “Yeah, don’t worry about it. Thanks anyway.” I don’t want to bring her out in this weather, but it looks like I have no other choice.


    Samuel walks in on the end of our conversation and must notice my slight distress at the news.


    “I can give you a ride home,” he offers as he looks at me across the room. He’s standing there with a hopeless expression on his face, no doubt still recovering from his small episode earlier.


    “No, it’s okay. I wouldn’t want to put you out. But thank you, I appreciate it.”


    “I really don’t mind at all. Didn’t you say you lived kind of close to here? It’s no big deal.”


    I quickly think about this. I’m not one hundred percent sure about it, but at the same time I’m concerned about making my gram drive in this weather to pick me up.


    In the end, her safety wins out over my quick reservation.


    “Okay, but only if you are sure.” He nods.


    We exchange a small smile before I pass him on my way back out to the sales floor.


    It’s finally time to leave. I follow Samuel out to his truck, ignoring the whispers of my co-workers.


    Strapping in, I give him my address as he makes a right out of the parking lot. There is an uncomfortable silence between us. Am I simply nervous because I’ve only interacted with him at work? Or is there something else brewing inside? An unnerving instinct trying to warn me of something?


    Pushing my erratic thoughts aside, I stare out the window.


    He manages to scare me when he speaks, silence otherwise surrounding us. “I’m so happy you’ve finally agreed to be with me.”


    The rain hitting the windshield muffles what he says. He didn’t say what I thought he did, did he?


    “Excuse me?” I say, praying the next words out of his mouth are something which won’t freak me out.


    “I’ve waited a long time for this, Sara,” he declares as he turns his head to look at me. “The first time I saw you, I knew we had a special connection.” A far-off look invades his pupils, driving home how far off-kilter he’s becoming.


    My reality is certainly not the same as his.


    Frantically thinking of something to say, I start to shift in my seat, nervousness taking over with each pass of the road.


    “Samuel,” I start cautiously, “I need you to pull over and let me out, please. I’ll call for another ride home.”


    His hands grip the steering wheel so tight his knuckles lose all color. “Why do you want to leave me already?”


    How do I even respond to such a question? Because you’re freaking me the fuck out is probably not the right thing to say right now, although it’s the honest-to-God truth.


    “Why, Sara?” he shouts, pounding his fist against the leather wheel. I physically jump, moving closer to my door. This is going from bad to worse. Fast.


    “I need to go home. Please. Please, just take me home,” I beg.


    Without missing a beat, he answers me and the chills wrap around my spine and squeeze. I almost lose my lunch all over the front seat.


    “I am taking you home,” he declares. “Our home.”


    My heart plummets.


    My breathing becomes erratic.


    My tears spill forth, washing away any hope of escape.


    Running my hands up and down my thighs I realize my phone is in my purse. By my feet. All I have to do is lean down and grab it. As I move forward, Samuel turns his head in my direction, watching me as much as he can without crashing his vehicle.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing,” I whisper, sitting back in my seat. Samuel is proving to be unpredictable, and I’m not sure what I should do. He’s showing me a side of himself I thought only existed in other people’s imaginations. And because of my need to prove them wrong, I ended up in his clutches.


    Exactly where he wanted me.


    Every time I smiled in his direction, trying to appease his nervousness, he took my niceness as an indication of my feelings for him. Or what he thought were my feelings. I was simply trying to not judge, not treat him like everyone else did. I knew he was different, and I wasn’t going to be like everyone else.


    I should have been.


    I should have never made eye contact.


    I should have never been nice.


    I would have been safe.


    If I don’t do or say anything right now, if I let him drive me closer to wherever it is he’s taking me, then I will lose.


    My freedom.


    My happy little bubble.


    My world.


    To hell with it! I dive forward and retrieve my cell as quickly as I can. Grabbing my only hope, I swipe the screen and do my best to dial 911. I know in my gut I won’t complete the call. But I try anyway.


    My sudden movements cause Samuel to whip the wheel to the right and skid to a stop on the side of the highway, kicking up gravel all around us.


    I reach for the handle to jump out of his truck, but he grabs my arm before I can escape.


    “No!” he shouts. “Why are you being like this, Sara? Why are you trying to leave me?”


    I have no words for him. I don’t even fully comprehend what’s taking place right now. I know I’m in danger, but it’s like I’m moving in slow motion, an alternate world dancing around me. Pulling me in deeper and deeper until I can’t even hear him.


    I see him, though.


    He’s angry.


    So angry.


    The muscles in his face start to tick, tiny spasms jumping the more upset he becomes. His eyes blink in quick succession, his hold on me tightening the more his body betrays him.


    “I…I…just want to go…go,” I stammer. “Please, let me out.” I try to shrug free, but it’s no use. 


    I’m not going anywhere.


    Glancing into his eyes, I see my future and it terrifies me. I bear witness to the man sitting next to me come unhinged. My life isn’t my own anymore, of this I’m sure. Lost in my own dread, I don’t even see it coming.


    A sharp pain to my temple throws me into unconsciousness. 


    ~~~~


    The world starts to fade in and out as a ripping pain tears through my brain. I try to reach up to grab my head, but I can’t. My arms are restrained, a coarse rope grating against my sensitive skin. I make it worse with each struggled attempt.


    I try to remember how I ended up here and that’s when the memories come flooding in, fitting all the jagged pieces of the puzzle together.


    I can’t believe I thought he was harmless. It was so obvious to everyone else around me, but for some unexplainable reason, I chose to turn a blind eye to what was staring me right in the face.


    I don’t want to be the type of person who judges others simply because they’re different. In this instance, though, I should have followed the flock.


    A faint sound above tears me from my thoughts, instantly making my heart beat faster. The floorboards creak with each step, the sound eerily reminding me of a horror film. Shrouded in darkness, I can’t see a thing. But I can hear. The sound becomes more prominent, getting closer until I hear a door open. Someone descends the rickety stairs, and I can only assume it’s the man who now holds me captive.


    A faint light is turned on in the farthest part of the room. Even though it isn’t bright, it takes me some time to fully adjust to it. When I turn my head, I can see the back of Samuel. He’s fiddling with something, but I’m not quite sure what. He’s blocking my view.


    “Samuel,” I call out. “Where am I?” I’m hoping if I talk to him, engage him in conversation, he’ll see what he’s doing is wrong. There has to be a rational man inside him somewhere, and I’m going to do my best to find him.


    He doesn’t answer, but he stops moving.


    “Samuel? Please, look at me.” My voice is a liar. I sound calm, but I’m anything but. I’m terrified and cracking on the inside.


    “Sara. Oh, Sara. I never meant for this to happen. You have to believe me. But you made me so angry. Why did you try to leave me?” He’s starting to become anxious and twitchy the more he speaks.


    “I’m sorry. I just wanted to go home to see my gram. I didn’t mean to upset you.” I expel a deep breath before adding, “Can you let me go now? We can pretend none of this happened.” A tear escapes and dances down my cheek. “I won’t tell anyone. I promise.” 


    He quickly turns around and walks in my direction, an object held loosely in his hands. I try to see what it is, but I don’t have a good angle.


    “I can’t, Sara. I’m so sorry, but I can’t. You’ll tell, and I can’t go back there. I have such nightmares, and no one helps me.” His voice trails off. “No one helps me,” he repeats.


    “I won’t tell, Samuel. I promise. Please, untie me. No one will ever know. I’ll tell my gram I stopped off to do some shopping before coming home. She’ll believe me. Please…just let me go home. Please, Samuel,” I plead.


    He hovers over me, his hands hiding behind his back. “I’m sorry, Sara. I can’t.” He moves a smelly rag over my mouth and nose in one quick motion. I try to fight and catch my breath, but I only make it worse. I quickly fade back into unconsciousness, blackness creeping in all around to swallow me up.


    Time passes undetected, consciousness a fleeting luxury. I’m losing the ability to think straight, to wrap my head around the severity of my demise.


    It’s like I’m in a constant state of fuzziness.


    During one of my brief moments of alertness, I overhear Samuel talking to someone at his front door. I try to struggle against my restraints, but it’s no use. Moments later, I hear him walk across the room above me, round the corner and start his descent to my dark dungeon.


    “Who was at the door, Samuel? Was it someone looking for me? Please, Samuel…please, just let me go. I swear I won’t tell anyone.” I tell him over and over I won’t give him away, but he never believes me. 


    “I can’t do that, Sara. You belong here with me now. If we’re going to make this relationship work, you’re going to have to trust me.” He utters his words with calmness, but there is an undeniable annoyance laced behind each syllable. 


    Relationship? What the hell is he talking about? He’s even more delusional than I had originally thought.


    Knowing better than to antagonize him by rebutting his earlier statement, I simply ask him again who was at the door, doing so in the calmest tone I can muster. “Samuel, can you please tell me who you were talking to?”


    “A detective.” He doesn’t offer up any more information. I’m hopeful to hear they’re at least looking for me, not realizing how long I’ve actually been missing. 


    “Can you tell me how long I’ve been here?” When he doesn’t answer right away, I continue interrogating him. “Samuel?’


    “What?” he angrily shouts at me. 


    I have to tread carefully because I don’t know what he’s fully capable of, not wanting his anger to escalate and fatally harm me. 


    “Would you be able to please tell me how long I have been here with you?”


    “Four days,” he says before turning off the light and disappearing up the steps.


    Left in darkness once again, I have nothing but time to think. My poor grandmother is probably going out of her mind with worry. She knows I would never take off, so she has to realize I’m in some sort of danger. But what’s the hold-up? I know people saw me hop into his truck, so why aren’t they busting down the door to rescue me?


    I drift off to sleep, my weariness too much to keep me alert any longer.


    Sometimes, I feel his fingers work their way through my hair, relishing the feel of me. Other times, I feel his face directly above mine, almost touching me.


    He feeds me very little, no doubt making sure I remain weak. Each time I need to go to the bathroom, I have to wait until he decides to come and check on me. Even then, he has me use a bedpan. It’s humiliating to say the least, but I have to focus on the bigger picture.


    I’m still alive, so there’s hope, albeit faint, but hope nonetheless.


    The next time he wakes me up, I decide to try something different with him.


    “Samuel, if we’re going to make our relationship work, you’re going to have to trust me enough to untie me.” Please…please, let this work.


    “I don’t believe you, Sara. You don’t want to stay. You want to leave me…just like everyone else.”


    “No, I don’t, I swear it. I want to be here with you, I promise I do. You have to believe me.”


    “Stop it! Stop lying to me, Sara!” he shouts. Not sure how far he’ll go, I fall silent. “I’ll be down later with some soup for dinner.”


    Startled awake by a loud noise, I try to focus on what I think I hear. Voices. Coming from directly above me. Maybe I’ve finally fallen off the edge of sanity.


    Am I hallucinating? 


    The voice proceeds to become louder with each passing second. Someone is shouting. Then, as if all of my prayers are answered, I hear actual words. 


    “Where is she, Samuel? Just tell us where she is and everything will be all right.” I don’t hear my captor respond. 


    After what seems like forever, I hear loud, heavy footsteps pounding down the wooden steps. I pray it isn’t Samuel. I pray it’s anyone else.


    “Down here! She’s down here!” I hear a man shout. These are the last words I make out before slipping back into the darkness


    ~~~~


    Samuel Colden held me hostage for nine long, torturous days. The detectives told me he had formed an unhealthy attachment, believing we were indeed involved in a relationship. He had somehow gotten hold of my work ID badge and made hundreds of copies, plastering them all over his house. He even taped images of himself next to them.


    A happy couple.


    A farce to feed his delirium.


    He continued to go to work during the days I was trapped inside his house, pretending as if everything was completely normal. I’d found out later on people had asked about me, wondering why I never showed up for my shifts. It wasn’t until they called my house two days later that they found out I was even missing.


    Even though there were witnesses placing me with Samuel the night I disappeared, it still took them nine days to come and rescue me. But I was grateful they found me at all.


    Thankfully, he didn’t sexually assault me. While he’d torn away all sense of safety and security, at least he hadn’t stolen my innocence. The only comfort I had was the fact he was taken away and would be locked up for a very, very long time.


    So began my journey to overcome my tragedy. I worked hard to not let it define me.


    Everything was going well until Alek shattered my world.


    

  


  
    ~5~


    Alek


    


    I’d let another two weeks go by without contacting Sara. She said she needed more time and I gave it to her, even when it killed me to do so. Not being near her was tearing me apart, a little bit every single day.


    Ever since I stepped through the door of Full Bloom, my world had been altered forever.


    For the better.


    Seeing the effect I had on her was mind-blowing, the best-case scenario I could have hoped for. But I never thought I would be caught up in her just as much. Looking back, I didn’t know why I’d been surprised. She was beautiful and intelligent, someone who wasn’t afraid to tell me what she thought. A trait I didn’t even know I’d been longing for in a woman.


    I loved the back and forth between us. Me trying to exert my need to be in control and her pushing back at every turn.


    She was a challenge.


    She was a breath of fresh air.


    Knowing full well I shouldn’t have expressed my feelings for her the way I did, I simply couldn’t help myself.


    I love Sara Hawthorne.


    With all my heart.


    From the outside, it might look like I rushed in too fast, blinders on, letting my emotions rule me. But no one had any idea what had been going on for years.


    Yes, I’d officially met Sara barely five months before, but I’d been keeping an eye on her for the past eight years.


    And it was finally time I told her the whole sordid story.


    ~~~~


    Waiting outside her shop was killing me. I knew it was going to be difficult to convince her to speak to me, but I was certainly up for the challenge.


    I didn’t have a choice.


    It was time she heard me out, listened to my side of the story. I knew she probably thought I was some sort of deranged stalker, but it couldn’t be further from the truth.


    I’d been enlisted to protect her, her safety always being my concern. Even present day.


    I saw the instant she made her way outside, locking the door behind her, unaware I was watching her. But then again, she’d always been unaware. It was for her own good. I couldn’t even imagine how difficult she would have been had she known she’d had a shadow.


    Opening the back door of the sedan, I stepped out and cautiously approached her. Her back was still turned toward me, allowing me a few precious seconds to muster up the strength needed to deal with everything.


    With the final turn of the shop’s lock, she pivoted on her heel and came face to face with me, the look of shock on her face making me want to reach out and assure her.


    I’d given her the space she needed, but it was time she gave me what I wanted. No, what I need.


    I approached her cautiously, especially since the last time I was close she lashed out and smacked me across the face. While it hurt like a bitch, I knew I deserved every bit of her anger, both physical and emotional. 


    I knew she wanted to hurt me as much as I’d hurt her.


    “Alek, stop right there. I don’t have anything to say to you, so don’t waste your breath,” she said, frustrated, knowing I wasn’t going to leave her alone so soon. “Go home, Alek…just go home.”


    “You have to talk to me sometime, Sara. You have to let me explain. You’ll understand everything once you give me a chance.” I locked eyes on her, silently pleading with her to give in.


    I was tired and worn down. Never in a million years did I ever think I’d let a woman affect me in such a way, weaving her essence into every cell in my body.


    Ever trying to appear unaffected, I knew she saw me falter, if even for a little bit.


    “I don’t have to do anything, Alek. I need more time.” She turned away and started walking toward her car. I wanted to yell at her, try and make her see she was being unreasonable, but I’d for sure lock up all her defenses. No, I had to handle it the only way I knew how.


    Hurrying my steps, I made my way in front of her retreating body, blocking her route to escape.


    “I don’t have any more time for this shit, Sara,” I proclaimed before I picked her up and flung her over my shoulder. Her scent instantly filled my nose, memories of being buried deep inside her too strong to push aside. I was instantly hard, a happening which was more of an annoyance than anything. Mainly because there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it.


    She fought me like I knew she would, but I wasn’t letting her walk away again. A few paces were all it took for me to arrive at the back door of the car. I’d chosen to bring my driver along. There was no way I was going to drive while she tried her best to escape from me, endangering us both.


    “Put me down!” she screamed. I was sure we were quite the sight, but thankfully no one approached me, sheer determination written all over my face. Anyone could see if they’d looked close enough.


    Her small fists pounded against my back, but I never flinched. My only goal was to get her alone and make her listen to me. I knew once she heard my explanation, we could start over, right where we left off.


    At least I was hoping as much.


    Opening the door, I gently shoved her into the backseat—if that was even possible, to gently shove. Or maybe I intently shoved her inside. No matter. She was in my car and my plan was working.


    Knowing what she’d do, I’d been prepared for her every action. I had her on her back before she reached for the opposite door handle, slamming my own door and yelling to the driver to take off. He didn’t even bat an eyelash, pulling out into traffic as if this was an everyday occurrence for me.


    Which it wasn’t. Thank God. Although, who the hell knew what the future held. I could fully envision having to throw Sara over my shoulder. For her insolence. For her safety. Hell, just for fun.


    We were nose to nose, our lips almost touching. I’d wanted nothing more than to attack her mouth, but I wouldn’t take it there.


    Yet.


    When our breathing was the only sound in the car, she spoke and broke the silence. “You’re crushing me, Alek,” she mumbled, my weight obviously cutting off her air supply. I’d been so lost in her I hadn’t even realized I was still lying on top of her. 


    “If I let you up, are you going to behave?” I asked, knowing full well she wanted nothing more than to tell me to fuck off.


    She never answered my question. Instead, she grit her teeth and said, “Get off me.”


    “Fine,” I replied. I had nothing else to say.


    The drive back to my house was uneventful, which was both good and bad. Good, because she wasn’t fighting me anymore, never even questioning where I was taking her. Bad, because she didn’t put up a fight. I’d hope I hadn’t lost her. Not yet.


    Once we arrived, I opened my door, reaching for her hand behind me as I exited the vehicle. She batted it away, instead moving further into the car. Holding the door open, I waited her out. Finally, she made her exit, huffing as she walked past me, brushing my shoulder with hers. The slight touch already making my body come alive.


    I smiled. At least she didn’t run down the driveway and try to hop the gate.


    Folding her arms, she sighed loudly as I approached, fumbling for my keys. She rolled her eyes when I looked at her, making my dick twitch in my pants. Again.


    “Do you want something to drink?” I offered as I allowed her to walk inside ahead of me. 


    “No,” she answered. Short and to the point. “So, where do you want to do this? Here?” she asked, pointing toward the sitting room. Not waiting for my response, she brushed past me, her shoulder touching mine again, as she stepped into the large open space.


    I wanted to tell her I’d much rather talk in my bedroom. Naked. But I didn’t think that’d fly too well with her. One step at a time.


    “Yes. But I’m going to need a drink, so give me a second.”


    “I’m sure you are going to need it, so feel free.”


     I smiled as I turned my back toward her, not wanting to upset her further, having her thinking this was all a joke. I knew exactly how serious this was. I was smirking because I loved her sass. Most of the time.


    Pouring myself a decent-size drink, I gulped down half, summoning all the courage and patience I needed for our talk. 


    Expelling a deep breath, I closed my eyes and counted to five. Most people count till ten, but I couldn’t wait that long. I needed to start so we could get back to where we left off.


    Her naked, underneath me.


    Turning around, I took a few steps until I was near her, lowering myself so I was sitting on the far end of the couch. I didn’t want to crowd her, needing her to be as open to my explanation as possible.


    I parted my lips to start but she cut me off, spewing out questions faster than I could comprehend the words.


    “Did you think I would casually ask you why you had stalker-ish photos of me, Alek? Did you want me to wait around for the answer, not knowing whether you were a danger to me in some way? You’re always going on and on about my safety. Well, do you think it’s safe for me to be in the presence of someone who’s hiding a secret from me?”


    Holy shit! Talk about diving right into it. I ran my hand through my hair, clenching the back of it in frustration. She wasn’t going to make this easy on me. Not one little bit.


    “I know why you were upset—” I offered, but she cut me off again before I could finish.


    “AM! Why I am upset, not were upset!” she yelled, finally letting go of her calm demeanor. The anger danced behind her eyes, showing me her frustration grew the longer we sat there together.


    I had to do something and fast.


    Inching closer to her on the couch, I put my hand on her thigh, her dress riding up and revealing some of her lovely skin. Touching her sent a jolt through me, making my heart pick up the pace. But just like in the car, she batted my hand away.


    For a brief moment, we sat there and studied one another. I wasn’t sure if she was going to bolt, and I was sure she didn’t know what was going to come flying from my mouth.


    “Where do I even start, baby?” I whispered, still holding our firm eye contact.


    “Don’t call me that, Alek. You forfeited your right to call me such things.”


    My face fell. What she’d said wasn’t exactly a surprise, but it hurt nonetheless.


    “I’ll start from the beginning, from when I first saw you.” Her face took on an expression of relief mixed with reservation. I didn’t blame her.


    She looked away from me and shifted in her seat, tucking her long hair behind her ear before turning her stare back onto me.


    I drew a deep breath and continued. “It was about eight years ago when I first laid eyes on you. Well, to be exact, it was a picture of you.


    "Where did you see—?”


    “Sara, I’m asking for you to please allow me to tell you the whole story, from start to finish. Then you can ask me as many questions as you like. But please…let me get through this. It’s hard for me, and I don’t want you to be any more upset with me than you already are. Although, I know I can’t control what you feel, I can at least give you all the facts and prove to you I was only ever looking out for you.”


    “Fine.” She sighed, motioning for me to start talking again.


    “As I was saying, the first time I saw you was in a picture—your high school picture, to be exact. You see, my grandfather was away on business when he’d taken ill. I’d dropped everything and flew right out to visit him. He had checked into a local hospital, not wanting to risk his health further by flying back home first. It was a smart decision on his part because as it turned out, he had a bad case of pneumonia. They kept him for almost two weeks. At Belford Memorial Hospital. In Florida.”


    I waited for something to dawn on her. Some part of my story should’ve been familiar. Maybe she was too wrapped up in my tale to recognize it. But before I spoke again, it was there, recognition lighting her eyes like a fire in the night. Her mouth fell open and her breath quickened.


    “Belford Memorial? That was the name of the hospital my grandmother was in. She was there because of a hip replacement.” Her lips snapped shut immediately after offering the information.


    I continued. “When I walked into the hospital to visit him, they told me he’d been moved. To Room 312.” Again, I stopped and waited for her to catch on.


    “Room 312?” she whispered, her hand slightly covering her mouth in disbelief. 


    “Yes. Well, actually he was in Room 321. The nurse gave me the wrong number. But I didn’t realize it until after I entered. So instead of finding my grandfather, there was an elderly woman. It wasn’t until I advanced closer that I was able to see her. She’d been covered up with blankets. When I realized my mistake and started walking back toward the door, that’s when she called out to me. She called me Robert and told me she had been waiting for me to show up. She said she had something important to talk to me about. Completely ignoring me when I tried to tell her I wasn’t this Robert, she laughed and told me to stop messing around, and that she needed my help.


    “Seeing as how she wasn’t going to give up, I decided to indulge her and listen to what she wanted to tell me. I mean, if she was looking right at me, talking to me, still thinking I was this Robert, then I knew no amount of reasoning was going to convince her otherwise. So I listened to her. That’s when she asked me to watch over you, her granddaughter. She pointed to a picture of you in your cap and gown she kept on the bedside table. When I was able to take a better look, I had to admit I was drawn to you on some weird level. There was something in your eyes which called to me.”


    I stopped talking for a brief moment, assessing how she was handling all of the information. One hand was still covering her mouth, her other resting over her heart. A single tear escaped her eye, and it took everything in me to sit still and finish my story.


    “Your grandmother saw me holding your picture and pleaded with me again to help keep you safe. She told me you’d been through a terrible ordeal and she was worried for you. Of course, at the time, I had no idea what she was talking about. But because of my inexplicable draw toward you, and the pleading in the old woman’s voice, I simply had to help her. I had to let her know I would watch over you and keep you safe. And it’s exactly what I did, from then on.”


    Knowing she was having a hard time dealing with everything I’d just told her, I tried to deflect some of her confusion by asking her a simple question. Maybe it would help.


    “Who was Robert?”


    It worked. Some of the disbelief washed away, distracted by a simple question.


    “Robert was her younger brother. He passed away in a tragic fire when he was a young man, probably more than fifty years ago now.”


    I knew the old woman was confused, but I had no idea to what extent. Not until that very moment.


    “How did you know where to find me? How did you even get my name?” she asked, curious to find out all the sordid details.


    “I was able to obtain your name from one of the nurses who was working that evening. It really didn’t take much since she was flirting with me nonstop. So I decided to use it to my advantage and acquire the information I needed.”


    “But it doesn’t explain how you were able to find me, merely based on my grandmother’s name.”


    “You were listed as her emergency contact and next of kin. Plus, they had your address listed, so it really wasn’t all that hard.”


    The look of realization crept over her face. I felt bad spewing all of it at her so quickly, but she needed to know. I needed her to know after all these years. Even though I knew I was doing a good thing by keeping my promise and making sure she was safe, I’d still felt a little guilty, watching someone who didn’t know I was keeping tabs on them. I actually felt a weight lifted as I revealed the whole story.


    “But why didn’t you tell her yes then forget about it once you left her room? Why did you feel the need to follow up and start watching me?”


    “I don’t have an answer that will satisfy you, Sara, because I don’t really know myself. Normally, I would’ve done just that, walked out of her room and chalked it up to a senile old woman. But I couldn’t do it, not after looking into her eyes, witnessing how worried and fearful she was for you. I had to keep my promise to her, and keep it I did…for eight years. Actually, I’m still keeping my promise to your grandmother, and I’ll continue to keep it for the rest of my life.”


    After my last statement, she suddenly rose from the couch and made her way over to where I kept the liquor. She poured herself a small glass and drank it quickly, making a face as I’m sure it burned on the way down.


    “But if you lived here in Seattle, how were you able to watch me and take all of those photographs?”


    The next part of my story wasn’t going to go over well.


    “I was starting up a new hotel not far from where you lived, so I was able to visit there often enough. But when I wasn’t physically there myself, I hired someone to watch over you.”


    “What? You had someone else following me? Was it all the time? Did they report my every move back to you? Did you have a good laugh at my expense, knowing I was none the wiser?” I’d thought she’d calm down after telling her the brunt of my tale, but I was wrong. Her spine stiffened and she looked as if she was preparing for battle.


    “Sara, no. It wasn’t like that at all. I was trying to keep you safe, especially after everything you went through.” She instantly became uncomfortable, even more than she was previously.


    “With my connections, I was able to obtain a copy of the police report. But someone wasn’t doing their job thoroughly, because it was more generic than anything.” She relaxed a little, which made me bristle with awareness. “It listed your name along with his, and his address, the duration of the kidnapping and that you were admitted to the hospital with minimal scrapes and bruises. Then it went on to give the length of his sentence to the institution.”


    She calmed down even more. “That’s it? That’s all it said?”


    “Yeah. Pretty much. Should it have listed more, Sara?” I knew I shouldn’t push, but I couldn’t help myself.


    “No.”


    Already knowing she wasn’t going to give me more, she switched it up, throwing me off-guard.


    “So, what changed?” she asked, placing her empty glass on the table.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean, you were in the background for all those years, so why did you decide now to meet me? Was I a game to you? Did you pity me or something? Get close to the poor, unsuspecting girl. Did it become too much trying to keep me safe from a distance that you decided it would be easier to try and control my every action up-close and personal? Because it’s exactly what you’ve been trying to do ever since the first day I met you.”


    “It was nothing like that, Sara, and I think you know it.” Frustration took over. I stood and started pacing back and forth. I hated the thought she didn’t trust me, thinking I’d only met her to fulfill some sort of sick fantasy or game or whatever the hell was running through her mind. 


    “Do I, Alek? Do I know?”


    “Yes. All I ever wanted to do was keep you safe. I was drawn to you, for reasons I can’t explain. Once I found out you had up and moved—and to my city, no less—I took it as a sign I should get to know you. So, I came into the shop and the rest is history.”


    “But I'd been here for almost a year. Why didn’t you meet me sooner?” Based on our entire conversation, her question was odd. But I wouldn’t hold it against her because I’d asked myself that same question.


    “I fought with myself, thinking it wasn’t a good idea to meet you in person. I wanted to keep my distance, thinking it was the safest thing for both of us. But the more time went by and the more I saw you walking down the street, or casually dining in a restaurant, the more my resolve weakened. Until one day… I convinced myself you would be safer with me by your side. Then the more time I spent with you, the more I just had to be with you. Looking back, I’d initially thought it was a mistake I walked into your grandmother’s room, but now I realize it was fate.”


    

  


  
    ~6~


    Sara


    


    I had no idea what I was going to do with all of the information he gave me. I was beyond livid with him, but was it because he kept the secret from me? Or was it because he’d been watching me all those years? I wasn’t quite sure. Maybe it was a mixture of both.


    To say I was stunned was an understatement. Of all the scenarios which ran through my mind, that was not one of them. Him walking into my grandmother’s room? By accident? It was all too much to comprehend.


    But it was his story. Did I believe him?


    Without a doubt.


    My privacy had been ripped away, and it didn’t sit well with me. I was trying to see his side of the situation, but it was still a little cloudy.


    As I was starting to come around, having a bit of time to process everything, I was pulled back to the other side of the coin, pissed off he’d hid something of such magnitude from me.


    My conflicting emotions were driving me insane.


    I had to sort through everything to figure out what I wanted to do next. Yeah, good luck to me.


    Alek had long since dismissed his driver for the evening. It was his car he drove to drop me off at home, the tension building with each mile.


    I wanted to get something off my chest, and it looked like then was as good a time as any. “Alek, I’m still furious with you over the whole stalking thing.”


    “I wasn’t stalking you, Sara, and I think you know it. I was only trying to make sure you were safe at all times.”


    “All right, I understand it wasn’t stalking, per se, but still. How would you feel if you learned someone had been following you for eight years and you knew nothing about it?” I asked, curious to hear what his response would be.


    He cocked his head to the side and looked as if he was giving my question some serious thought. Then he said something I didn’t expect.


    “I would feel sort of violated.”


    I blanched, and not subtly. “Then why the hell are you making me feel as if my reaction is over-the-top? That I’m blowing this out of proportion?”


    “I never once said you didn’t have a right to be upset. What I tried to remind you over and over was that everything I did was in your best interest, to keep you out of harm’s way. I know I sound like a broken record, Sara. But what’s done is done and I can’t change any of it, not that I would want to.” He mumbled something and gripped the wheel tight, expelling a long sigh.


    “What did you say?” I could do nothing but stare at his perfect profile. How I was able to remain upset with the man, yet long for him to hold and kiss me all at the same time, baffled me.


    “I said, this is the way it should have always been. I should have been at your side the entire time and not in the shadows.” He looked like a man riddled with regret, and I couldn’t help but feel for him. Damn all these emotions.


    Soon, we were pulling up to the front of my apartment.


    I wasn’t sure if he’d drop me off and leave or if he’d try to walk me up, like I knew he liked to do.


    Shutting off his engine, he opened his car door, making his way around to help me from my seat. I have my answer. I chose to remain silent, a feat easier said than done. While I’d been crushed to find out Alek had some sort of crazy, possibly dangerous secret, I was never able to escape the way he made me feel. I’d thought about him all the damn time, so much it almost drove me insane. I wanted nothing more than to shut off all emotions toward him. But I couldn’t.


    Now, it’s going to be even harder to escape the web he’s drawn me into.


    The web of Alek.


    How delicious yet precarious.


    Walking me to my door, I turned to block his entry inside. He looked hurt, but I didn’t care. He’d get over it. Silence loomed between us, neither one really knowing what to say. We’d both had the chance to speak our minds, and everything was laid out there to be devoured and contemplated.


    What either one of us was going to do, I’d had no idea.


    “I know tonight was a lot for you, Sara. So, in light of everything, I’ll give you a week to try and process it all.” He leaned closer. “One week.”


    Before I could respond, he placed his hands on either side of my face, drew me in to him and kissed me.


    It was quick.


    It was sweet.


    It was filled with promises and hope.


    

  


  
    ~7~


    Alek


    


    I’d been true to my word. Seven long days and nights passed, and not once did I pick up the phone to call Sara. She needed the time I promised her, and I knew it. Although it killed me not to at least hear her voice, I knew she would never come back to me if I pushed too soon after revealing my secret.


    But that day was the day I’d promised to go and get my woman. Well, I’d promised myself, never telling her anything beyond the fact I was willing to give her a week to sort everything out.


    Making sure to finish up any outstanding business I had by two in the afternoon, I grabbed for my cell and dialed her number.


    “Hello,” she answered, her voice music to my ears. I knew if she hadn’t wanted to speak to me, she would have never answered her phone, my name surely popping up on her screen to alert her.


    “Hi, Sara. How are you?”


    “Fine. How are you?” Okay, enough chit-chat.


    “Fine, as well. Listen, I wanted to know if I could take you out for a late lunch. Are you hungry?”


    “Today?” she asked, a small amount of trepidation in her voice. Nothing like surprising the hell out of her. Way to go, Devera.


    “Yeah. I’m all finished up at work, and I’m starving.” There was silence for a brief moment. “Please don’t make me eat alone. People will talk.” My voice was light, a chuckle escaping to show her I was trying my best to be casual and airy. Fuck, this is hard. All I wanted to do was swing by and steal her for the afternoon. Not ask permission. Just whisk her away before she could refuse. I might have gotten away with it before, but our situation was different. I had to follow the rules, whatever the hell those were, and tread carefully.


    One wrong move and she’d run away for good.


    “Please,” I pleaded again. I needed to get her alone, have her close to me. Knowing I still had a profound effect on her, I needed to remind her of our chemistry. If I had nothing but the physical to go on right then, I’d take it and exploit the shit out of it.


    “Okay, yes. Let me talk to Matt quickly and make sure he can close up for me.” My jaw twitched hearing his name. “Let me call you right back.”


    “Sounds good. Talk soon,” I said as I ended the call. Pacing my office was a new occurrence for me. People waited on me, not the other way around. But if the person I was waiting for was Sara, then I would suck it up and give her the time she needed.


    During our brief time together, I knew she realized I was a bit of a control freak. I liked things done a certain way, and when I asked someone to do something, I’d like them to comply and not give me an argument. Normally, people didn’t ignore or refuse me, but Sara was completely different. In no way, shape or form did I want to dictate her every move or control her life. But I did want her to listen to me when I asked her to do something if I believed she was entering a situation which wasn’t safe or wise.


    But all in due time. I couldn’t completely change the man I was, but I would try my hardest to rein in my demands a bit, do my best to be reasonable. Damnit, I hate that word. 'Reasonable.'


    Sara called me back not ten minutes later. Twenty minutes after that, we were headed toward our destination.


    ~~~~


    “Do you own this place, Alek?” she asked as I ushered her through the front door, steering her toward a booth near the back of the restaurant. I brought her there because I knew she’d love the old-world architectural charm. Plus, the lighting was dim, giving way to the perfect setting for something quaint and intimate.


    “Actually, yes. Do you like it?” I waited for her to answer as I pulled out her chair. Only once she was nice and cozy did I take my own seat. While sitting directly across from her gave me the best view, I longed to be closer. Clasping my hands together, I rested them on the table and smiled, waiting for her to say something. Anything.


    The pure lilt to her voice did strange things to me. It was light and feminine but also strong yet extremely sexy.


    “I do. It’s really quite beautiful.” I couldn’t help but become lost in her, probably staring a bit too intently across the table. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?” she asked, nervously shifting in her seat.


    Is it wrong I love the fact I can make her uneasy? If she didn’t care anything about me at all, she would be truly nonchalant, letting me know exactly what her feelings were for me. But no, she was nervous and it was a good sign.


    “Are you sure you want the answer?” I licked my lips in habit but when her eyes flew to my mouth, fixating on it, I smiled and licked them again. The second time on purpose. I would use anything in my arsenal to remind her she wanted to constantly be near me.


    “No, I don’t. Because whatever you’re thinking won’t be happening anytime soon, especially not out in the open like this. Even if you are the owner.” She cocked her brow, a smirk playing nicely on her lovely lips.


    Sass. I love it.


    “Do I hear a challenge, Ms. Hawthorne?” I couldn’t help myself.


    She looked stunned for a brief moment but it was washed away when I winked, calming her immediately. I would love nothing than to ravage her, other patrons be damned, but I knew enough not to push too much too quickly.


    She did her best to remain stoic. “I think we should focus on lunch.” She hid behind her menu, but I saw it. The smile which overtook her beautiful face was too big for me not to notice.


    I wondered what she was thinking. Was she picturing herself beneath me? Was she remembering what I tasted like when I ravaged her mouth? Was she remembering what my cock felt like buried deep inside her?


    “Alek,” she called out, tearing me from my wayward thoughts.


    “Oh, sorry. Did you ask me something?”


    Her face looked so cute all scrunched up. “Yes, I did. Where were you just now? What were you thinking about?”


    I’m picturing fucking you.


    “You.” I’d told the truth, leaving out a few minor details.


    “Well, I’m right here,” she said, reaching across the table and brushing her fingers over the top of my hand. But she pulled away quickly, not lingering for too long.


    “What did you ask me?”


    The waitress interrupted us before she could answer, standing a little too close to me to be appropriate. I ignored her, all of my focus on the gorgeous woman across from me.


    “Can I bring you something to drink, Mr. Devera?” she asked as she leaned in to me, completely ignoring Sara.


    Still never making eye contact with the brazen woman, I looked at Sara and said, “What would you like to drink, sweetheart?”


    Sara blinked quickly before simply replying, “Unsweetened tea, please.”


    Finally glancing up at the waitress, I said, “I’ll have what she’s having.” I smiled at the awe-struck woman, letting her know I was clearly taken by someone, and that someone definitely not being her.


    Once we were alone again, I repeated my question. “What did you ask me before?”


    I touched her leg under the table with my foot, pretending as if I was simply getting comfortable. But I saw what I’d done to her. She stumbled over her words, trying her best to right herself.


    “I…uh…I asked you about your family.”


    “What would you like to know?”


    “You mentioned before you had a sister. Can you tell me a little more about her?” Her question was innocent enough, but it made me uncomfortable just the same. I never talked about my sister. It was too painful, her memory torturing yet comforting me from time to time.


    I didn’t want to be rude, but I certainly wasn’t in the mood to discuss something as heavy as my late sister. “Maybe another time.” I couldn’t help but notice her look of disappointment. I knew she was trying to get to know me better, which was great, but there were some topics which were off-limits for the time being. “What else would you like to know? Ask away.”


    Showing her I was open to talking about other things, she instantly relaxed and dove right in. “What about your parents? Are they still living?”


    “No, they both passed on quite a few years ago. My father died when I was younger, much like your mother did. Unfortunately we have that in common. Losing a parent is never easy, especially when you’re young. They miss out on so many milestones, don’t they?”


    She simply nodded.


    “Anyway, my mother passed about twelve years ago. She’d gone in for a routine surgery and contracted an infection. It spread throughout her body, killing her three days later.” 


    “Oh, my God, Alek. I’m so sorry.”


    I couldn’t hide the sad look in my eyes, allowing Sara to witness a small part of my sorrow, something I’d kept hidden from everyone else. “Thanks,” I simply said. “I think she gave up the will to live after my sister...” I trailed off, not even wanting to say the word died. Once I took a much needed deep breath, I continued. “Thankfully, I was close to my grandfather, spending all my time with him and learning everything I could. He’d inherited his money from his father before him. But instead of doing what I did and opening up businesses, he gave a lot of it away to charities he was passionate about. He loved helping others, a trait I truly admired about him.”


    Sara reached across the table again and grabbed my hand. “He sounded like a great man.”


    “He was.”


    Before we could continue our conversation, the waitress approached with our drinks. Placing them on the table in front of us, I saw her eyes land on our clasped hands, a look of displeasure written all over her face.


    This woman needs a course in subtlety.


    “Do you want to hear the specials today, Mr. Devera?” she asked as she pushed her tits out further into my personal space. I glanced over at Sara and saw the look on her face. She clearly didn’t like the woman.


    This is good. Very good indeed. It means she cares.


    “That won’t be necessary,” I answered. “Sara, what would you like to eat?”


    “What’s good here? Do you have any recommendations?” Her gaze relaxed off our waitress and flew to her menu, intently searching for something to choose.


    “The salmon is amazing, but they also make a mean filet mignon, if that’s what you are hungry for instead. But if you’re not sure, I can order for us both, if you like,” I offered.


    She agreed with a nod.


    After the waitress left, Sara surprised me with what came out of her mouth. I knew she didn’t particularly care for the woman, but I never expected her to say anything to me about it.


    “I’m surprised our waitress actually left,” she said, her tone indicating obvious jealousy.


    Again, this is very good.


    “Why do you say that?” I asked, playing dumb. I wanted to hear what she’d say next.


    “Don’t act like you didn’t notice her blatantly flirting with you, right in front of me.”


    “Nope, didn’t notice her at all, actually. I only have eyes for you Sara. How many times do I have to tell you this?”


    Oh, I’m good.


    I reached for her other hand and thankfully she gave it to me. I ran my thumbs across her knuckles, reveling in the feel of her soft skin. The longer we touched, the hotter my desire simmered just below the surface. 


    Our waitress returned relatively quickly, our food in tow. She glanced at me caressing Sara’s hands, shooting her an annoyed look before turning her eyes to me.


    I didn’t even acknowledge her.


    Keeping hold of Sara’s hands, I simply raised them up as the waitress served us.


    Once she was gone, I reluctantly broke our connection.


    “Shall we?” I asked, grabbing my cutlery and preparing to dig in.


    “This looks really good.”


    “Wait until you try it then.” I smiled and placed my first forkful into my mouth. “What are you waiting for? Dig in.”


    I didn’t think she even realized she was staring at me, my words jolting her out of whatever thoughts were running through her head. She placed a small piece of salmon on her tongue, a small moan escaping in the process.


    “You like?” If she keeps making those noises each time she takes a bite, I’m going to be forced to bend her over the table and take what’s mine.


    Not being able to form a complete sentence, she simply mumbled, “Uh-huh.” 


    I laughed and continued eating. I understood completely. They had the best salmon around.


    After the majority of our meal was consumed, I didn’t waste any time asking her the question I’d been dying to pose for the past hour. “Do you have any plans for next Friday?”


    “No,” she answered right away, gasping as if she hadn’t meant to answer so quickly. Especially since she had no idea why I’d asked.


    “I have to attend a charity dinner and wanted to know if you would be my date.” I hoped I hadn’t come across nervous, the fear of her refusing always a reality.


    She hesitated a moment before answering, her eyes searching my face for something. What, I had no idea, but she could look all she wanted if it meant she would agree to accompany me. “I’d love to. What’s it for?” she asked as she took the last bite of her delicious meal. I think she’d agree to just about anything, her love of her food tipping things in my favor.


    “It’s a charity for domestic violence.”


    Her brows almost hit her hairline, her look telling me how much my statement shocked the hell out of her.


    “What? You didn’t expect me to be involved in something which actually had merit? Maybe a charity for struggling yacht club members would be more my speed?”


    The look on her face was priceless. “No…it’s not that. I…uh…”


    I put her out of her misery. 


    “It’s all right. I’m only having a bit of fun with you. It’s fine, really.”


    Nervously looking down at her lap, she fussed for a minute before meeting my eyes again. “I don’t currently own anything which would be appropriate. I’ll have to buy something, but I would have a better idea if I knew exactly what type of dress was required.”


    “It’s a black tie event, so you’ll need a gown of sorts. But don’t worry about any of the details because I’ll take you to buy it.” I knew her well enough to know she was going to give me a hard time, ever the proud woman. “Don’t try to tell me no, Sara. I’m asking you to be my date, so it’s only fair you allow me to buy you the dress.” Her mouth parted as if preparing to argue, so I cut her off before the breath left her beautiful lips. “I won’t take no for an answer,” I said, hoping I wasn’t coming across too curt.


    “Fine.” Thank God she didn’t argue with me. We’d been having such a nice lunch, I’d hate to taint it with her stubbornness, no matter how much her feistiness turned me on.


    “That was easy enough. I wish you were so agreeable all the time.”


    “Yeah, that’ll never happen.” She smirked. 


    “A man can dream, can’t he?”


    Unfortunately, before our light banter could continue, our inappropriate waitress appeared again. “Would you like any dessert tonight?” The question was really only poised at me, since she didn’t glance in Sara’s direction when she asked. She couldn’t care less she was occupying the same table.


    Before I could dismiss our rude server, words fell from Sara’s lips, causing me to stifle my laughter…and shock.


    “Honey, are you trying to offer up yourself as dessert to Mr. Devera? Because I can assure you he doesn’t want any of it.” She leaned closer to the intruder. “None at all. So, if you would simply give us the check, we will be on our way.”


    I couldn’t help it.


    I smiled.


    Big.


    The rude woman’s jaw hit the table, but she quickly gathered herself and stalked off in a huff.


    “Wow. Where did that come from?” I dared to ask. There was no mistaking my pleasure at her outburst. It only drove home how much she cared, her jealousy like a stamp of ownership all over me. 


    “Sorry. I normally wouldn’t say anything, but I couldn’t take her brazenness one more second. I simply had to say something. I mean, come on, she was being so freaking obvious, coming on to you every time she came over here.”


    I continued to smile, shaking my head in amusement. 


    “What?” she asked, confusion plastered all over her face. She looked so beautiful, trying to hide a cluster of emotions. Our waitress had clearly riled her up, anger dancing on her brow. But confusion was there also, mainly at me. I was sure she wanted to know what I’d found so funny. 


    “I like the fact you’re jealous over me. It makes me feel good. Makes me feel wanted.”


    There was no time for her to respond because we’d been interrupted once again. Out of the corner of my eye, I’d seen the waitress talking to the manager. He’d come over in a hurry to give me the bill, no doubt trying to quell any forthcoming issue.


    Quickly glancing down at the piece of paper, I grabbed a wad of bills from my wallet and threw everything back in the receipt holder.


    “If you’re the owner, why are you paying for the meal? Can’t you write if off or something?” 


    “If I didn’t pay for anything at any of my businesses, well, I wouldn’t have any money, I suppose.” I smiled again, stood up and held my hand out for her. When her fingers touched my palm, I’d felt a warmth only she could give me. It was wonderful. Magical even, although I didn’t think I’d ever used such a word in my entire life.


    As we walked toward the front door, I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close, kissing her temple. What I’d really wanted to do was claim her mouth, but I’d thought better of it, not wanting to act too fast too soon.


    On the drive home, all I could think about was how to make things right between us again. I was trying my best to do the whole nice-and-slow dance, but it was driving me insane. I hated that I’d fucked up so much her trust in me had been shaken. But I’d do whatever it took to make her fully come back to me, trusting me once more.


    I had to go away again for business, hating to leave her alone, now more than ever. She was still fragile and if someone said the wrong thing to her, warning her against giving me another shot, I didn’t know what I’d do.


    Hell, I don’t even know if she told anyone about what happened. Other than Alexa, of course.


    “I’ll be away until Saturday. But as soon as I come back, we’ll make plans to shop for your dress. Sound good?” I asked, glancing to my right, her profile making my heart beat faster.


    Her eyes connected with mine. “Yeah.”


    My second-favorite four letter word.


    

  


  
    ~8~


    Sara


    


    The days flew by in a blur. Full Bloom and Alek had kept me quite busy. True to his promise, he took me to purchase a beautiful gown for his charity event. Thankfully, he tore the dress from my hands and gave it to the clerk before I’d had the opportunity to look at the price tag. He knew me well enough to figure out I was going to argue with him about buying it if I’d seen the cost.


    The beautiful garment hung in my closet. Each time I saw it, butterflies danced in my belly. I promised him I would go with him, but as the days crept up, the more nervous I became. I never thought on it too long, always closing the closet door quickly, trapping the gown inside, along with my nerves.


    Until the next time I opened it, of course.


    My initial anger toward Alek and the secret he kept from me was dissipating, knowing in my heart he was only doing what he thought was right. He’d promised to never lie to me again, and I took him at his word.


    We’d been out several times in the past week, dinners mostly. It made sense, since we both had to eat, and it gave us an opportunity to really talk. Discussing everything from work, to books to what our individual plans were for the future, both personal and work-related, ate up the time. I hated when he dropped me off because it meant I was going to be alone.


    Again.


    But I wasn’t going to rush jumping back into bed with him. Thankfully, he must’ve felt the same way, never pressing beyond a goodnight kiss.


    ~~~~


    The date for the fundraiser was upon me. I would finally be able to wear the beautiful fabric, accompanying the one man who was slowly weaving his way back into my heart.


    I’d still had mixed feelings about attending. On one hand, I wanted to stand by his side, the cause something he obviously cared about, but on the other hand, I knew I’d be uncomfortable surrounded by his type of people.


    The insanely rich.


    He’d told me the charity gala was to be held at his main hotel, located right there in Seattle. After doing a bit of my own research on his charities, I discovered the one that evening would surely bring out the who’s who of Seattle’s richest players. Needless to say, I was more and more intimidated with each passing second. I didn’t fit in to his world; one glance at me and those people would know it. Not wanting to be uncomfortable the entire evening, nor wanting to disappoint or embarrass Alek, I decided to give him a call. 


    There was still some time before we were set to arrive. Enough time to back out and hopefully for him to find another date, although the mere thought was like poison to me.


    I could return the dress, shoes and clutch he purchased.


    No harm, no foul.


    I called his cell but it just rang then went to voicemail. I left a message telling him I was unable to make it and that I was sorry. I didn’t divulge too many details, not wanting to give him ammunition to try and talk me out of it, which he would surely do.


    Placing the ringer on silent, I set the phone down on my nightstand. If I answered, he would definitely be able to convince me to change my mind.


    Needing to release some of my nervous tension, I decided to take a nice hot shower. While in there, I followed through with my normal routine of washing my hair and shaving. At least I would be nice and clean for my night of relaxation.


    I stepped from the bathroom and into the hallway when I ran into a hard body. I didn’t even have to look up to know who it was, his scent infiltrating my defenses instantly.


    “How did you get in here, Alek?” I said, stunned he was really standing in front of me. When I was able to reel in my shock a little, it was then I was met with an extraordinary sight.


    Alek in his glorious, designer tuxedo.


    The more I stared at him, the more I slipped into some kind of daze. After some of the longest seconds known to man, I averted my eyes, needing to keep my head straight if I was going to successfully engineer my way out of the night’s engagement.


    I realized I was in for an argument without him even uttering a single syllable.


    “Key.”


    “What?” I mumbled, completely confused.


    “You asked me how I got in. I still have the key you gave me.”


    “Oh.” I completely forgot I’d given him one.


    We were still standing in the hallway, toe to toe simply staring at one another. What’s supposed to happen next? I wasn’t sure.


    “Excuse me,” I mumbled. I needed to throw on some clothes or I feared I was going to jump him, something I wasn’t quite ready for yet. Or was I?


    Most of my thoughts were consumed with the memories of Alek and me entangled together. Him driving himself deep inside me, making me scream out his name. Every time he kissed me, I longed for nothing more than to take it further, but I’d always stopped myself.


    But he was in my personal space in a freaking tux, looking beyond gorgeous, and sex emanating from every fine-ass pore on his body. We stood there, in the hallway, gazing at each other, making no further effort to move from our current positions.


    As my lustful thoughts took hold, I realized I was standing in front of him with nothing but a towel wrapped around me. As if he’d sensed my realization, his eyes slowly raked over my entire form, head to toe, a sexy smirk curving the corners of his mouth.


    Once he was visually sated, he stepped aside and allowed me the space I needed. Without saying anything further, I maneuvered toward my bedroom so I could at least get dressed. I figured he would give me some privacy while I changed, but I quickly found out I’d figured wrong.


    Following directly behind me, he entered my bedroom with me.


    “Do you mind if I throw some clothes on?” I pivoted around on my heel and locked him in my gaze once more.


    “I’ve licked and sucked every inch of you. I’ve been buried so deep in you I thought I would never resurface. Why all of a sudden are you being modest around me?”


    Where the hell is this coming from? We’d been taking it slow recently, yet he was acting as if we’d just had sex over and over again.


    When I didn’t say anything, he simply replied, “I’ll wait out in the living room.” He was halfway out into the hallway when he turned around quickly, blocking me from shutting my bedroom door all the way. “Oh, and I want to talk about the voicemail you left.” Then he sauntered toward the living room.


    Crap! I should have known better than to think he would listen to his phone, not give it a second thought, and continue on to the event without me.


    I took off my towel and threw on a robe. Leaving my room, I slowly made my way toward Alek. As I approached, he was casually sitting on the couch, his left arm slung over the back of it.


    I’d been mentally preparing my argument in my head, but him looking so scrumptious threw me off.


    I didn’t waste any time, diving right into our inevitable conversation. “Alek, I don’t think it’s wise for me to accompany you tonight. I’ve read about these charitable events, and for God’s sake, there’s a red carpet and paparazzi. It’s just not a world I fit into. Not now. Not ever. I would embarrass myself and you in the process. I’m sorry, really I am.” I looked away, staring at my feet. “I’ll return the dress and everything else as soon as I can.”


    “Are you finished, Sara?”


    “Yes, I suppose I am.” Wow, he seemed to be taking what I’d said pretty well. Not as much resistance as I would have thought.


    “Now, let me tell you something.” Okay, so I spoke too soon. “You do belong there because you belong with me. You have absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. Most of the people who are going are uptight and boring. I need you there with me, to help me through it.”


    “But I’m not used to rubbing elbows with those types of people, Alek.”


    “Do you feel uncomfortable around me? Because I run in the same circles as many of those people.” He rose from the couch and walked toward me.


    “I don’t feel uncomfortable with you because I know you. Plus, I doubt there is anyone else like you.” A smile found its way to my lips, even though I fought to remain as serious as possible.


    “That is true, but still…you’ll be fine. Just trust me.” He pulled me into his warm embrace without another word. Whenever I was in his arms, I couldn’t think straight. I would agree to almost anything.


    It would be nice to get all dressed up and spend more time with him. But I still wasn’t convinced, not all the way. Before I could let my uneasiness completely take over, he leaned down and kissed me. Since he was allowing me to take the lead with our fresh-start relationship, his lips simply rested on top of mine. I turned it into something more, snaking my hands around the back of his neck and pulling him closer. An all-too-consuming passion took hold, and I let loose.


    Moaning into his mouth made him tense up before relaxing and unleashing his own desire.


    “Alek,” I groaned, breaking our kiss for a moment. “How about we stay here tonight,” I teased, leaning back in and capturing his mouth. “We could really enjoy one another.” Lightly nipping his bottom lip, I gripped his arms and tried my best to entice him.


    I would allow him to ravage me because I was tired of waiting. But I also wanted to finagle my way out of going to the charity event.


    I think he was on to my devious plan, though, because he backed away, spun me around and smacked my ass.


    Hard.


    “Ow!” I yelled. “What the hell was that for?” Backing up, my feet shuffled across the floor as my hand rubbed my poor, affected cheek.


    “That was for trying to trick me, sweetheart. Now, go get dressed before we’re late.”


    The last thing I saw was a huge smile on his face as I disappeared around the corner.


    

  


  
    ~9~


    Sara


    


    It took me longer to slip into my floor-length emerald green gown than it did to do my hair and makeup. Wearing an updo with only a few cascading tendrils made the bare neckline pop, elongating my neck and making me look sexy.


    The back of my outfit dipped lower than what I was used to, dangerously on the verge of being indecent, but not quite. The material hugged my body like a second skin, all while remaining classy. The bodice was fitted, pushing my breasts up into a view which simply worked with the ensemble.


     Once I slipped on my heels and grabbed my clutch, I made my way out to the living room where Alek was patiently waiting for me.


    As soon as I entered the room, his eyes instantly found mine. The air between us was stifled, sexual tension and desire floating all around us.


    His breath faltered.


    It made me smile.


    I knew I looked good, but the way he admired me made me feel like the sexiest woman in the world.


    Apparently he likes my dress.


    “Sara, you look…breathtaking. You’re actually making me rethink taking you out in public tonight.” He advanced a few paces. “I don’t want any other man to bask in your complete and utter beauty. But alas, we must attend, so it seems I’ll have to restrain myself and do my best to make it through the evening.” I swear he’ll have a smile plastered on his face the whole night.


    “Oh. One more thing.” He reached for a small box sitting on top of the kitchen island. As I stepped closer, I noticed the wording Cartier.


    Opening it, he extended it so I could take a look. A close look. What I saw made my eyes bulge. It was beautiful, but I prayed he hadn’t bought such an extravagant gift for me.


    It was simply too much.


    Emeralds and diamonds danced together, linked in one huge circle.


    “Do you like it?” he asked.


    Before I could respond, he took it and brought it around my neck, clasping it and running his fingers over my shoulders as he walked around to stand in front of me.


    “Don’t worry. I can see that look in your eye. It’s merely a loan. Although, if you want, I can definitely buy it for you. Just say the word."


    “It’s on loan?” I asked as I ran my hand gently over the precious stones. “Like in Pretty Woman?”


    “Pretty Woman?” he asked. “I assume it’s a movie.”


    “You’ve never seen it? Oh, you don’t know what you’re missing.” Without letting him speak another word, I launched into my tirade over one of my favorite movies. “It’s about this prostitute who meets this rich guy, and he hires her for the week, and she changes him then they fall in love, and he rescues her on her balcony even though he’s afraid of heights.” I took a much needed breath. “It’s very romantic.”


    The look on his face was priceless. “Sounds…um…interesting. I’m assuming somewhere in the movie he gives her a necklace?”


    “Oh, yes. When he takes her to the opera.” He smiled, amused by the faraway look on my face. “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “You’re rather stunning when you’re excited about something, rambling on about this movie being no exception.”


    Another minute passed before he extended his arm and asked, “Shall we?”


    ~~~~


    We arrived directly in the midst of the fluttering cameras. Alek had already warned me, rubbing my back to try to calm the rising nerves.


    “Just breathe, baby. You’ll do great.”


    Holding on to him, we headed toward the front of the hotel. I tried my best to smile as we made our way through the throng of people, stopping every now and then to catch my breath. Between the dress and the flashing lights, I was caught off-balance more times than I’d wanted to count. But all in all, everything went smoothly.


    Until I heard some rude man yell out, “Who’s the flavor of the week, Mr. Devera?”


    I’m sure it was done to garner a reaction, not only from him but me, as well. They’d almost succeeded. Alek instantly tensed, and as he started toward the ballsy photographer, I gripped his hand and pulled him in to me.


    “Alek, don’t give him the satisfaction. It’s exactly what he wants. Please…please, don’t give it to him.” I was holding on for dear life because I wasn’t sure what he would end up doing. Eventually, he turned toward me and as soon as his eyes found mine, he physically relaxed.


    We made a beeline for the door. Many paces later and we were ensconced in the ballroom where the event was being held. Rich tones of red, browns and golds made for an over-the-top elegant room. People milled all around the expansive area, conversing and networking with one another.


    Alek was intently surveying everyone in sight. No sooner did he make eye contact with someone before they filtered toward him, shaking his hand and praising him on how the event turned out. He made sure to introduce me to everyone who approached. Most of them were polite enough, telling me it was nice to meet me before quickly moving on to gush over the man attached to my side. There were some who simply nodded in my direction without even uttering a word.


    I could feel the men giving me a once-over, as did their women, the looks being quite different. The men were not subtle as they perused my body while the women looked me up and down, a look of annoyance in their uptight glances. Alek must’ve caught on, because he ended most of the conversations rather quickly.


    A little while later a distinguished couple approached us. I noticed something different about them almost instantly.


    They seemed…nice.


    “Alek, how are you, son?” the man greeted as he took hold of Alek’s hand, pulling him in for a tight hug. There was a familiarity which passed between them, appearing genuinely happy to see one another.


    “Mr. Collins. How nice to see you.” Alek turned his attention to the gentleman’s wife, leaning forward to kiss her cheek. “Mrs. Collins. How are you both?” There was a longing in his eyes. Almost as if he was living in the past, if only for a brief moment.


    “We are very well. And how many times do we have to insist you call us by our first names and stop with all of this formalness?”


    “Old habits die hard.” He laughed.


    Both of them glanced back and forth between myself and the man crowding my personal space, waiting for him to introduce me.


    As if on cue, Alek regained his manners and spoke up. “Sorry, I apologize. Please let me introduce you to a very special woman. This is my girlfriend, Sara. Sara, this is Brad and Natalie Collins.”


    To say I was surprised would be an understatement. We hadn’t discussed the true nature of our relationship in the days which followed my discovery of his secret.


    Yes, I’d agreed to be his girlfriend. But that was before the shit hit the fan.


    I wasn’t going to correct him, however. Especially not in front of anyone. It was kind of nice to know he still desired to put a label on me. On us.


    Knowing myself, I was sure I would bring it up later on, trying my best to figure out where we stood, once and for all. If I’d forgiven him then we needed to move forward.


    Question was, had I?


    Brad reached out to me first, then his wife, both pulling me into a big hug. It took me by surprise how forward they were, but I didn’t mind. Not at all. There was something so warm and inviting about the two of them. They seemed down-to-earth and genuine. It was quite refreshing.


    “It’s nice to meet both of you,” I said. Since setting foot inside the hotel earlier, they were the first people I actually wanted to have a conversation with.


    While Brad chatted with Alek, his wife leaned in closer to me, vying for my attention.


    “So, sweetheart, how long have you and Alek been together?”


    “Not long.” I couldn’t think of what else to add to my answer. Even though I instantly liked them, I wasn’t sure how much information I should reveal.


    “Well, you must be pretty special. Alek has never introduced us to a girlfriend of his before, not that he’s had many. And we’ve known him since he was a young boy. He only dates, forever the bachelor. I was wondering when he was going to get serious and start to settle down.” Her smile was telling, as if she was privy to a delicious secret. “Alek will forever hold a special place in our hearts,” she continued, her smile never vanishing. “He’s so incredibly thoughtful.”


    “How do you mean?” I asked, trying my best to keep her talking.


    “I had surgery a little while back, and the same day I was brought home, there was a huge array of calla lilies waiting for me when I arrived. He remembered they’re my favorite flowers. He’s so quick to think of others, doing his best to make them happy.”


    Holy shit! She was the one he came into the shop that first time to buy flowers for? I shook my head slightly, lost in my own memory of a time which seemed so long ago. I was about to blurt out something but luckily held back, not wanting to burst the poor woman’s bubble. It was actually Katherine who created her arrangement of lilies. Alek had nothing to do with it. Well…he paid for it. And had it delivered.


    Okay, so he had a big part in it.


    Natalie cleared her throat, trying her best to gain my attention again. I had lost myself in the past and it was rude. Garnering all of my focus back on to her, I spoke up. “Well, I really like him, and we’re having a great time getting to know each other.” Feeling as if it was a prime opportunity to gain some more knowledge about him, I casually pressed her for more information. “How do you know Alek again?”


    “We were close friends with his parents. We all practically grew up together.” She looked off in the distance for a split-second, as if she was remembering a time long ago. But she caught herself quickly enough and returned her stare to me. “It was such a tragedy what happened to their daughter, to Alek’s sister. Just tragic.” Breaking eye contact again for a spot in time, she said, “But this is no time to dwell on heartache. This is a time to celebrate all of the good work he’s doing with his charity.”


    We chatted for a little while longer about the upcoming evening when nature knocked on my door. When I found a small lull in our conversation, I jumped all over it. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to find a restroom.


    “Sure thing, honey.” Before I turned around, she added, “Hopefully, Alek will bring you by our house for dinner sometime.”


    “I would like that.” Placing my hand on her upper arm, I finished with, “It was a pleasure to meet you.”


    As I moved closer to the men, I heard Brad say, “Your sister would be so proud of what you are doing here.” While Alek tried to put on a brave face, I knew talking about his deceased sibling was difficult for him, even to people he’d known forever. His smile started to falter the longer they stood together.


    When neither one of them spoke again, I swooped right in. Rising on my tippy toes, I leaned in close to his ear, my warm breath fanning over him as I asked, “Alek, I have to use the ladies room. Do you know where one is?”


    I wasn’t dumb. I knew what I was doing to him. My little gesture caused his posture to straighten even more, his chest expanding with the deep breath he inhaled. And while I wanted nothing more than to stand there and engage in a silent battle of sexual games, I desperately needed some time to myself. I needed to regroup and garner enough emotional energy to succumb to the rest of the evening. Never mind the fact my bladder was complaining and would surely revolt if I didn’t find the restroom soon.


    His hand rested on my lower back as he ushered me across the ballroom floor. Lightly running his thumb back and forth over the small area of naked skin, he teased me more than he knew.


    Sensing his touch was slowly undoing me, he tried to reassure me. Certainly he knew how uncomfortable I was, even though I tried my best to blend in. Put on the face he needed. Show my undying support for the man who twisted up every emotion inside me.


    As we approached the restrooms, he halted his steps and grabbed hold of my elbow. “Are you okay?” he asked, surely already knowing the answer. “I know most of these people can be a bit much, but you’re handling yourself like a champ.”


    Because I didn’t wish to ruin an evening which was apparently important to him, I continued on with my farce. Plastering the best smile imaginable on my face, I raised my head and answered him. “I’m fine. Really. I’m all right. Don’t worry about me.” I relaxed a little, realizing I had told him the truth. With him by my side, he put all of my crazy fears and nervous anticipations to rest. I found I had the strength to do just about anything.


    It was a strange feeling, one I’d been missing since before I left him.


    No, before I ran from him.


    My fake smile was replaced with a genuine one.


    Leaning down, he gave me the sweetest kiss. The most reassuring gesture of faith. Faith I would be just fine. Not only that night but going forward with each day which lay ahead of me.


    Of us.


    “Do you want me to grab you a drink? For when you come back?”


    “Sure. How about a glass of wine?” I was sure a nice glass of fermented grapes would help me cope with the barrage of stares which were going to continue to come my way.


    “Absolutely. I’ll be waiting right here for you, so take your time.”


    I exited the stall when I’d finished taking care of business and was in the middle of freshening my face when the door opened and closed behind me. Not giving it a second thought, I continued with reapplying my lip gloss.


    I was mid-stroke when my body bristled with awareness. The area was certainly large enough, so I knew I wasn’t in anyone’s way, taking up too much space or any such silly notion. I glanced up into the mirror directly in front of me. My eyes connected with a blonde-haired woman, standing off to my left, glaring at me.


    She was rather beautiful, her long hair cascading all around her, soft curls showcasing her glorious mane. Decked out in a long, tight, black gown, she surely caught the attention of most men.


    Where my gown was sexy yet tasteful, hers defied all appropriateness. The dip in her gown showed too much of her breasts, threatening a nip slip if she moved the wrong way. But while her attire was questionable, I also knew she was wealthy.


    Which was probably why she’d been able to pull off such a dress.


    Money.


    It forgave even the mistakes of fashion.


    Her face looked familiar, but for some reason, I couldn’t place where I’d known her from.


    The fact I couldn’t recall was upsetting. I didn’t want to appear rude, but then again that award would go to Miss Ignorant, who was boring holes of contempt straight through me.


    What the hell is her problem? Are we wearing the same gown? No. Did I accidentally bump into her out on the floor? No.


    How could I have known what the issue was when I simply didn’t know her?


    “Can I help you with something?” I asked, acid weaving in my tone. The more she glowered at me, the more confident I was giving it right back to her.


    “You’re here with Alek, right?”


    Lightbulb went off.


    That voice.


    She was the woman who’d been hanging all over Alek at the bar the one time I’d run into him while out with Matt and Alexa.


    What the hell is her name again? Lucinda?


    “Yes, I am. But apparently from the obvious way you keep sneering at me, you don’t like that fact. Am I right?” I really didn’t need her to respond, the answer clearly written all over her scornful face. 


    “Considering you’re only the flavor of the week, I really couldn’t care less,” she said as she faked a bored look, inspecting her nails as if the mere thought of talking to me was of no significance at all. “He’ll tire of you soon enough. Then he’ll come back to me.”


    Why did she have to use the same terminology the ignorant reporter used earlier? Flavor of the week. I didn’t want her words to hurt, but they stung like a bitch.


    Before my brain could come up with a retort, she turned on her heel, whipped open the door and strode out as if I was nothing. No more than a nuisance who had to be dealt with. The lowest of the low, according to her snooty ass, at least. 


    Trying my best to reel it in before I went back out there, I took a deep breath and mumbled to myself. “You can do this, Sara. You can get through this evening. Ignore that bitch. Alek’s with you.” I looked at myself in the mirror, my uncertain amber eyes staring back at me. I heard the words. I wanted to believe them, but she had succeeded in making me doubt myself.


    Did Alek always go back to her? He’d told me they’d only slept together once. Did he lie to me? Was she lying?


    I wouldn’t know anything until I left the bathroom.


    I blew out one more breath before my fingers circled around the door handle. Pulling it open, I held my head high and strode out toward the ballroom.


    Toward the man who was certainly going to be answering some questions.
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    Sara


    


    Alek was standing near the end of the bar, his eyes glued in my direction as if he’d been waiting for me to emerge.


    Once he saw me walking toward him, he pushed off the bar and met me in the middle. “Are you okay, Sara? I was on my way to get your drink and I saw Jacinda come out of there.” I couldn’t hide the hurt look on my face, no matter how much I tried or how strong I wished to appear. “Did she say something to you?”


    I didn’t know how else to tell him but to just blurt it all out. “She called me your flavor of the week and said when you tire of me, you’ll make your way back to her.” Even speaking the words stung. Mainly because I had no idea whether or not she was lying. It seemed I was about to find out. “She’s the woman from the bar, the one who was hanging all over you that night, right?” I didn’t need him to answer. I remembered her name falling from his lips when he was trying to convince me they weren’t together.


    “Don’t listen to a damn thing she says, Sara. She’s upset she can’t entice me into her clutches again. Once was enough, trust me.” And there it was. Him reminding me of their sexual tryst.


    My silence was enough for him to pull me close, trying his best to soothe me with his strength and affection. “I mean it. Don’t pay attention to her. She’s just bitter.”


    “Bitter she can’t have you? Again?” I hated he slept with her, but I hated it even more that images of them together were creeping into my thoughts.


    I really need a glass of wine. Now.


    “Yes. I’ve refused all of her advances, and it drives her insane she can’t turn my affections to her. I only have eyes for you. Please, trust me when I tell you that. You have nothing to worry about.”


    His arm wrapped around my waist, the fabric from my gown brushing against his tux. Being close to him always reassured me. Not wanting to discuss her any further, I changed the subject.


    “I’d like that wine now, please.” Without further hesitation, he led me across the floor to the table we were sitting at. Once I was seated, he made his way to the bar to grab my much needed glass of escape. The people who were sitting with us were engaged in their own conversations, glancing over at me every now and then. I tried not to make eye contact with them. If they had no interest in conversing with me, then I had no time for them either.


    Glancing around the room, I took in the sights of the various people, all gathered for one common reason. The dress attire was something I only saw in magazines. I’d never been surrounded by so many beautiful and wealthy people before in my entire life.


    I was busy watching a younger couple interacting not fifty feet from where I was seated. She looked as if she was angry with him for some reason, her attitude written all over her face, although she made sure to keep her voice low enough so no one would hear. I couldn’t fathom why she would be upset. She was all dressed up, a handsome man on her arm and not a care in the world. Or so I thought. Until I saw another woman walk by, her handsome date’s attention following the passerby with every step she took. He has a wandering eye. Oh, the nerve. I didn’t know what I would do if Alek behaved in such a way in front of me. Actually, yes I do. I wouldn’t put up with it, plain and simple.


    Lost in the make-believe scenario in my head, a voice startled me enough to make me jump.


    A stranger’s voice.


    “You’re quite the talk of the night, my dear.” A man with a raspy voice leaned close to my ear, hinting at a familiarity which didn’t really exist between the two of us. When I turned my head to find out who had been so brazen to invade my personal space, I was stunned to find the culprit was a good-looking man. He appeared to be in his mid- to late-thirties, tall with a slimmer yet toned build. His dark hair and bright blue eyes melted many a heart, I was sure. There was no doubt the man turned his share of heads.


    But there was something familiar about him I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


    “And why might that be, may I ask?” He seemed nice enough, so I thought it only polite to engage him. Plus, he was the first one who had actually sought out a conversation with me, so I took advantage.


    “Isn’t it obvious? You’re hands-down the most beautiful woman here. Every man is looking at you with lustful want, and every woman is jealous.” He leaned back and extended his hand to me. I turned around fully in my chair to accept his gesture. “I’m Cameron. Cameron Devera.”


    “Devera?”


    “Yes. Alek is my cousin. Our fathers were brothers.” It was then it made perfect sense why he’d had a familiar air about him. There was definitely a family resemblance, although he wasn’t quite in the same league as Alek. Then again, I didn’t think any man alive was in the same league as Alek.


    “Nice to meet you, Cameron. I’m Sara.” Still holding my palm in his, he raised it to his lips and placed a gentle kiss upon my soft skin. As he was releasing my hand, Alek appeared behind him, placing a firm grip on the man’s neck. But Cameron didn’t flinch, probably because he expected his cousin’s reaction.


    “Don’t even think about it, Cameron. She’s with me, so keep your hands, and eyes, off her.” His smile was deceptive, appearing as if he was happy to see his relative, but the venom in his voice told a different story. There was simply no mistaking his warning.


    “Wouldn’t even think about it, cousin. Just being friendly.” Cameron focused on me again before he made his retreat. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Sara. Until next time.” The comment garnered a snarl from Alek. Again, not really a shocker. Although, I would’ve thought he’d act differently around his family. 


    “Nice to meet you, as well, Cameron,” I said as he walked away.


    Alek kept his eye on the man until he was sure he was no longer within hearing range. When he turned to look back at me, he seemed annoyed.


    “What is the matter with you?” I asked. “Why were you so rude to him?”


    “Just because we’re blood doesn’t mean anything, Sara. I don’t trust him as far as I can throw him. Please, do me a favor and steer clear of him for the rest of the night.” The more he spoke, the more angry he was becoming, and I had no idea why. “He’ll go out of his way to get to you, especially now he knows you’re with me.”


    “Don’t you think you’re making too much of this? All he was doing was making small talk.” I knew instantly he was going to answer me, a twinge of anger sure to weave its way into his reply.


    “No, I’m not overreacting at all. He wasn’t simply ‘making small talk’ with you. He was feeling you out, to see how far he could push you. Thank God I came over when I did.”


    Okay. I had no idea what his issue was with Cameron, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to be caught in the middle of it. I didn’t see anything wrong with having a conversation with someone, especially since everyone else had ignored me so far. He was making me feel guilty for no reason at all.


    “Oh, yeah, Alek. Thank the heavens above you arrived when you did. If he was here any longer, he might have been able to convince me to take my clothes off, right here in front of everyone.” I was not going to curtail my annoyance with him. Not at all.


    “You’re not funny. Not one bit,” he snapped. His reaction continued to surprise me, even though I knew I was pushing him toward it. His fists were clenched at his sides and he was trying his best to calm down. Doing a good job of appearing unaffected, I knew he was anything but. His face may not have shown any signs of distress, but if anyone paid any attention at all to his body language, they could clearly see he was pissed off.


    Since I didn’t want to argue with him and ruin our evening, I sucked it up and apologized. Something which was hard to do because I didn’t really think I was in the wrong. But I knew he was protective over me when it came to other men, so I should have known Cameron wouldn’t be any different, family or not.


    “Let’s not argue about something which isn’t even worth discussing.” I reached up and grabbed his arm, pulling him to sit down next to me. If I knew anything about the spectacular, mercurial man, it was how to change his mood. He took my offering and sat in the chair to my right. Once seated, he moved his chair closer, his leg brushing against my thigh. Even through the material which separated us, a familiar chill rack my body. He did it to me every single time.


    Sensing my reaction, he leaned closer and whispered in my ear, “The look on your face is enough to make me want to hike up your dress and do delicious things to you with my hand.” He kissed the shell of my ear. “Would you like that? Would you enjoy my fingers teasing you until you came?” His breath tickled my skin. “Do you want me to make you come in front of everyone here, Sara?”


    Where the hell is this coming from? Not two minutes ago he was pissed off and ready to fight his cousin.


    He was so damn confusing.


    “Behave yourself, Alek,” I warned as my nervous fingers played with the decadent gems around my throat. There was genuine consternation in my voice when I addressed him. He wouldn’t think twice about following through on his ideas, teasing me unmercifully under the table.


    He smiled as his hand disappeared under the tablecloth, hidden from everyone’s view. I thought he might have been bluffing until the heat from his hand tickled the top of my thigh. He wasn’t looking at me, though. He was engaged in a brief bout of small talk with a gentleman who was sitting opposite us. Every time he made the man chuckle with his wit, the higher his hand would move, closer and closer to my core. Starting to feel a little woozy, I was caught between wanting him to continue and wanting him to curb his teasing. I didn’t fully trust myself. But since I didn’t know which path to choose, I did nothing, continuing to allow him to set my body on fire.


    “I love putting that look on your face, baby,” he whispered in my ear again. “But I better stop before there’s no going back.” He removed his hand from under the table and placed it on his drink.


    How the hell am I supposed to concentrate on anything now?


    

  


  
    ~11~


    Alek


    


    After a wonderful dinner, which consisted of way too many rich and decadent foods, I was asked to come up and say a few words to everyone about the night’s charity cause. I had my speech all prepared, although with what almost happened with Sara, I needed some time to compose myself. My cock was painfully hard, so much so I didn’t stand up right away, willing myself to soften before advancing toward the stage. With the woman sitting next to me, it was almost impossible, but after some time, I was ready.


    What the hell was I thinking? I would never really make her come in a room full of people. Her pleasure was for me and me alone. There was no way I would ever allow another man to watch her as she came with my fingers buried deep inside her.


    After I rose from the table, I leaned down and gave Sara a quick kiss. Reaching into my pocket, I extracted a piece of paper as I walked toward the stage.


    Once situated, I dove right in. “Good evening, everyone. First, let me start off by saying thank you to each and every one of you for coming this evening. Your presence here tonight tells me you support a cause which is dear to my heart. I can’t tell you how much your generosity will help those in need of assistance, with those requiring somewhere to go to escape domestic violence. Also for those wishing to just reach out and speak to someone, to ask for guidance, to help fulfill the dream of living in a safe environment.


    “We’ve raised a total of eight hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars tonight. All of the money will go toward a new shelter which is being set up for victims of abuse. Because of all of you, many women and children will have a place to rest their heads, and to be enveloped in a sense of safety. We’ll have counselors in-house to help them figure out their next move, a decision which will help them achieve the life they deserve, free from violence and abuse. So thank you again from the bottom of my heart, and please enjoy the rest of your evening.”


    A thunderous round of applause erupted across the room. I knew it was more for show, but I didn’t care. People respected me, and I would take full advantage in order to raise money for the cause. Sure, I could afford to build the shelter myself, had done so many times before, but I wanted others to contribute. I knew everyone in attendance, and it was time they put some of their money to good use.


    Once I reached our table, Sara grabbed for my hand and pulled me to sit down next to her again. “Alek, you were great. I can’t believe you were able to raise so much money, though. In one single night! How remarkable.” She looked astounded, and it was so endearing.


    “Well, it was easy enough, seeing as how each dinner cost twenty-five hundred dollars.” She blanched at my matter-of-fact statement.


    “For one dinner? Wow!”


    “I’m happy we had such a great turnout tonight. This is actually the biggest one yet. To know so many more people will be able to obtain the help they need warms my heart.”


    “You should be proud of yourself. I know I am,” she said, her approval meaning more to me than I thought. “But why this cause? Out of all of the causes in the world, what made you hone in on domestic violence? You mentioned it was dear to your heart, but I would love to hear why.”


    My smile slipped. “That’s a conversation best had when we’re in private.” I saw her disappointment, but there was no way I was going to delve into my past right then. “I would like to tell you the whole story, but I won’t do it here.”


    “Okay, another time then.”


    “Very soon, Sara. I promise.”


    ~~~~


    As the evening wore on, I could see exhaustion starting to take hold of Sara. Actually, I’d started to feel it as well, but I still had people to talk to so I wouldn’t be able to leave right away. But I would be quick because I knew her tiredness was going to increase the more time ticked by.


    “I have to go and mingle a bit more before we retire for the evening. Would you like to accompany me, or will you be all right by yourself for a short while?”


    “No, you go. I’ll be fine. Go. Enjoy yourself.”


    I had to admit I was going to miss her, but the sooner I took care of business, the quicker I could take her home.


    “I don’t know how much I’ll enjoy myself without you by my side, but I’ll be quick.” I kissed the top of her head as I was pulled away by someone waiting to congratulate me on an eventful evening.


    Thirty minutes had passed and I was still no closer to escaping with my woman. I was about to have a conversation with the CEO of a rival company when Jacinda brushed against me. Giving her an annoyed look did nothing to deter her from grabbing my arm and pulling me close. I ignored her. It wasn’t the place to cause a scene, and she took advantage of the fact she knew I wasn’t going to do or say anything rude to her. Especially not in the presence of the types of people who surrounded us. I wasn’t about to fuel unnecessary gossip, so I stood there, the brazen blonde attached to my side.


    I ignored her when she ran her fingers up and down my arm. I ignored her when she chimed in on my conversations. I ignored her when she laughed too loudly at jokes which were made in our circle of friends. I even ignored her when she ran her hand over my back.


    But when she leaned up and tried to kiss me, I drew the line. Audience or not, there was no way I was going to allow her to continue to be so brazen.


    I grabbed her elbow and tried to distance myself from her but she only held firm, doing her best to push closer to me. Since she wasn’t going to relent, I let it go.


    I’d be having words with her later, though. Plus, I wanted to berate her for talking to Sara the way she had earlier.


    There was a lull in the conversation when I decided to try and locate Sara. I hated the fact I’d left her alone at the table with no one to talk to. I knew everyone had basically ignored her. With the exception of Cameron, of course. He’s lucky I didn’t punch him right in the face. Anger returned at the mere thought of him moving close to my woman.


    Glancing all around the room, I still hadn’t found her. She wasn’t sitting at our table. Maybe she’s in the ladies room. Deciding it had to be where she was, I averted my eyes to focus back on the men in front of me. As I turned my head back toward them, I saw her.


    She was at the far end of the bar.


    Sitting down.


    And she wasn’t alone.


    My bastard of a cousin was sitting right next to her. Too close. He was way too close to her.


    What the fuck? I told her to stay away from him. But again, she chose not to listen to me. Didn’t she know I said what I did for her own good?


    Appearing rude or not, I excused myself and stealthily walked across the room, my anger building with every heavy step I’d taken. So many things ran through my mind. How upset I was with Sara for not listening to me. How much I wanted to pummel Cameron for even glancing in her direction, let alone touch her in any way. They seemed perfectly cozy together the more I bridged the distance between us.


    I’m gonna get arrested tonight. I’m gonna beat the shit out of him, and I’m gonna get arrested.


    People stepped in front of me, blocking them from my view. Thankfully, I was able to dismiss them cordially before continuing in my quest to take her away from him. I didn’t think I’d ever been so upset before. Trying my best to put the emotion on a leash, I was only ten feet from them when I saw him bump her shoulder with his own.


    She laughed.


    She laughed and put her hand on his fucking arm.


    If I don’t calm down, I’m going to give myself a stroke.


    They were so engaged in their little conversation, neither one of them saw me approach. Standing directly behind her, my anger bristled within me again, breaking free and rearing its ugly head.


    “Are you done?” I seethed, obvious disdain dripping on every word. I was leaning so close to her I knew she felt my breath on her neck. But I also knew she felt the rage emanating off me. She jumped at my words but never turned around. My eyes shot to Cameron, giving him such a nasty look I was surprised he was still sitting there. If looks could kill, he would have keeled over and ceased to exist. And I wouldn’t be sorry. Not for one goddamn second.


    I was about to say something else when Sara spoke. “No, actually I am not done, Alek. Why don’t you go back to letting Jacinda hang all over you, and I’ll continue my conversation with Cameron.”


    What the fuck is she talking about? And how dare she sit there and compare the two. Jacinda was harmless, and I knew how to handle her. Cameron, on the other hand, was a snake. He was predatory and an all-around asshole.


    But he wasn’t stupid. He and I both knew I could do some real damage if he continued pursuing Sara.


    Not even responding to her ludicrous statement, I decided to commandeer the unfolding situation in front of me. “Cameron, I suggest you leave us. Now!” I yelled. I didn’t care who saw or heard me. My only objective was getting her alone and away from him.


    “It was great talking to you, Sara.” He placed his drink on the bar. “See you later,” he said as he retreated.


    “No, you fucking won’t,” I threatened through clenched teeth. The bastard actually had the balls to snicker as he walked away. Oh, just wait until I see you again.


    No longer allowing her to keep her back turned, I grabbed her shoulders and spun her around on her barstool. “Are you out of your mind, Sara? I told you to stay away from him. But of course, you didn’t listen.” If a person could actually spit nails that would’ve been the time it would occur.


    “We were only talking. I didn’t see any harm in conversing with him, especially since you seemed to have your hands full with that woman.”


    “I can’t help it if Jacinda was standing near me. What was I supposed to do? Tell her to take a hike, right there in front of everyone? It would have caused an unnecessary scene.”


    Her face turned red. Clearly she was as heated as I was. “She wasn’t just standing next to you, Alek, and you know it. She was pawing you, constantly rubbing your arm and acting like you two were together.”


    “I honestly didn’t think anything of it. I’m so used to Jacinda’s antics I don’t even give her a second thought. Mainly because I couldn’t care less about her or what she’s doing. I told you repeatedly I’m not interested in her. Not even the tiniest bit.”


    Sara quickly rose from her chair. We were so close she actually had to look up at me. The look on her face would have been amusing had I not been enraged myself.


    “How would you feel if Cameron was constantly touching me? Running his hands all over my body. I have zero interest in him, so would that be acceptable?” She was pushing me over the edge and she knew it. 


    “I don’t even want him looking at you, let alone touching you. So no, Sara, not only is that not acceptable, it’s ill-advised. Not unless you want to visit me behind bars.”


    “Then maybe you should keep that in mind the next time you let her rub against you.”


    She tried to walk away then, her face becoming more red the longer we argued. Our voices weren’t raised, but if anyone paid us any attention they would surely see we were definitely involved in a heated discussion. A lover’s quarrel.


    I reached for her wrist and pulled her back into me. “Where are you going?”


    “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m going to the bathroom. Now, let go of me before I cause a scene.”


    I knew I was being an ass, but my anger hadn’t fizzled yet. “Everything you do is my business, Sara. I don’t want to argue with you anymore tonight. I’ve had my say and it’s finished.”


    I abruptly let go of her arm and turned around toward the bartender.
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    Sara


    


    How dare he dismiss me the way he did. Who does he think he is?


    The whole time I was in the restroom, I tried feverishly to control my emotions. Calm and level-headed were two words that accurately described me. Normally. But whenever Alek twisted me all up inside, I was anything but.


    His words kept running through my mind. “Everything you do is my business, Sara. I don’t want to argue with you anymore tonight. I’ve had my say and it’s finished.” The more I repeated them, the angrier I became.


    But it wasn’t the time or place to discuss it with him. Granted, I didn’t listen to him when he told me to stay away from Cameron, but I was a grown woman. I could talk to whomever I wanted, warning or not. 


    


    Truth be told, I’d been willing to appease him by steering clear of his cousin, but as soon as I saw how he was acting with Jacinda, or rather how he’d allowed her to act with him¸ I was livid.


    So warnings would be ignored. I sought out Cameron with an agenda.


    To make Alek jealous.


    To make him feel the same way I did when I saw her rubbing against him.


    It worked.


    A little too well.


    So…did I bring this on myself?


    Apparently.


    But I’m still not excusing his macho attitude toward me. “I’ve had my say and it’s finished.” We’ll see about that.


    Mumbling to myself about what I should have said in response instead of simply walking away, I washed my hands and headed back out to the ballroom. Most of the people had already left, making it much easier for me to locate the obstinate man I’d come with.


    Or so I thought.


    Every step I took only reaffirmed how tired I’d become. It’d been a long-ass night. I’d done my best to support Alek, and I figured I’d accomplished what I’d set out to do. But between being ignored most of the night by everyone at the event, being verbally accosted by Jacinda, then getting into an argument with Alek, I was thoroughly exhausted. All I wanted to do was go home, grab a big glass of wine and relax with a long, hot bath before turning in for the evening.


    I was willing to let bygones be bygones if he’d just take me home. I’d forgive him his overreaction to Cameron and me chatting. Hell, I’d even forgive him his arrogant comments if he’d simply whisk me away from there.


    Searching for Alek, I’d walked around the perimeter of the grand ballroom then made my way through the crowds of remaining people. But I couldn’t find him.


    When my efforts proved fruitless, I opened my clutch and pulled out my cell. I dialed his number but it went straight to voicemail. Where the hell is he?


    Before making another round to search for him, I walked outside to take in some fresh air, hoping it would wake me up some. The cool air hit my skin and instantly made me shiver. Damn, it’s chilly out. Wrapping my arms around myself to save whatever body heat I had left, I paced back and forth in front of the building. When I’d turned around to start in the other direction, I was hit with a sight which made my stomach turn.


    My heart sped up.


    I’d suddenly become warm.


    My anger flared inside me, heating me up until I was ready to blow.


    Alek was standing to the far right of the building’s entrance, looking as if he was also starved for some fresh air. But he wasn’t alone. Jacinda was standing right next to him, her arm resting on his shoulder.


    I’d always thought the saying seeing red was an exaggeration, but it totally happened. Red specks of rage clouded my vision. They danced in front of me as if beckoning me to take action.


    Flabbergasted with the scene unfolding in front of me, I tried to calm myself before I went berserk. The feelings dancing inside me wanted an escape and although I wanted to give in, I knew it was wise to take a step back, take a deep breath and compose myself before I did or said something I’d never be able to take back.


    In the midst of trying to calm myself, my eyes never leaving the two of them, I caught her attention. Before I could look away, she leaned up on her tippy toes, wrapped her hands around the back of his neck and pulled him down to meet her lips.


    It was as if someone had ripped out my heart and stomped it into a million pieces. My breath escaped me and I’d felt as if I was going to drown in my own hurt if I didn’t leave right away.


    Luckily, I located his driver with ease, shouting out my address as soon as I approached him. I knew he saw the look in my eye, thankfully never questioning where Alek was.


    The whole drive home, I kept the tears at bay, chanting to myself over and over again that I’d deal with whatever happened. But not tonight. I can’t take any more shit tonight. I yearned for the comfort of my own space, to be surrounded by my things. My solace.


    Flicking my phone off was certainly a wise decision because I knew eventually he’d try and call me. He hadn’t seen me there, watching the two of them together. For all he knew, I was still inside the event, waiting for him like a dutiful date. And when he finally went back to look for me, I wouldn’t be there.


    I smiled at the thought of him frantically searching for me, worry and dread surely taking over his features. I knew how much he wanted to keep me safe, a trait which was both sweet and annoying at times. And the mere fact he’d have no idea where I was soothed my anger a little.


    We arrived at my place rather quickly. I thanked the driver and practically ran up my front walk, eager to get inside. I was hoping Alexa was out for the evening because I didn’t feel like regaling my night’s experience with her. Not yet, at least. I was way too exhausted to even entertain my own thoughts, let alone explain everything in detail to someone else.


    I made my way to the bathroom and started running a nice, hot bubble bath. While I was waiting for the tub to fill, I headed to the kitchen to grab some wine. Forget the glass, I took the whole bottle with me, taking a big swig before I even made it to my bedroom to undress.


    Once my bath was ready, I lowered myself in gently, already feeling the night’s escapades slipping away. I drank quite a bit more of the chilled wine before closing my eyes and letting the water work its magic on my tense limbs.


    I had no clue as to how much time had passed, but it must have been significant because the water started to cool. As I raised my upper body to lean forward and turn the faucet back on, I heard someone yelling for me, the voice moving closer and closer to my bathroom door. Before I could move a single inch, the door came crashing open, hitting the wall behind it with an unexpected force.


    Note to self: Ask for his set of my keys back.


    “Jesus Christ, Sara!” Alek shouted. “I didn’t know what the hell happened to you. Why didn’t you tell me you were leaving? I must have called you like a thousand times.” He was quite the sight, deserving every bit of his disheveled state. “I searched everywhere for you. It wasn’t until I talked to my driver that I found out he’d given you a ride home.” He paced back and forth in front of the vanity, shoving his hands through his already ruffled hair.


    The only thing I could do was watch him. Even in his disgruntled state, he was the most handsome man I’d ever seen. Stop thinking this shit. Be angry. Be adamant. But don’t be horny.


     No words escaped me. Even if I’d wanted to respond, I wouldn’t even know where to begin. He’d surprised me by not only bursting into my apartment but into my bathroom as well, disrupting the only peace I’d been able to achieve in the past few hours.


    My silence was apparently the wrong choice.


    “Well? Are you going to answer me or what?” Concern and anger dueled behind his eyes. I knew I’d scared him, but he deserved it, so I wasn’t going to apologize for my disappearance.


    “I turned my phone off because I didn’t want to speak to you. And I’m not going to discuss this any further with you, especially while I’m naked in the tub and you’re looming over me in that domineering way of yours.”


    “We are going to finish this, so dry off and get dressed, or don’t. It’s up to you. I’ll be waiting in the living room.” He stomped off without waiting for me to reply, which didn’t really shock me at all. Surprisingly.


    Grabbing my towel from the rack, I dried off as quickly as possible and made my way to my room to find some clothes. I wasn’t going to rush around like a crazy lady simply because he was pissed and wanted to finish our conversation. I deliberately took my time dressing, donning shorts and a comfy T-shirt.


    My lack of quickness had Alek looming in my doorway, his hands shoved into the pockets of his tuxedo pants. His presence took up the entire space, making me feel much smaller. His tie was all but ripped off, hanging to the side as if he’d wrestled with it in anger.


    “What’s taking you so long?” he barked. “The longer you make me wait, the more pissed off I am.”


    “Well, I don’t give a shit if you’re mad, Alek. I’m the only one here who’s allowed to be pissed off, so just…back off!” My own anger spewed forth, completely out of my control. I’d thought I’d calmed down, but all he had to do was show up and start shouting and it came back full-force.


    “Why are you so upset? What happened?”


    I shook my head in wonderment. He really was dense sometimes, or at least he faked it well enough.


    “Well, let’s see. First, you totally disregarded my argument about Jacinda, blowing my concerns off, as usual. Then, I caught you kissing her outside the hotel. Does that explain it enough for you?” My own fists clenched at my sides, oddly mirroring him to a tee.


    His face instantly changed, his eyes becoming bigger with each word escaping my lips.


    “It’s not what you think,” he all but whispered.


    “Yeah…it never is, is it, Alek?” I couldn’t control the sarcasm which dripped off every word.


    “She kissed me. I didn’t kiss her. And as soon as she pulled her little stunt, I pushed her off me and instantly walked away from her. Did you even stick around long enough to see that part?” He stepped closer. “Did you?”


    “It doesn’t matter who kissed who, Alek.” It did matter, but I wasn’t going to let him off the hook. I did witness her make the first move, but he should’ve never been with her in the first place. None of it would’ve happened if he’d taken into account how I felt about her. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I want you to go.”


    “No. I’m not leaving until this is resolved. I didn’t do anything wrong here. I didn’t kiss her, and I think you know it. I have no interest in her at—”


    I cut him off before he finished his repetitive statement. “Yeah, you keep telling me you have no interest in her. Yet, every time I turned around tonight, she was somehow right next to you. Why is that?”


    “I don’t know, honestly. I’ve told her repeatedly I don’t have any romantic feelings for her. And she seemed to be okay with it. Well, until she kissed me, that is.”


    My last ounce of emotional reserve had finally depleted. I became upset again, but it wasn’t in anger. The truth was, he hurt me.


    Tears welled behind my eyes, and even though I didn’t want them to explode, they did. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Not anymore.


    Both physically and mentally drained, I had to release everything inside me before it ate me up.


    “Can you please just go?” I said through my tears, hiccupping between words because I was so upset. “I don’t want to talk anymore tonight.” I tried to shove him from my room, but he wouldn’t budge. Not one inch. Instead, he tried to reach for me, instantly causing me to back up.


    “Sara, please. Please, come here. I’m sorry.” He continued to walk toward me and when I had nowhere left to escape, I fell on top of my bed. He lowered himself until our faces were only inches apart. I tried with all of my remaining strength to push him off me, but it was of no use. “Baby. I’m so sorry. Please…please, don’t cry. I never want to hurt you. From now on, I promise I’ll stay away from her. I won’t put myself in that position again. I underestimated her feelings for me and I’m sorry. I can’t apologize enough. Please, forgive me.”


    When I said nothing, he leaned in closer and kissed me. His lips were soft yet pleading. He was asking for my trust and forgiveness. For so many things. His mouth lingered on mine until my lips parted, an action which caused him to seize the opportunity to deepen our entanglement. He expertly seized my mouth but before things went too far, I swiftly broke the kiss, turning my head to the side so I wouldn’t lose myself in him any further.


    Moments later, he leaned up and kissed my forehead, finally pushing himself off the bed. 


    “I’ll go for now. I don’t want to make you any more upset than you already are. Again, I’m truly sorry.” He didn’t make a move to leave. I figured he was waiting for me to say something, anything to let him know we would be okay.


    I gave him what he was looking for.


    “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Goodnight.”


    My words allowed him to leave my room although he was clearly distraught, not being able to swoop in and fix the very same mess he’d created.


    

  


  
    ~13~


    Sara


    


    It took me a whole day to finally calm down, the pain Alek caused needing time to slowly fade. I knew in my heart he would never hurt me on purpose, but it still took my head more time to come to the same realization.


    He’d apologized profusely, promising to never let anything like that happen again. I believed him. Maybe it was foolish, but I did nonetheless.


    A whole week had gone by since I last laid eyes on him. We had talked every day, sometimes multiple times. But between me needing some time to deal with everything, being busy at work and him being away on business, we hadn’t been able to slice out some time to be together. 


    Our sexual frustration was reaching an all-time high, sometimes manifesting by becoming easily aggravated with one another on the phone.


    It was early morning when he called. Sunday was my one free day of the week, so I’d been anticipating us being able to do something together.


    “Hey, beautiful.” He sounded in a good mood.


    “Hi, babe. Please, tell me you’re calling to whisk me away.” I hoped his call wasn’t merely another check-in. I missed him. My body missed him, and I didn’t know how much more I could take. I was starving for his touch and I hoped he felt the same way.


    “Yes, I am. I’ll be there in forty-five minutes. Enough is enough already. I can’t stand not seeing you, holding you, being buried deep inside you.” His tone dipped into a sexy gravel toward the end of his declaration.


    He literally made me squirm around on my bed. Excitement was filling the air, and I wanted him to continue.


    It was the first time either one of us had even referenced having sex again. Sure, there were small comments here and there, but nothing significant. But I was ready. He was right. Enough was enough. What the hell am I holding out for?


    “You want to be buried deep inside me, do you? What else do you want to do to me, Alek? Huh?” My own tone was much more breathy than normal and I heard him falter on the other end, waiting what seemed like forever before he responded.


    “I’m not wasting precious minutes describing what I want to do to you over the phone. I’ll be more than happy to show you in person. I’ll be there in half an hour.”


    “I thought you said forty-five minutes.” I tried not to laugh, but I could tell he was worked up and would probably break all traffic laws just to reach me.


    “Well, that was before you asked me what else I wanted to do to you. You better be ready for me when I arrive, baby, because I’m going to make you beg and scream.”


    Then all I heard was dead air.


    ~~~~


    In preparation for his arrival, I took a quick shower, shaved all necessary areas, brushed my teeth and made sure my long, dark hair cascaded down my back in nice, big waves. He needs something to grab on to, right?


    Instead of getting dressed, I pulled on a short, red silk robe and waited until I heard his car.


    Once I knew he was outside, I moved toward my front door and opened it as he was approaching. As soon as he saw me, he gifted me with one of his panty-dropping smiles. If I wasn’t afraid of anyone hearing, I would have jumped him right there in the hallway.


    He was two steps in to my apartment when he pulled me close. Reaching down with both arms, he grabbed me underneath my backside and raised me up. Without any instruction, my legs wrapped around his waist, and it was then he noticed I was naked underneath my robe.


    “I’m going to fuck you so hard, baby. I’ve missed you too much.” His lips were on me before he took another step.


    “We have to be quiet because Alexa is actually home for once,” I announced, my fingers weaving through his thick hair.


    “Then she’s going to hear us because there is no way we’re being quiet. I’ve waited way too long for this, and I don’t care who’s around.”


    Every step toward my bedroom was sweet torture. His kiss told of his frustrated need for me. I only hoped I’d told the same tale with mine. He gripped me closer as if he was afraid I’d disappear. My body was on fire, and instinct told me he was going to draw out our time together until I was indeed begging and screaming for him to fuck me senseless.


    His fingers danced over my flesh as I held him tight, weaving his desire for me into every pore of my skin. Just when I couldn’t take anymore, we breached the entryway to my bedroom.


    Once inside, he closed the door behind him and released his hold on me, allowing me to slide down his body until my feet hit the ground.


    Pushing me against the nearest wall, he slammed his mouth to mine, his tongue taking over, trying to claim as much of me as he could. A small moan tumbled forth, prompting him to grind his rock-hard arousal into my belly.


    My flimsy robe must have annoyed him, the left side of the material falling over my breast and hiding me from him. He quickly pushed it off my shoulders until it broke free and fell to the ground at my feet.


    His gaze flitted over me, starting with my eyes, stopping for a few seconds too long on my lips, then cascading down the length of the rest of my body.


    Squirming under his intense gaze did nothing but spur his visual assault further. The longer he admired me the needier I became. It wasn’t fair. He was still fully clothed, shielding his amazing physique from my eyes.


    As I was about to protest, he spoke.


    “Goddamn it,” he groaned. “It’s been way too long.” After another minute of him just staring at me, he broke the building tension only to utter five words which threw me into another world. “You make me feel helpless.”


    What the hell does he mean? Helpless? If anyone was helpless, it was me. But I didn’t have any time to explore his outburst before he made his demands.


    

  


  
    ~14~


    Sara


    


    “I want your mouth on me, Sara. Now.” He sure as hell didn’t need to tell me twice.


    Lowering myself until my knees hit the soft plushness of the carpet, I reached out and grabbed his belt, pulling him toward me as I whipped it through the loops in one fluid movement. Once the leather was free, I popped the top button of his jeans, slowly dragging the zipper down until his pants were completely free from restraint. Hooking my fingers in the waistband, I lowered them down his strong, sculpted legs, taking his black boxer briefs with them, until he was gloriously naked from the waist down. His cock sprang free and hit his abdomen. He grunted when my hands reached around and gripped his hard, perfect ass, pulling him closer to my mouth.


    I was close enough to taste him, so I didn’t waste any precious time. My tongue darted out and gently made contact, running from the base all the way up to his swollen tip.


    “Like that?” I asked seductively. “Is that what you want me to do?” I didn’t even give him a chance to respond before I took him into the warmth of my mouth, swirling my tongue around and teasing him unmercifully.


    “Fuck, baby, you’re gonna be the death of me. Your mouth feels amazing.” He braced himself against the wall with both arms, towering over my crouching form. “Take me all the way. I want to feel the back of your throat.” He was doing his best to control himself, which was all the more reason for me to tempt and tease him. Pleasure him until he shouted from his release. It had become my main goal.


    With every flick of my tongue, he grunted and groaned, thrusting his hips forward, trying to move deeper into my mouth. Luckily for him I didn’t have a sensitive gag reflex.


    I slipped my lips further and further down his shaft, teasing him the whole way, licking and nipping at his crown before devouring the rest of him. I released my grip from his firm backside only to grab hold of the base of his cock. I started stroking him up and down, my hand mimicking and accompanying my mouth. It was slow at first, but the more his body twitched, the quicker my movements became. I found my rhythm rather swiftly. When I raised my head slightly to look at him, his eyes were on me, watching me pleasure him. Watching my cheeks sink in as I sucked him hard. Watching my hand as I stroked him.


    His mouth was slightly agape, his lids heavy with desire as he crested toward his release. His tongue ran over his bottom lip, and it was that action which spurred my assault even more.


    He lowered his arm from the wall and grabbed the back of my hair, pushing himself even further inside. “Fuck, Sara!” he exclaimed. “I can’t get enough of your beautiful mouth.” A fierce moan escaped from deep within him. He circled his hips, gently at first, but the more he was affected, the faster his gyrations became. He was close, and even though I’d never performed the act before, I knew what came next.


    Alexa had made me sit through countless movies, trying her best to prepare me for when the time came. What are best friends for, after all?


    There was no doubt in my mind I wanted to taste Alek. I meant really taste him. Anything he was willing to give me would be accepted with a big smile on my face. I loved the way he made my inhibitions disappear.


    “Damn it…I’m gonna come!” he roared. “Fuck…I’m gonna explode. If you don’t want to swallow, pull back now!”


    His words only made me greedier. I wanted his hot, salty liquid to fill my mouth. I wanted to taste him and take everything from him.


    To know I’d brought him such pleasure was a powerful feeling. I kept one hand on the base of his shaft, coaxing his orgasm from him, and lifted my free hand so it rested on the distinguishable part of the V which graced his lower abdomen. I let loose and sucked him so hard, he finally let go and climaxed.


    His explosion hit the back of my throat and I swallowed it all. I continued to milk every single drop from him until he was completely spent.


    When he was finally done, he reached down and pulled me up so I was trapped between him and the wall behind me. He was still trying to regulate his breathing, my assault on him literally leaving him breathless.


    I locked eyes with him, winked and then smiled, innocently asking, “Did you like that?”


    “I fucking loved it, baby. I wasn’t too rough, though, was I? For as much as I pride myself on my restraint, I always seem to lose control when it comes to you.”


    “Not at all. And just so you know, I love when you lose control with me.” My need to pleasure him was so overwhelming, I would do whatever he wanted. Whatever he needed.


    Grabbing my chin, he raised it until his lips found me again. He enraptured me, tasting remnants of his own release on my tongue. Kicking his jeans the rest of the way off, he pulled his shirt over his head and briskly walked us over to my bed. He bent down and picked me up only to toss me through the air. I screamed from the surprise but laughed immediately when I hit the middle of the massive bed.


    “Now it’s my turn to make you scream.” He pushed my legs apart. “Show me where you want me to kiss you. Show me with your hands. Point to where you want my mouth.” My head was thrown back on the bed, but I didn’t need to see in order to tell him where I wanted pleasure. I did as he said and showed him with my hands. I initially pointed between my legs, first near my knees then slowly moving up until I reached the apex of my thighs.


    He graced me with his beautiful mouth, ravaging every part of me shown to him. He was licking, sucking and biting his way up my body toward where he really wanted to go. But he was taking his instructions from me, not moving up further until I gave him permission. Then finally, after I couldn’t bear it any longer, I put my hand over my sex. I knew I was hot and slick to the touch. And it was all because of him and his beautifully skilled mouth.


    He reached my hand’s current position. “Right here? Is this where you want me to kiss you? Tell me,” he demanded. I could only hum my response, words totally escaping me. “I want to hear you tell me. I want you to say the words or I’m not going any further.” His warm breath touched my most intimate of places, driving me crazy. I flexed my hips, pushing myself closer to him, enticing him to take the bait. But he wouldn’t. “Tell me now, Sara!” he warned.


    “Yes.”


    “Yes what?” He loved the power he had over me. It was too obvious.


    “Please…kiss me here.”


    Moving my fingers out of the way, his mouth descended onto me. Starting off with one long lick, striking between my swollen folds. “You’re so wet. Is that all for me?”


    “Yes, always for you,” I panted. I knew better than to not answer him. I didn’t want him to stop and hold out on me.


    Switching tempos was his specialty. He would start off slow, really enjoying the teasing dance he orchestrated. Then as I fell into his trap, he would devour me quickly, causing me to match his rhythm with my hips.


    He would go in intervals, making me enjoy every bit of his domination over my body. Engulfing my desire with each flick of his tongue.


    He knew when I was close because my breathing became ragged and uncontrollable moans would escape. Too many for me to count. He played my body like an instrument, coaxing every bit of desire from me. When he knew I was about to let go, he pushed a skillful finger inside me, making me squirm and suck in the air around me.


    It didn’t take long before detonation was staring me down. “Oh, God, Alek, I‘m gonna come. I’m gonna come!” I shouted as I writhed under his touch.


    “In that case…” He withdrew his hand completely, only to thrust two fingers back inside me, adding his mouth over my hypersensitive clit.


    I grabbed the sheets with both fists, making my knuckles turn white from the gripping pressure. I spread my legs wider and thrust up toward his mouth, jerking wildly on the bed.


    “Alek…oh, God…Alek.” I was lost in delirium. I couldn’t control my own body, and it was a little scary. It was frightening what he could do to me with his touch. I was powerless under him, and I knew I always would be.


    “Let it go. Come now!” I had no choice but to give in to his expert touch. My body convulsed with pure pleasure, the waves of my orgasm racking through my body, threatening to never stop.


    It was almost as if I was floating above myself, experiencing such an intense level of pleasure.


    When he detected I was coming back down, he slowed his tongue’s strokes on my body, allowing me to relish in the aftermath of my explosion. He withdrew his fingers from inside me only after I had completely relaxed into his touch.


    Not wasting another precious second, he made his way up the bed. It was his turn to wink and smile at me, and I laughed.


    “We were made for each other. Do you know that? Do you feel it here?” He placed his hand back over where his mouth just was. “And do you feel it here?” He raised his hand to cover my heart. “I’ve waited for you for what seems like an eternity. Just going through life’s daily motions. Biding my time.” I saw the sincerity in his piercing gaze and felt it in his sweet, loving kiss. Every time our mouths met it was electric, like something you only read about. I didn’t know a connection like ours could really exist between two people, let alone exist for me.


    Not knowing what to say in response, I simply tangled my fingers in his hair and pulled him close, expressing myself through my kiss. It seemed to please him.


    We both attempted to stake a claim on the other, trying to show each other what we felt, all wrapped up in demanding tongues and bruised lips. Alek released both of my hands from his dark strands and pinned them above my head, holding them together with one grip. He nudged my thighs apart with his strong leg and pushed his replenished arousal in between, grinding in circular motions. He moved his scrumptious lips from my mouth to my ear, releasing a deep moan which made me struggle against him. I wanted so badly to feel him, to wrap my arms around him, but he wasn’t having any of it.


    

  


  
    ~15~


    Alek


    


    “You want to touch me, don’t you?” I hummed into her ear. “Well, you can’t. Not yet. The only thing I’m going to allow you to feel is my thick cock buried deep inside you.” My mouth moved slowly toward her shoulder, biting at her fiery flesh.


    Teasing her was my new favorite thing to do. Although, judging from her frustrated movements, she wasn’t too appreciative. Thrusting her hips upward, her impatience eating away at her, she thought she could hurry along my need to take her. But she was wrong. So wrong. Even though it’d seemed like ages since the last time I was inside her, I was going to take my time. Work her up so good she would lose all sense of what she wanted. No…what she needed. 


    Wrapping her gorgeous thighs around my waist almost undid me.


    Almost. 


    “Don’t make me wait. Please,” she pleaded. She had wanted to take things slowly since she’d given me another chance and I didn’t push her, knowing she needed the time. But hearing her beg for me was the best feeling. Well...not the best feeling, but pretty close.


    She was rendered a shameless pool of desire but for some reason, I doubted she cared. Not one single bit.


    “Now is as good a time as any for me to practice self-control, don’t you think?” I asked, knowing full well she was becoming even more frustrated the longer I waited.


    She groaned into my neck, her warm breath tickling my skin.


    I was waiting her out, her submission was the ultimate goal. I wasn’t going to tell her in words, but rather in actions. She would catch on eventually. I had faith in her.


    Thankfully, she finally relented. Halting all movement to try and tempt me further, she expelled a quick rush of air and laid still. Her eyes never left my face, and it was in those pools of beautiful amber that I saw her offer to me.


    “Good girl,” I teased. “You know I’m the one in charge in here, right?”


    She nodded. One simple gesture, but it was all I was looking for.


    Deciding my own teasing was driving me nuts as well, I leaned in closer, trying my best to capture her mouth. I needed to feel her sweet breath against my lips. I needed her tongue to dance with mine. I simply needed to taste her.


    As I was about to close the distance between us, she quickly moved her head to the side. Figuring she wanted me to kiss her neck, I complied. Her pulse beat faster the more my lips teased her skin. Soon, I tried to kiss her again, and again she turned her head to the side. She thought she was being slick. She thought I hadn’t caught on to what she was doing. But she was wrong.


    She was trying to tease me in return. Punish me for what I’d been doing to her for the past fifteen minutes.


    I hated being denied her touch. I’d held fast to my restraint before but right then, her lying naked beneath me, I couldn’t hold back any longer. “What are you playing at, Sara? Kiss me, damn it!” I commanded. My aggravation must have been amusing to her because the only thing she did was smile at me. While she was even more beautiful in that moment, she was also dangerously close to being tortured. I would do things to her body, bring her so close to falling but pull back right at the last minute. Over and over again.


    I tried one more time. Intensifying my hold on her arms above her head, I went in for the kill.


    Again she refused my need for her.


    I was done. No more games. I wouldn’t tolerate her refusal any longer. It was time I voiced what I had planned for her if she denied me again.


    Before I could speak, she tried her best to plead her case. “You’re not giving me what I want, Alek, so I’m not giving you what you want.” She turned her head to the side and held the air in her lungs, not really sure what my reaction would be to her continued insolence.


    “Is that right?” My tone was brazen, full of cockiness. “If you have any hope of me taking you tonight, you better kiss me, woman. If you deny me one more time, I’ll tie you up, tease you relentlessly but make sure to stop each and every time you’re about to come.” I grabbed her chin with my free hand and turned her face so she could stare into my eyes. “Just try me.”


    I was dead serious; my gaze said as much. I cocked a brow and waited for her obedience. “Let’s try this again,” I said before slowly lowering my mouth to hers, purposely taking my time. I was doing my best to try and give her those couple of extra seconds to contemplate the consequences if she decided to refuse me again.


    I was sure she thought she was only playing with me. What she didn’t understand was her denial hit me hard. I took it personally, and although I did my best to play along with her little game, it was over.


    I hovered above her, holding my position. I not only wanted her to accept me, I wanted her to be the one to make the first contact. I knew I was being an ass, but it worked. She lifted her head from the pillow and pressed her swollen lips to mine. When her tongue left her mouth and entangled with mine, she took the opportunity to exact her revenge. She sunk her teeth in, softly but with enough pressure for me to react.


    “Ow.” I backed up and glared at her. Good for her.


    “What? I thought you liked that,” she said, feigning innocence. I knew her actions were done on purpose, but my facial expression never gave it away.


    “Uh-huh,” I mumbled. She laughed, but when I took possession of her mouth again, I did the same thing to her. It shocked her at first, mirroring my own reaction, but instead of resisting, she gave in to me.


    Hearing the soft sounds of the clock over the bed only drove home our time together was slowly slipping away. I had to make our reunion count. Wasting no more frivolous time, I parted her thighs with my leg, my grip still pinning her arms above her head. I wasn’t ready to let her touch me yet. Call it my last-ditch effort to punish her for refusing my kiss.


    Reaching down, I ran my hand through her pussy, her desire coating the tip of my fingers. She was wetter than before, her need betraying her willpower from earlier.


    Gripping my thick length, I lined myself up, prepared to claim her once and for all. “Are you ready for me, baby?” I asked, knowing full well she was.


    She tried to free her hands, desperate to touch me, claw at me and pull me closer. Once inside, I would release her, both emotionally and physically.


    I knew she’d been struggling as much as I had been, if not more, since I’d revealed my secret to her. We both feared what we’d shared together was nothing more than a farce, even though I knew better. It merely took her longer to come to the same conclusion, that we were destined to be with each other.


    I’d known it from the first time I’d laid eyes on her photo.


    She’d known it the first time her eyes connected with mine.


    I’d be forever grateful to Fate that she picked my city to move to. A random act, but one which finally brought us together.


    I repeated my question since she seemed to be at a loss for words. The only way she’d responded was by writhing around underneath me. Her lips were red and bruised from my kiss, her cheeks flushed with her desire for me to finally take her. “Are you ready for me?” I asked her again.


    “Don’t make me wait any longer. What you’re doing right now is torture. Please…” she begged. One lone tear escaped and danced down her cheek. It was enough to break me.


    Knowing it had been a little while since we last had sex, I made sure to not take her as roughly as I wanted. I had to be gentle. I had to practice control, keep my wants on a leash until I deemed it safe.


    Pushing into her tight heat did everything to unravel me. I’d never felt more at home than when I was inside her, our bodies joining in utter bliss.


    Freeing her hands, she quickly clutched my back as we rocked together. Sweat glistened on her skin the more excited she became. A lock of hair fell over my eye, its annoyance too much because the strands blocked her from my view, if only partially. She fixed me immediately. Her fingers pushed my hair back, tangling my tresses in her grasp the closer she came to her release.


    “Alek…” she cried, her pleasure almost unbearable.


    “Are you going to come, sweetheart?”


    “Yes. Fuck me harder. Please.”


    Sara was not someone who swore on a regular basis. But when she did, especially in the bedroom, it was like music to my ears. Far be it from me not to give her what she wanted, especially when she asked me so nicely.


    Reaching underneath her, I rested my hand on the small of her back and changed positions until I was resting on my knees, her body slightly in the air for a better position.


    If she wants harder, I’ll give her harder.


    Gripping her waist, I fucked her with wild abandon. Her cries told me she loved it. Her whimpers sang out she was close.


    “Wait for me, Sara. Don’t come without me,” I demanded. The look in her eyes revealed she was struggling with not letting her body release the ecstasy she was desperately holding on to. I felt for her, really I did. But I wanted to release myself inside her at the same time her walls clamped down on my cock.


    Desire washing over each other, need licked at our very core.


    “I can’t stop it. I can’t…” she implored. “Please, come with me now.”


    Two more deep thrusts and my body convulsed. There were no words spoken between us. She saw in my gaze I was unravelling.


    As did she.


    All over me.


    Her nails dug into my skin on the last wave of her explosion. The feelings washing over me were too much and I welcomed the bite of pain she gifted me.


    

  


  
    ~16~


    Alek


    


    As we lay there in our blissful aftermath, a thought occurred to me. One which would have had me upset months before. But now…the thought was almost comforting.


    In my haste to claim my woman, I’d forgotten to put on a condom. As my seed ran down her inner thigh, I couldn’t help but think how thrilled I would be if our union, or reunion, led to her becoming pregnant.


    We’d never discussed the possibility before, the topic never leaving either one of our lips. But the thought of her swollen with my child was more pleasant than not. I knew it wasn’t the way I would have chosen to do things, but I couldn’t change anything.


    What’s done is done.


    No going back.


    I should let her in on what was going on. “Sara,” I whispered, pulling her close to snuggle in to me. “Don’t freak out, but…uh…we forgot to use a condom.” It was a real shame I had to destroy her peaceful world, but I didn’t have a choice. I had to voice the obvious and let her come around slowly instead of her realizing it on her own when she went to wash up.


    I trailed my fingertips down her belly, slowly moving toward her pussy. I wanted to feel my essence one more time before the realization of what I’d just told her hit her hard. Maybe if I tease her, bring her more pleasure, she won’t freak out.


    You think if you give her another orgasm she’ll overlook the fact she could end up pregnant? Because you weren’t responsible enough to remember to wrap it up?


    Delusional.


    As I was about to circle her clit with my thumb, she shot off the bed.


    “Please tell me you’re joking, Alek,” she cried. “I’m not on the pill.”


    She shook her head so fast, as if her movements alone would rid her of her current circumstance. “No, no, no,” she repeated, her hands gripping her long hair in frustration. “This can’t be happening.” She stopped her tirade and suddenly locked eyes on me. “I don’t want children. Ever,” she forcefully declared.


    Granted, I knew she would react to the fact we hadn’t used protection, but the more she went on the more I started to feel…offended? Not even sure if that was the right word or not, I jumped off the bed and closed the distance between us. Holding out my hands, I tried to beckon her to me, but she wasn’t having any of it. In fact, she backed up, looking more like a wounded animal than a woman caught in an unpredictable situation.


    “Don’t,” she whispered, taking another step back.


    My face fell. I knew she was worried, scared even, but there was no reason for her to react in such a way.


    “Sara, come here.” She moved further away. “Sara,” I called. “Come. Here.”


    Fight or flight.


    She was certainly ready for flight.


    I caught her wrist as she was about to bolt into the bathroom. The fact she was completely naked did nothing to detract from how frightened she was.


    The mere look in her eye told me she needed a minute alone. I let go of her hand and she ran into the bathroom, slamming and locking the door behind her.


    I knew most women wouldn’t wish for their lives to change without their utmost planning, but she had to know I’d be happy and would be there for her one hundred percent. She’d never have to worry about expenses, or healthcare or any of the other worries which plague women.


    If she even ended up pregnant.


    There was a huge chance nothing would happen. I’d never gotten a woman pregnant before. Hell, I could be sterile for all I knew.


    You’ve always used a condom before, jackass. Don’t be so dramatic.


    During the midst of our argument, I’d heard the front door open and close. Our disagreement had obviously forced Alexa to give us some privacy.


    Muffled cries sounded from inside the bathroom. I knew I had to try to persuade her to come out, or at least open the door so we could speak.


    “Sara. Baby. Please don’t be upset, honey. We’ll work through whatever happens. I’m here for you, sweetheart. I love you.”


    I chose then to express my feelings for her yet again because it was what she needed to hear. Hell, it was what I needed to say. I wanted her to remember I wasn’t going anywhere, that I did, in fact, love her and was only too happy to speak those three words out loud.


    The door whipped open so fast I had to take a quick step back. “If you really loved me, you wouldn’t have put me in this predicament,” she yelled.


    “Is the mere thought of carrying my child that frightening?” I asked, trying my best to convince her to talk to me instead of putting distance between us. “I know we’ve never discussed having children, but you act as if it would be the worst thing to bring my baby into this world.”


    She remained silent, her face warring between being angry and panicked. Minutes passed with us simply staring at each other, no closer to ending our argument. Is this even a fight?


    Reaching down, I gathered my clothes. Not wanting to do or say anything I’d regret later on, I decided it was best for me to leave.


    She bridged the gap between us, reaching out to touch my arm. Her face was suddenly calmer, her breathing not as erratic. “Please, don’t leave,” she said. “It’s not all your fault. I’m just as responsible in this. I…I just…I don’t know,” she confessed, looking more confused than before.


    I wasn’t going to lie and say her reaction didn’t hurt me, but she’d stolen my heart when she’d started to cry.


    Gathering her in my embrace, I kissed the top of her head. “What’s the matter? Why are you so upset? You can tell me.” I pushed her away from me so I could look into her face. Her anger had disappeared, but worry and fear shone bright.


    After taking a deep breath, she relaxed in my hold. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Alek. In another life, I would be ecstatic to have your children. But in this life…it’s just not possible.”


    “I don’t understand,” I implored. “Why?”


    Taking another deep breath, she revealed her reasoning. “I could never bring a child into this world knowing there are people like Samuel out there. Too many of them,” she whispered.


    I was shocked she even mentioned his name, making any reference at all as to what had happened to her all those years before. She didn’t talk about it and I never pushed her, so for her to speak in such a way told me how truly frightened she was.


    “Baby, I would never let anyone hurt our child. You have to believe me.”


    “You can’t protect them from the evils of the world.” She tried to break free from my embrace but I held firm. “Something terrible will happen, and I would never be able to live through it. I barely lived through what I suffered. It nearly killed my grandmother. No,” she said, shaking her head. “I won’t do it. I can’t.”


    Her fears were irrational to me, but they made sense to her. And I understood. For now.


    I kissed her again and did my best to calm her down.


    It killed me that I couldn’t protect Sara from her fears. I’d vowed so long ago to keep an eye on her and I’d made good on my promise. But being in a relationship with her was even more trying because I couldn’t protect what ran rampant inside her head.


    I did my best to quell her delusions, but I knew it wasn’t enough.


    Not yet.


    

  


  
    ~17~


    Sara


    


    Two weeks.


    It’d been two weeks since the last time we had sex, and didn’t use a condom. Two weeks since my emotional breakdown.


    I apologized to Alek several times, and each time he told me to stop being so hard on myself. He understood my outburst, but I knew I’d still hurt him. Offended him, even.


    If I were a different woman, I’d jump at the opportunity to have babies with him. But I wasn’t. I was me, and I never planned on bringing life into the world.


    Based on last month’s cycle, I should have gotten my period two days ago. But they had never been regular before, so I was doing my best not to freak out.


     For as much as I’d wanted to take a test the day after we had sex, I knew I was being irrational. There was no way to tell so early.


    So I’d waited.


    Fourteen days.


    I finally decided to stop by a drug store and pick up a pregnancy test. I chose the one in the purple box. They all looked the same to me, so it didn’t really matter.


    Alek had asked if he could be there with me when I found out, good or bad, but I told him I needed to do it alone. If it was bad news, I would need time to process it and if it was good news, I didn’t want to subject him to my giddiness. I’d never imagined he even considered the possibility of having children with me. The thought was so touching yet scared the shit out of me.


    Once home, I went straight into the bathroom and opened the box. Reading the instructions did nothing but delay the inevitable. Sitting down on the toilet, I proceeded to pee on the stick, praying the entire time I wasn’t with child.


    Five minutes was all the box said it would take to find out. A minus sign was negative and a plus sign was positive.


    Come on minus sign.


    Ten minutes passed and still I didn’t look. I left the test on the sink counter and headed toward my bedroom, wanting nothing more than to escape the confines of the tiny washroom.


    “Sara,” Alexa called out as she entered our apartment. “Are you here?”


    Shit! I hadn’t told her anything about what happened. I figured if I didn’t talk about it…it wasn’t real.


    I quickly tried to make my way toward the bathroom to hide the evidence, but she beat me to it. She was staring at my future, resting on the lip of the countertop.


    Turning her head in my direction, she whispered, “What is that?” She knew damn well what it was, but she wanted me to confirm it.


    “It’s a pregnancy test.”


    “Are you?” She moved closer and grabbed my hand for support. She had no idea how much I’d needed her small gesture.


    “I don’t know. I haven’t checked it yet.”


    “Do you want me to look for you?” she asked as she took a step across the threshold of the bathroom, her eyes never leaving mine for fear I would crumble to the floor.


    I simply nodded.


    She grabbed hold of the directions and read them quickly before picking up the stick. The corners of her mouth curved up to form the smallest of smiles. Her expression could mean she was happy I was going to have a little one running around, or it could mean she was happy not to have to put up with a screaming child waking her up in the middle of the night.


    Slowly, she turned around and faced me. It was mere seconds before I found out what her smile truly meant.


    “You’re not pregnant.”


    I exhaled a rush of air and closed my eyes. Thank God. As I moved toward my best friend to grab the stick to see for myself, a few tears escaped. The funny thing was I had no idea if I was happy or sad.


    Damn Alek for confusing me. Damn him for his undying support and his promise to keep our potential child safe. I knew he would make good on his promise, too.


    Deciding not to dwell on thoughts I didn’t completely understand yet, my eyes focused on the dash which appeared in the tiny window of the pregnancy test.


    Yep, I’m not pregnant.


    Now all I have to do is tell Alek.


    

  


  
    ~18~


    Alek


    


    My reaction to the results of Sara’s pregnancy test was controlled. I knew how she felt about the whole situation, so I tried to reel in my disappointment at the news. There was plenty of time to persuade her to reconsider in the future.


    I couldn’t believe I was looking forward to discussing the possibility of starting a family with anyone. But Sara wasn’t just any woman. She was the love of my life and I knew it. I knew it deep inside my soul.


    As the weeks passed, we had long talks about our relationship and where we saw things going. Sometimes I acted as if I was the woman, wanting to know where we stood. I held back most times, but inside my head, I was a fucking nightmare. I wanted to punch me.


    ~~~~


    One afternoon, I asked her to join me on a little shopping excursion, needing to pick up some new things for my office. As I knew she would, she agreed.


    Our day together was relaxing. We were having a blast, reveling in each other’s company. No stress. She wasn’t prompting me to make any crazy demands, and therefore I didn’t have to deal with her stubbornness. I managed to remain calm and free-spirited all day. It was a side of me I knew she liked seeing.


    “I wish every day could be like this, so carefree and jovial.” Her tone was hopeful. 


    “If you would listen to me and do as I ask then every day could be this nice.” The grin on my face told her everything. I was indeed making light of my crazy statement.


    “Yeah, well, that’ll never happen, so we may as well enjoy the moment,” she said, giving me her best smirk. While the majority of our time spent together was happy and blissful, there were times we argued. Not full-on fighting, just disagreeing. She pushed my buttons, as I did hers. We would bicker then would be done with it, nine times out of ten ending up in bed, fucking each other senseless.


    We were walking hand in hand in front of the many little shops in the center of town when I heard someone call out my name. Looking ahead, I couldn’t see who it was until a man parted through the small crowd.


    Glancing at Sara, I couldn’t help the huge ear-splitting grin which spread across my surprised face.


    “Devera? Is that you?” he shouted as he quickened his pace.


    Ushering Sara forward, I bridged the remaining distance between us and one of my oldest friends. His extended hand connected with mine as I pulled him in for a big hug. Damn, we hadn’t seen each other in years. How the time flies when life is all too consuming, especially those past few months.


    “Kael Stonebridge! What the hell are you doing here?” I asked as we finally broke apart and took a step back from each other.


    “Adara and I moved back from California two weeks ago. I meant to look you up but have been so busy with the move and everything. I’m so happy I ran in to you. It’s been, what, like five years since we saw each other, right? We have a lot to catch up on, man.”


    “You’re damn right we do.” We both stood there watching one another, the surprise of having him standing in front of me still not completely registering. I was so lost in memories of us growing up, including all the trouble we used to get into, I’d completely forgotten about Sara.


    She reached out and gripped my hand, the warmth of her palm speeding up the beat of my heart. One touch was all it took. One small point of contact and I forgot all about my long-lost buddy.


    As soon as all of my attention flitted to the woman on my right, Kael intently took notice. He, like many others, was simply not used to seeing me with any female. Unless, of course, it was our old college days and women were nothing but a distraction.


    Feeling as if I was betraying Sara on some level by even recalling such memories, I returned all my attention to the present. Even though I knew my good friend was married to an amazing woman, and even though I knew he would never over-step his bounds, I leaned close to Sara and gave her a kiss. It was an innate reaction to claim her in front of him. In reality, he was another male who had to be made aware of the simple truth that Sara was all mine.


    My actions weren’t obvious, but Kael knew exactly what I was doing. When I glanced back over at him, I saw him smirk, his attentions roving between the both of us.


    Releasing her hand, I gripped her waist and pulled her into me. “Please forgive my rudeness, honey. This is one of my oldest friends in the world, Kael Stonebridge. Kael, this is my Sara.” They quickly shook hands. The sight of Sara touching another man did crazy things to me. Normally, I would have been upset, causing some sort of scene. Her touches were only for me. But I reeled it in, knowing full well she was merely being polite. Kael saw it, though. He took notice of the fleeting tick in my jaw, the quick flare of my nostrils.


    “Your Sara? Wow, who is this guy in front of me?” He chuckled. “You never referred to anyone as yours before. You must be pretty damn special to my friend here,” he claimed, turning his attentions back on Sara. 


    “You better believe she is. I was merely drifting through life before she came into my world.” A blush stole across her cheeks as I spoke, the sight instantly exciting me. I didn’t know what it was about the heat of her skin, but it always did strange things to me.


    I’d been so consumed with Kael and Sara, I hadn’t taken notice as to where his wife was. Glancing around behind him, I asked, “Where’s Adara?”


    “She’s in one of those shops several doors down. Speaking of, I should probably go and get her; otherwise, we’ll be here all day.” I laughed. I’d known Adara a long time, and shopping was one of her most favorite indulgences. “Hey, you two have to come over for dinner this week. We’re almost done unpacking, so it’s perfect timing.”


    “Of course. We’d love to come. Are you still at the same number?” I asked. We’d kept in contact with each other over the years, but I knew he had some issues with a client of his a while back so he had to change his cell number. I was simply making sure he hadn’t changed it since. 


    “You know it. Great. Listen, I have to run now, but call me later and we’ll set everything up. Sara, it was a true pleasure to meet you,” he declared before taking hold of her hand. Before I could react, he pulled her close and kissed her cheek. 


    He’s pushing it.


    “All right there, Casanova. Enough. Remember, you’re married, plus this woman here is off-limits,” I reminded him.


    The fucker knew he was riling me up, but he didn’t care. “I would never think of it.” If Kael wasn’t my good friend, he would’ve been on his ass right then, staring up at me in disbelief. But he was and I knew he wasn’t hitting on Sara, so I allowed him to remain upright.


    “Give Adara my best,” I called out as he turned and walked away.


    “He seemed nice,” she said, watching him disappear into a store twenty feet away.


    “He is. He’s truly one of the greatest guys I’ve ever met.”


    “I’m assuming you guys go way back.”


    “Yeah, we grew up together. We were thick as thieves until we were in our mid twenties. We even went in on numerous projects. But then his work took him to California, where he’s been all this time.”


    “Well, I’m excited to go to dinner and get to know him and his wife. It should be fun.” A genuine smile tickled her lips as she spoke.


    “You’ll love them,” I promised as we made our way inside one of the many shops on the street.


    

  


  
    ~19~


    Sara


    


    Three days later, Alek informed me we were going to have dinner at Kael and Adara’s house. I was really looking forward to getting to know them better. I’d only briefly met Kael, but he seemed like a genuine person. Any man who put my guy in such a good mood was definitely worth spending more time with.


    Thankfully, my interaction with him was brief because when I’d first laid eyes on him, I almost bugged out. He was no comparison to Alek—no one was, in my opinion—but the man was hot. His penetrating blue eyes drew me right in, almost as if he was peering into the deepest parts of my psyche. I wasn’t interested in him, furthest thing from reality. But I knew a fine specimen of a male when I feasted my eyes on one.


    Having no doubt I’d hit it off with Alek’s friends, I became excited at the prospect of having another couple to hang around with from time to time. In no way was I complaining about spending time alone with Alek, but someone new to give me a better insight to my guy was always welcome. Never mind, I was beyond curious to see him interact with someone who wasn’t an employee.


    We arrived at their house around seven o’clock. They told us we would be having a late dinner but wanted us to arrive early enough to have a tour of their new home.


     Kael greeted us at the door and surprisingly welcomed me with a big, warm hug. I wasn’t sure, but I could’ve sworn I heard Alek growl behind me.


    As soon as I stepped foot inside their foyer, I was overwhelmed with a sense of home, which probably had a lot to do with the fact there was a woman’s touch involved. Alek’s house was wonderful, but I could definitely tell from the décor, while appealing, that a man lived there. Alone.


    We were led toward the kitchen where the woman of the house was checking on dinner. Whatever she was making smelled wonderful. I hadn’t even realized how hungry I was until the wafting aroma filled my nose.


    As soon as Adara saw us, she put her towel on the counter and rushed right over. First she approached Alek, kissing him on the cheek before enveloping him in a big hug. Then she turned her sights on me. “Sara, it’s such a pleasure to meet you.” She took me in her arms, and I couldn’t help but be affected by her warm welcome. She seemed so genuine and down-to-earth, someone I knew I would get along great with right away.


    She instantly intrigued me. Never mind the fact she was gorgeous. She reminded me of a Victoria’s Secret model with her lithe body, long blonde hair and stunning features. All she was missing were the runway angel wings.


    “It’s great to meet you, as well, Adara. Alek has told me such nice things about you.” I turned toward Kael. “About both of you. Thank you so much for inviting me tonight.”


    While I was chatting with Adara, Alek brushed past me and moved closer to the stove. Leaning over, he did his best to inspect our future meal. “Adara, I didn’t know you knew how to cook.” His brow cocked in amusement.


    “Of course I do. Who do you think has been feeding your friend all these years?”


    “It’s true, man. She keeps me fed. And fed well,” he joked as he patted his trim stomach.


    After some quick chit-chat, they indulged us with a tour of their place. It was smaller than Alek’s, but the richness in character definitely made up for whatever they lacked in size.


    The original woodwork was displayed throughout the home. Every fine detail and etching caught the eye as you walked from room to room. Beautiful artwork adorned the walls, enticing me to stop and stare for moments at a time.


    Half an hour into our tour, Adara announced dinner would be ready in another twenty minutes. “Why don’t you guys go in the den and have a quick drink,” she encouraged as she lightly pushed both men toward the other room. She took hold of my arm and led me back toward the kitchen. “We’ll call you when it’s ready.”


    Kael slapped his friend on the back, obviously reveling in the fact they were allowed some long-awaited guy-bonding minutes. “Sounds good to us, babe. Let us know if you need our assistance,” he shouted as they hurriedly walked away.


    Alek looked back to catch me before I disappeared around the corner. “I won’t be long, babe.” He sounded as if our separation was causing him some sort of discomfort.


    “Come on, lover boy. She’ll be fine without you hovering over her for a few minutes.” His friend drew him away before he could protest.


    “Can I help?” I asked as we headed back into the kitchen.


    “Sure. You can grab what we need for the salad.” She pointed to the refrigerator. “Everything should be on the second shelf.” While I busied myself with my new job assignment, Adara put the finishing touches on the casserole. As soon as the smell hit me, my stomach growled. It was then I realized it’d been hours since I’d last had anything to eat.


    During mid-chop of the mushrooms, curiosity about my host suddenly became too much. I decided to dig a little. “Adara. Such a beautiful but unusual name. I’ve never heard anything like it before.”


    “Thank you. Yes, it is unusual. It’s an old Irish name which means fire. Ask my husband and he’ll tell you I surely live up to the name.” She laughed and removed the dish from the oven before turning around to face me. “So, tell me, Sara, how long have you and Alek known each other?”


    “Not long. Although, it feels like I’ve known him forever.” My mind drifted off to thoughts of my glorious man, even though we’d only parted ways fifteen minutes before. I had it bad and I knew it. I tried to play it cool, but I was sure I failed miserably.


    “Well, when you’re meant to be together, it seems like you can’t imagine a time when they weren’t part of your life. Trust me, I speak from experience.”


    “I know what you mean,” I replied, her comment surprisingly insightful. 


    Giving her masterpiece one more look, she announced, “Well, it’s time we call the men to the table.”


    ~~~~


    After a scrumptious dinner, we relaxed with coffee and homemade apple pie. 


    Kael was the first to start revealing secrets of his dear friend. “Sara, I must say, I was pleasantly surprised when I ran in to the two of you the other day and saw how taken he was with you. But it’s a good thing. A great thing, in fact.”


    Alek leaned over and kissed my temple, showing me he agreed with Kael’s sentiments.


    “It sure is,” Adara chimed in. “It’s about time he settled down, and he couldn’t have picked a better woman.” They were both so sweet, but all of the settling down talk was making me a bit uneasy, mainly because our relationship was still a little fragile. Every day, we were making progress, but I was fearful the smallest thing could upset the balance we’d been able to build and maintain.


    Trying to switch the subject, I turned the spotlight onto them. “How did you guys meet?” I asked, finishing off the rest of my delicious pie.


    They lovingly glanced at each other before speaking. It was really quite sweet. Kael spoke first. “Do you want to tell the story, or should I?”


    “I’ll tell it since you like to omit certain details every time you spew your side of it.” Adara smiled at her husband as he clasped her hand in his. 


    “How could I forget any detail about you, sweetheart?”


    “All right, all right. Just tell us the story and stop being so mushy, you two.” Alek feigned annoyance, rolling his eyes and shaking his head. But I knew those two people meant the world to him. I saw it in the way he glanced at them, the deep connection they all shared evident in his eyes. And in his bright smile.


    Taking the lead, Adara kissed her husband before she started speaking. “Well, I have to mention that the first time I laid eyes on Kael, I was immediately smitten. I only had the physical to go on, and he is gorgeous.” She leaned over and gave him another kiss before continuing. Something in her smirk told me the next part of her story was going to be good. “But if I’m being completely honest, I couldn’t stand him the first time I met him.”


    “Hey!” Kael retorted, a faux-hurt look splayed all over his face. I was sure he knew exactly where the story was headed, no doubt their tale being re-told to many people. Her declaration definitely intrigued me. Their love for one another was evident, so I was curious to find out how they worked through whatever issues they had during the beginning of their relationship.


    “Oh, calm down. I love you now more than ever.” She rubbed his arm, trying to soothe his fake wounded ego. “Anyway, as I was saying, I couldn’t stand him when I first met him. He was so cocky and unbelievably forward. While my body reacted to the mere sight of him, my head tried to warn me he was nothing but trouble.”


    “If it’s any consolation, Adara, I didn’t care for the guy either when I first met him,” Alek teased.


    Kael instantly laughed and leaned forward on the table. “Real nice, man. We were only in kindergarten, and you know you stole my blocks.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alek retorted.


    “Uh-huh. Whatever you have to tell yourself.” Kael latched on to his wife’s hand again, unable to allow any time to go by without touching her. It was sweet.


    Several seconds of silence passed, but it was in those quick moments I witnessed a level to their love I’d not seen before. Granted, I’d only just met them, but the way Kael watched his wife was mesmerizing. He adored her. He seemed enthralled with her every word. The way he watched her movements was as if he was constantly bombarded with sinful thoughts of her. His enrapture with her was enough to make me squirm in my own damn seat.


    When I glanced in her direction, the love she held for him danced freely in her eyes. Her world started and ended with the man sitting next to her. I could tell she was a strong-willed woman, but when it came to her husband, she would risk it all for their love. I just knew it. Being in their company was a gift. It was hard to explain exactly, but I knew I was in the presence of true love.


    But oftentimes, such an intense love surely came with intense passion of all kinds, including arguments. And if anyone understood that, it was me.


    Kael whispered something into Adara’s ear, and it was enough to make her blush. She lightly coughed to regain her composure before continuing with her story. “I was at a nightclub with a group of my friends for a girls’ night. I didn’t want to go out that evening because I was still upset over a recent breakup, but they threatened to drag me out in my pajamas if I didn’t get dressed.” Her eyes were fixated on me, as if I was the only one she was speaking to.


    “That guy was a loser. I don’t even know why you went out with him in the first place,” Kael grumbled. Years later, I could see the situation still plagued him. Was it the fact there was mention of another man, or the fact his wife had been upset at all? 


    “I know, sweetheart. I was simply biding my time until you came along.” She stroked his cheek, doing her best to comfort him.


    “Anyway, we were all having a good time, drinking and dancing, when all of a sudden I caught a glimpse of this man,” she said as she thumbed over toward Kael. “I almost stumbled over my own feet I was so taken with the sight of him. Unfortunately, so were all the other women there that night. In fact, he walked in with two bimbos on his arm.” There was a slight jealous tone to her words, even after all those years.


    Unfortunately, I could totally relate. I hated to think about the women who came before me. I didn’t want to share Alek at any time, period.


    “I watched him for a while, being careful not to make eye contact for fear I would appear as wanton as every other female there. What I could see was him flirting with not only the women he walked in with, but also every female he came into contact with. I thought he was a player, for sure, and in an effort to protect my heart, I stayed as far away from him as possible. I allowed myself to admire him from a distance, but it was as far as I was willing to let it go.”


    “Ah, but you couldn’t resist me for long, my sweet,” Kael teased as he swung his arm around her shoulder.


    “I resisted you far longer than anyone ever did.”


    “That you did.” He sighed. “That you did.”


    As she continued her story, her demeanor slightly shifted. It was subtle, but I picked up on it. It was almost as if she was re-living the entire encounter all over again.


    “At one point in the evening, I was waiting at the bar for drinks when he came out of nowhere and pushed up next to me, asking me if I wanted to leave with him, go somewhere more private.”


    I couldn’t help myself. “What did you say?” I blurted out. All eyes were on me, my fascination with their story amusing to everyone there.


    “I looked him straight in the eye and told him ‘Not in a million years, pal.’ Yeah, I called him ‘pal.’ Needless to say, I piqued his interest. Can you imagine? Some woman not tripping over herself to leave with this fine specimen?” Her sarcasm drove home her point.


    Kael’s mouth gaped open as he slightly shook his head. “I know I couldn’t believe it. I knew right away this woman was different from all the others. Honestly, I wasn’t used to anyone telling me ‘no,’ so when I ran across this one,”—he bumped Adara’s shoulder lightly with his own—“I was thoroughly intrigued.”


    “He followed me around for the rest of the evening, continuing to ask for my number, pestering me to go out with him. I answered with a resounding no to each and every one of his advances. I knew I was getting under his skin as the night wore on, but I thought it only fair since he had mine burning up. I came to find out later on one of my girlfriends gave him my phone number on the side. I could have killed her at first, but have grown to be so grateful over time. She was even my maid of honor at our wedding.”


    “So, did he call you constantly? How long after you first met did you decide to go out with him and give him a chance?” I was so enthralled with their story; I had to know more.


    “Two months.” She smirked.


    “Yeah, two damn months!” Kael interjected. “Can you believe that shit?” He grabbed her and quickly pulled her onto his lap, lavishing her with a passionate kiss. “But she was well worth the wait.”


    “Yes, I was,” Adara confirmed with a quick nod of her beautiful head.


    “So, we began dating, cautiously on my part in the beginning, even though I was already in love with him the first week into our relationship. I know it was quick, but I just knew, you know?” She was looking at me when she asked her question. I nodded and smiled.


    “And it’s been a dream ever since.” The look Adara gave him was amusing. Kael knit his brow in quick confusion.


    “Uh, no, it wasn’t. Not for a while. You were always questioning everything I did. But I never let you get away with it, not once, which is probably why we argued like we did. Come to think of it, you still do have your challenging ways about you. But I’ve learned when to pick my battles. It’s simply easier on everyone.” They were lost in each other, a silent message passing between them before they turned their eyes back onto their guests.


    “Sounds familiar,” I blurted before I could stop my mouth from moving. Alek turned to face me, wondering where the hell that came from. I bit my lower lip and laughed, seeing as I didn’t know what else to do.


    “Do tell, Sara,” Adara prompted.


    “Yeah, do tell,” Alek chimed in. His smile gave me comfort, allowing me the freedom to speak my mind freely.


    “Well, what I meant was Alek does the same thing to me, challenging my independence.”


    I was going to explain further, but of course he had to put his two cents in and explain. “No, I don’t challenge your independence. I encourage it, just not when your safety is involved, which happens to be a lot of the time.”


    Refusing to indulge his crazy, redundant statement, I chose to focus all of my attention back on Adara. “Yeah, well, I haven’t learned to pick my battles yet, Adara. Hopefully, soon.”


    “Hopefully,” Alek added.


    I shook my head and smirked. I was relieved I could talk freely with his friends. Luckily, Adara and I were forming a bond. We could relate to each other in the sense we both had men in our lives we couldn’t imagine being without, but who tested us every step of the way.


    We said our goodbyes a little while later, thanking them again for such a wonderful evening. Before Alek opened the car door for me, he turned me around and crushed me to his massive frame. He looked into my eyes for some of the longest seconds before descending to claim me. He asked for permission to enter my mouth with the tantalizing flick of his warm tongue on my lower lip, and I was only too happy to oblige. But our entanglement ended as quickly as it started when Kael yelled from the front entrance of his home for us to get a room.


    We both laughed and took it as our cue to continue in private.


    

  


  
    ~20~


    Alek


    


    We went back to my place afterwards, talking about what a good time we had with my dear friends. It was the perfect ending to the enjoyable evening.


    Settling in for the night, we snuggled close on the couch, the flames from the roaring fire dancing in front of us. Entertaining us.


    To say I was living the dream would be an understatement. I’d finally met the woman I was destined for. Even though we’d had some hurdles to overcome, I wouldn’t change a damn thing. Sara meant the world to me, and I would do everything in my power to make sure she was happy. Not only with us but with life in general. It was my job to ensure not only her safety but her pleasure, as well.


    It was my own personal mission to make sure my woman was satisfied, in all aspects of life.


    I cradled her body from behind, the curve of her ass already exciting me. My cock thickened the more she wriggled around, trying to get a little more comfortable. I knew she felt me because she pushed herself against me. Groaning into her ear, my breath cascaded over her flushed skin. She squirmed a little more and as I put my hand on her waist to pull her hard against me, she chose a topic which killed the mood immediately.


    “Alek, what happened to your sister?” She held her breath in anticipation of my answer. She didn’t think I noticed, but I did. Her body tensed as soon as the last word left her lips. 


    Why now?


    I didn’t respond at first, still dueling with myself as to what I should or even wanted to say. I couldn’t ignore her questions forever, but was I ready to delve into it right then?


    Finally, I decided to give her something.


    “She died.” Knowing my response was obvious, I waited for her to press me further.


    “I know. You mentioned it once.” Sara took a deep breath before asking, “How did she die?”


    More silence.


    If I was going to finally have this conversation with her, I had to prepare myself. I leaned in and kissed the crown of her head before rising from the couch.


    I needed a damn drink.


    Slowly walking toward the corner of the room, I poured myself a stiff one. The dark liquid goaded me, threatening to tell all my secrets if I consumed too much. Putting the top back on the decanter, I walked away with only a small amount of liquor in my glass, knowing too well I’d fall prey to the seduction of too much alcohol if I didn’t control myself. Normally, I didn’t have a problem. But talking about my sister, although a rare occasion, always put me overboard. I drank to excess if I lived in the past.


    I had to be careful.


    Thankfully, Sara was looking on with genuine concern for me.


    She would give me the strength I needed to push through it.


    Her and a small amount of scotch.


    I loved my sister, even in death. Nothing would ever break our bond. Doing my best to remain strong, I fought back the emotion trying to tear forth from me. Aware my eyes had become glassy in my despair, I turned away from her. I didn’t want her to see me that way. I didn’t want her to witness me break.


    Swallowing another mouthful of the amber liquid, I deemed it time to tell my story.


    My sister’s dreadful, tragic story.


    Once I was seated next to Sara on the couch, I began. She rested her hand on my knee for comfort. It helped.


    “Mia was such a wonderful person, so full of life. I still can’t believe she’s gone.” I took a much needed breath. “The world truly lost a great soul when she was taken from us.” 


    I glanced down at my trembling hands as I spoke my next words.


    “She was only twenty years old when she was murdered.”


    

  


  
    ~21~


    Sara


    


    Oh, my God! I’d assumed she was sick or died from the result of an accident. I would’ve never guessed someone had killed her, taken her life on purpose.


    I didn’t say a word, knowing he needed to tell her story in his own time. Rubbing his leg, I tried my best to offer him my support and strength. I knew he hadn’t talked about his sister in a long time, and I wanted him to know I was there for him. I would do my best to console him if he broke down.


    Just when I thought he might have shut down, words tumbled from his beautiful lips. “Mia was two years my junior. She idolized me growing up, but I never took advantage of it. I always looked out for her, no matter what. It was my job as her big brother. Other than normal sibling squabbles, we got along great. My incessant need to keep her safe,” he said, glancing over at me, “drove her mad sometimes.” A small smile tipped his lips as he saw the irony in his statement. “Her biggest complaint was when I refused to allow her to attend any parties I was invited to. They were simply no place for young girls. I was doing my best to keep her innocent for as long as possible. Since I was the man of the house, I took on the role of her protector, and I played the part to the best of my ability.”


    My heart bled for him. I couldn’t even imagine being responsible for another human being, to try and protect them from harm only to have them ripped away from me. I’d lost people during my short life, but it was different. Alek was a man who was stoically strong, always in control, domineering and powerful. But right then, he seemed to be simply a man writhing around in a world of pain. Lost and alone.


    It affected me deeply.


    It tore at the core of my being.


    “It’s okay,” I said, continuing to rub his leg.


    He smiled, but it never reached his eyes. “One night, Mia was at a party I attended. When I confronted her and told her to go home, she yelled at me, reminding me I wasn’t her father and since she was eighteen, she could do whatever she wanted. And I knew, knew I couldn’t control her actions forever, but I sure as hell would try to, for as long as I could. My only concern was for her safety and well-being.”


    Boy, do those words sound familiar.


    He reached out and clutched my hand, searching for the strength to go on. He found it when I tangled my fingers with his and gave him a little squeeze.


    “It was at that party she met Michael Covington.” He physically cringed at the sound of the guy’s name. “I should have pressed harder for her to leave. I should have dragged her out of there kicking and screaming. I’ll forever carry around the guilt of not doing more. I can’t rid myself of the feeling that if I had forced her to leave with me, she would still be alive today.” He shook his head. “Anyway, as soon as I saw the look in her eyes when she caught his attention, well…it was all downhill from there.”


    “Why? Did you know this Michael?” I tried not to ask too many questions, but I had to know.


    “I knew of him. He wasn’t in my circle of friends, but he was a friend of a friend of a friend.” He waved his hand about. “You know how that goes.” I nodded. “I knew enough about him to know he was bad news. Let’s just say he wasn’t too nice to his girlfriends.” When I furrowed my brow, not quite understanding, he clarified his statement. “I’d heard from numerous sources he had quite the temper, and more than one girlfriend had received the brunt of his anger. I even witnessed it for myself on one occasion. I rushed in to try to break it up, and we ended up fighting each other. Friends of mine broke up the fight, but not before I got in one last punch. And the girl he was pounding on had the nerve to be mad at me!”


    “You guys were young. Sometimes, young women don’t understand they shouldn’t tolerate such behavior. It’s really sad.”


    “Yeah, I suppose,” he reflected. “I knew what type of person Michael was, and as soon as I saw them flirting with each other, I stepped in and tried to put a stop to it. Mia and I got into a big fight, and she took off. I found out later on Michael had found her and given her a ride home.


    “Soon after, they started dating and at first, she seemed really happy. But I knew eventually he was going to hurt her. He was a bad guy, and there was no way he was going to change simply because he was dating my little sister. I warned him on several occasions that if he ever laid a finger on her, I would kill him. He would laugh and tell me he loved her and nothing I could do or say would ever break them up. He reminded me she loved him and would never listen to me.” He looked away for a minute, his recollections obviously dragging him under. “And the sad thing was…he was right. She was so blind to his evil ways, even when I tried to tell her about his past girlfriends. She was naïve, never believing he would ever do those things to her.”


    He stopped talking suddenly, released my hand, stood and moved toward the window. Glancing outside, he appeared as if he was summoning the strength to continue. “It was three months into their relationship when I first noticed the marks. Mia was coming out of the bathroom one day and I saw a nasty welt across her back, slightly above where her towel was covering her. Right near her shoulder blades. When I confronted her about it, she said it was nothing. She tried to play it off as if she fell or knocked into something. You know, typical responses from someone being abused. I told her flat-out I didn’t believe her, that I knew Michael was hitting her. She denied it, of course, saying he loved her and wouldn’t do such a thing. Knowing I would go after him, she never told me the truth. But what she didn’t know was I didn’t need her confirmation.


    “The more I pushed her to leave him, the more she withdrew from me, an action which hurt me the most. I was only trying to protect her, but she didn’t want to have anything to do with me.” I knew he was breaking. He was still facing away from me, his shoulders slumped in defeat.


    “Oh, Alek, she was young,” I offered. “She was in love with him, or at least she thought it was love. He was manipulating her, probably blaming her for making him hurt her. She was probably so embarrassed she allowed him to treat her like that she shied away from you.” My heart picked up speed, angry toward a situation from so long before. I wished I could have been there for him then. Little did I know at the time I had my own tragedy waiting for me not far into the future.


    “It still hurt me deeply just the same. Mia became pregnant after about a year. He asked her to marry him, and she was happy to agree. I begged her not to do it. I pleaded with her to leave him, to come home and raise her baby with us. I warned her if she stayed with Michael, he would eventually kill her. She thought I was being crazy, but I could see by the look in her eye she believed me, even if she didn’t want to admit it out loud.”


     Alek walked back toward the couch and took a seat next to me, reaching for my hand once again. “They were married by a justice of the peace three months later, and she moved in with him. Away from me. I tried to call her numerous times a week, but he would always answer her phone, telling me she wasn’t available to talk. He was alienating her from her family and friends, making sure he was the only one in her life. I even went over there a few times, banging on the door and threatening him, but it didn’t do any good. Every call I placed to the cops was a wasted effort. They told me unless she pressed charges, there was nothing they could do. I felt so helpless.”


    My heart broke for Alek. Such a heavy burden he carried around with him. I wished there was something I could have done to take away his pain, but there wasn’t. He had to live with the loss of his sister for the rest of his life. I only hoped he wouldn’t carry around such guilt. He was barely an adult, for God’s sake, all of twenty-two years old when she died.


    He continued on with the rest of the story, speaking quicker than before to try to end the pain sooner. “It was late one night when I received the dreaded visit from the cops. They told me my baby sister was dead.” Alek took a quick breather, hesitating to finish his story. It was almost as if revealing the final part of the story made it real. All over again. 


    “The bastard slit her throat, killing her and my unborn nephew. It wasn’t bad enough he beat her repeatedly. He had to go ahead and end her life and do so in such a horrific way.”


    My breath caught in my throat. Instant sadness and fury raced through me, gripping my insides in a vise so tight I had trouble breathing. “Oh, my God. Oh, my God,” I kept repeating. “Alek. I am so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to do but throw my arms around his neck and sob for him, for the burden he’d carried around since that tragic day. For the loss of his sister and her unborn child.


    For the loss of a love that would never flourish to anything beyond a naïve young woman and her older brother who was forever trying to protect her.


    “What happened to him? To Michael? Is he in jail? Please, tell me he’ll never see the light of day again.”


    “No, he’s dead.” He said the words with such finality it actually sent shivers up my spine.


    “How did he die?” I cautiously asked, preparing myself for his answer.


    “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you’re thinking, Sara. Although, I wish I had been the lucky one to take him out of this world. No, while he was out on bail, awaiting the trial, he was drunk and mouthed off to the wrong person. He was shot dead in a seedy bar. He died like the animal he was, with a bullet to the head. It’s the only thing which brings me some sort of comfort, knowing he isn’t breathing the same air I am.”


    Even though I knew it was extremely hard for Alek to talk about his sister, he almost seemed relieved to have been able to share it with me. I didn’t really know what to say, except, “Thank you for telling me about Mia. I know it was hard for you to do.”


    He pulled me close and tipped my chin upward so he could gaze into my eyes. “I think my overwhelming need to protect you is driven by the fact I couldn’t save my sister. What I mean to say is, I would have this fierce need to keep you safe regardless, but my sister’s death fuels it even more. I don’t know what I would do if something ever happened to you. It would be like the last good part of me was stolen. I wouldn’t be able to go on.” He squeezed my hands in his. “So please try not to be too upset with me when I’m making my demands. They’re irrational to you, but they make perfect sense to me. Your safety is my sanity.”


    “I do understand your need to protect me a little more now, Alek, but it doesn’t mean all of a sudden I’m going to give in to all of your overbearing tendencies.” Before he could interrupt with his rebuttal, I cut him off. “I’ll try to be more understanding and more accommodating, but it’s hard for me to give up any part of my independence. This will be a work in progress. I’m just warning you now.”


    “I know. I wouldn’t expect anything less from you, sweetheart. Your strong will is one of the things I love most about you, although it drives me insane most of the time. But thank you for at least giving me what I want.”


    “Wait…I didn’t say that. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves here.”


    He laughed. He was teasing me. “You can’t blame a guy for trying.” I was so elated to see my man smile, even if it was for a brief moment. Hopefully, he’d be able to release some of the guilt he’d been carrying around for the greater part of a decade.


    

  


  
    ~22~


    Alek


    


    Climbing the stairs, I did nothing but reflect on the evening. We’d spent a wonderful time with two people who were very special to me. I loved that Sara got along with them so well, and they with her. Envisioning a night out in the near future with everyone managed to put a small smile on my face.


    Soon, thoughts of my sister filled my head again. Mia. I missed her so much, time doing nothing to heal the hole in my heart. Normally, I would have shut down each and every time anyone asked about her, but I knew I had to tell Sara the story sooner or later. Since she pushed the issue, I figured there was no better time than the present.


    It was painful. I’m not going to lie, but I’m happy I did it. The guilt still ate at me, but my heart was a little lighter. All thanks to the beautiful woman walking in front of me.


    I knew the story I threw at her feet affected her. I made her cry, for Christ’s sake, a reaction I never expected. Or did I? I knew Sara had a big heart, so why was it a shock she wept for me? In truth, I wasn’t used to really opening up to anyone. She was the first woman I’d ever let inside and to be quite honest, while I reveled in it, it freaked me out a little.


    Sara made me feel vulnerable.


    She didn’t know it, but it was the truth.


    Trying my hardest to not succumb to my own desires, wanting to give myself the evening to recuperate emotionally, I looked down at my feet with each step I took. Her phenomenal ass was beckoning to me, though, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to hold out. With every sway of her hips and every bounce of her tits, I weakened more and more.


    Confliction took hold and shook me like a rag doll. The closer we came to my bedroom, the more my thoughts were overrun with images of her writhing underneath me in ecstasy. 


    “Are you all right, Alek?” she asked, turning to press her hand on my chest, right over my heart.


    “Yes,” I answered. “I think I am.” Hating the distance between us, I grabbed her hips and pulled her close. One kiss was all it took to unleash the beast inside.


    The weight of my guilt was suspended for a time, and I was going to take full advantage.


    “I’m going to take a quick shower and when I’m done, I want you naked on my bed. Waiting for me.” I knew my demand was coming out of left field, but she did it to me every time. I slapped her on the ass as I headed toward the bathroom.


    “But…uh…are you sure? I mean, are you up for it?” She was genuinely concerned for my emotional state, and it was touching. What she didn’t realize was I needed the distraction. Badly.


    I knew everything would be all right if I could just lose myself in her.


    In us.


    Knowing I wouldn’t be able to explain it to her the right way, I simply nodded before I turned and walked away.


    

  


  
    ~23~


    Sara


    


    He didn’t even give me a chance to respond before the door closed behind him, the spray of the shower the very next sound I heard.


    I tried to put myself in Alek’s shoes. If I’d shared a story like the one he told me, how would I feel? Would I want to go to bed with those thoughts running through my head, over and over? Or would I want him to take me, to make me forget, even if for a short while?


    For me, it was a no-brainer.


    I would choose to forget.


    As instructed, I undressed and laid on the bed, ready and waiting for him to make me scream his name. While the wait was driving me insane, the anticipation built the more he left me alone with my own thoughts.


    An indescribable ache bloomed between my legs. If he doesn’t open that damn door in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to go crazy.


    “What are you thinking about, baby?” He startled me as his voice boomed around the room while strolling toward the bed, a predatory gait to his walk. He looked positively delicious, covered in nothing but a white towel slung low on his hips. Mesmerized by the sheer sight of him, I almost combusted when he untucked the edge of the soft fabric and tousled it through his dark, wet hair.


    Leaving him completely exposed. 


    I’d feasted my eyes on him more times than I could count, always a needy mess, and this time was no different. My eyes widened, a throaty sound escaping my lips as I blatantly checked him out from head to toe.


    Taking two steps in my direction, he tossed the towel aside and gripped his thick cock, licking his lips as he stroked himself from the tip all the way down. Then back up again.


    He arched a brow. “What’s the matter, sweetheart? You seem a little flushed.”


    I heard him speak, but the words sounded all jumbled. The only thing I could focus on was the way he teased himself. His fingers clenched his arousal, and as he was about to torture me again, I rose on my knees and placed my hands on my thighs. I leaned forward so I could see him better.


    “Can I help you with something?” He knew exactly what he was doing to me, and he was loving it.


    But so was I.


    “Do it again,” I begged, my fingertips digging into the sensitive skin of my legs.


    “Hmmmm…like this?” He took another step in my direction, his fingers never leaving the soft steel of his erection. Locking eyes with me, he teased his sensitive flesh with one more small stroke.


    Then stopped.


    Altogether.


    Before I could utter a complaint, he turned on his heel and moved toward the chair nestled near the window. I was mesmerized with every corded muscle of his back as he moved, every twitch of his excited skin as he walked away from me. His delicious ass was a thing of beauty. There should be songs written about it.


    Lost in a haze of my own horniness, I hadn’t noticed he sat in the chair, legs spread and ready for something. But what? What was he doing all the way over there when I was clearly ready to go for some much needed lovin’?


    “Why are you so far away?”


    “This distance is perfect,” he answered quickly, his hands resting on his stomach, hiding most of his cock from my view. To say I was disappointed was an understatement.


    I was so confused. Can’t he see I’m a mess? Crawling toward the edge of the bed, I made a move to get down, but the deep timber of his voice stopped me immediately.


    “No.”


    One word and I halted instantly. The look in his eyes told me he was just as excited, but his refusal to ravage me was slowly killing me.


    The more his gaze drifted over my naked body, the more self-conscious I became. What is he doing?


    Moving back on the bed, I grabbed the blanket and quickly tried to cover myself, the sly smirk on his face prompting me to move faster.


    “What are you doing, Sara? I told you I wanted you naked on my bed. Not naked underneath my covers.” He leaned forward in the chair. “Try to cover up again, and I’ll redden your ass. Unless of course, you want me to do that.”


    He flustered me. He rendered me to nothing more than a babbling idiot. “Yes…I mean no…I mean…I…I don’t know what to say,” I proclaimed as I tossed the corner of the covers aside.


    Totally dismissing my little stammering episode, he relaxed against the back of the chair. Sexually charged minutes passed in silence before he finally spoke. “Lie back on the bed. Good. Now spread your legs. Wider. Put your finger in your mouth. Sara? Do it,” he demanded.


    Where is this all coming from?


    He isn’t going to ask me to…


    

  


  
    ~24~


    Alek


    


    “I want you to pleasure yourself. I want you to play with your clit and make yourself nice and wet.”


    My cock twitched in the heat of my palm. The sight of Sara spread wide in front of me, her pussy glistening in anticipation of what I was going to demand next was pure torture.


    No way in hell was I going to stop, though.


    “I…I can’t,” she whispered, reservation strangling the life from her words. If I hadn’t needed such a distraction, I wouldn’t have pushed her, instead choosing another night to slowly bring her around to the thought of masturbating in front of me.


    Sara was ballsy, more so with me than anyone else in her life, but she was still shy, continuing to blush from time to time when mere words were spoken. I’d tell her what I wished to do to her and all of a sudden, a beautiful redness would pierce her skin, the color so alluring I purposely dirtied up my sex talk even more.


    “You can. Just close your eyes and pretend your hand is mine, caressing your sweet skin, dipping inside you to feel your warmth.” She remained still until I pleaded, the need in my voice telling of many things. I wanted our experience to continue, to make me so damn hot I’d have to hold myself back from pouncing on her, driving into her until she found Heaven. But I also needed to know she was willing to help me; the emotional numbness I was searching for was all in her control.


    I needed her to release me…in every way possible.


    “Please, sweetheart.”


    The understanding in her eyes was enough to push her past the brink of shyness, her hands pinching and teasing her nipples until they pebbled.


    Her mouth parted. She licked her lips. A small moan escaped, and I thought I was going to have a mess in my hands.


    “That’s it. Now, show me how you make yourself come.”


    While one hand continued to tease her nipple, her other cascaded over her beautiful skin, slowly moving toward her pussy. The wait was agony. Her fingers drew circles against the flat of her belly, teasing me unmercifully. She stayed there for what seemed like forever. Finally, she dipped lower, brushing over the small strip of hair she kept neatly trimmed.


    Then she made contact.


    As soon as her finger found her clit, her back arched off the bed and her legs spread wider. An intoxicating gasp broke free as she dipped further still and pushed a finger inside her tight heat.


    “How does that feel?” I asked, tightening my grip. I was doing my best to hold off, but the more she squirmed under her own touch, the more tempting it was to let go and stroke my cock until I found my release.


    “So good,” she purred. Even the lilt of her voice pushed me to the brink. “Hmmmmm…so good,” she repeated.


    I could only go so far before I lost all control and claimed her. I was surely testing my resolve. Never had I initiated such a scene from anyone else before.


    Everything was different with Sara.


    I wanted to own her.


    I wanted her to own me.


    “Push another finger inside. That’s it. Do you love the fullness? Are you picturing they’re my fingers pleasuring you? Tell me,” I demanded. “Tell me how much you love fucking yourself. For me.”


    Goddamn it! I was going to come any second if I didn’t get a grip. No pun intended.


    No, I only wanted to come deep inside her. I wasn’t going to waste my orgasm on my own fucking hand.


    “I love it,” she moaned. Her breaths were short and choppy. While I wanted to hear her scream out her release, she wasn’t going to come from her own touch. Instead, she was going to convulse all over me while I thrust deep inside her, over and over again.


    “Don’t come yet. Bring yourself right to the edge, but don’t let go. Not until I tell you.”


    I could tell she was close, her moans coming hard and fast.


    “Sara…” I warned.


    “Alek…please. Please…I need you. Right now!” Her hips bucked against her hand, searching for the end of her pleasure. “I’m gonna come, Alek, please…” she begged. 


    “Fuck!” I yelled before clearing the distance between us. I quickly sheathed myself with a condom before pushing her hand away, the absence of her fingers almost too much for her to bear. A few more seconds and she would have tipped over, falling fast into her bed of bliss.


    With one thrust, I pushed deep inside, her tight, warm walls gripping every thick inch of me. Her back arched off the bed completely, her nails raking over the bristling skin of my back.


    We didn’t last long.


    Moments later I swallowed her screams with my mouth, the heat of her tongue pushing me to release myself right along with her. 


    

  


  
    ~25~


    Sara


    


    “You got it. We’ll see you then.” Alek ended his conversation as he walked through the front door of the shop, finding my undivided attention was solely on him. Watching him. Studying him.


    I would never tire of the man, my blatant perusal of him telling the tale.


    “Hi.”


    “Hello, beautiful.” His sexy smile made me sigh. Loudly. Two words and a wink and I was a puddle of mush already.


    Standing nearby, there were two women milling around. Or at least they were before Alek walked in. Clearly, they were watching him. My man. One of them whispered something in the other’s ear then smirked. I didn’t like it. Not one bit. Subtlety definitely wasn’t their strong suit.


    My face heated when they kept glancing from him to me, then back again, over and over. Is it so hard to believe I’m with him? Apparently so.


    Alek had come behind the counter to give me a kiss. Normally, I would have shied away from public displays of affection at work, fearing it looked a little unprofessional, but the way they were visually raping him, I thought it necessary to stake my claim.


    He would act in the same manner toward me.


    When he tried to back away, I latched on to his shoulders and pulled him in, drawing out our heated hello. My tongue teased his bottom lip, but I stopped before we took it to another plane.


    It was easy for us to lose ourselves in one another, sometimes forgetting other people were around.


    Breaking free, I shot him a casual look as if I didn’t just try to accost him with my desire.


    Touching his lips, he furrowed his brow but recovered quickly as he took two steps back.


    “Who will we see later?” I asked, not wanting him to ask me about my greeting.


    “What?” He looked confused.


    “The phone. Who were you talking to? Who are we seeing later?” I repeated.


    “Kael. He wanted to know if we were free tonight. I assumed you were, so I said yes. Is that okay? You don’t have any other plans, right?”


    Those women were still paying way too much attention to Alek, and it was starting to seriously annoy me. I had to remain professional, but I wanted to put them in their place, as well.


    With narrowed eyes and an annoyed look on my face, I spoke up, “Can I help you, ladies? Is there anything you’re looking for in particular?”


    One of the women was really brazen, answering with, “I’ll take one of him, please.”


    Alek busted out laughing but quickly stopped when he saw the look on my face. He ducked his head and fake-coughed to cover up his outburst.


    “Well, he’s taken. Sorry. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


    Her friend had the decency to look somewhat embarrassed, pulling her from the store. “We’ll be back later, thank you.”


    As soon as the door closed, I whipped my head toward Alek. “Did you enjoy yourself, sweetheart?” I mocked.


    “You have to admit it was kind of comical.”


    “I won’t admit any such thing. You know damn well if it was a man saying such things in reference to me, he would have been knocked out.” He was smiling at me, finding my irritation rather amusing. “Tell me I’m wrong, Alek.”


    “No, you’re not wrong. But it’s not the same thing. She was only harmlessly flirting.”


    “My anger and jealousy is the same as yours.” I tried not to let his casualness over the whole situation anger me further. “So there is no difference.”


    Deciding I wasn’t going to ruin my day, or any time spent with Alek, I turned away and took a deep breath, forcing the aggravation from my body. Most of it, at least. 


    I knew he was standing behind me before he even touched me. He gave me a minute more before he stepped closer and gripped my hips, pulling me back so I was flush with his large frame. His warm breath caressed my neck, then he kissed the sensitive spot right below my ear. He knew exactly what to do to calm me down.


    “So…are you free tonight to go out with Kael and Adara?”


    Oh, yeah, he did ask me that before my mini episode.


    “Yes, of course. I would love to. What time?” I asked, leafing through the invoices scattered on the table. It’d only been three weeks since we’d last seen them but it felt much longer, so I was happy we were going to spend some time with them.


    “I’ll find out and call you a little later on.” Turning me around so I was facing him, he said, “I’m sorry about before. I have to remember you feel jealousy the same as me. But don’t ever forget you’re it for me. Only you.” Then with a quick kiss, he made his way toward the door.


    

  


  
    ~26~


    Sara


    


    The evening couldn’t have gone any better. Adara and Kael were a true pleasure to be around. I was becoming fast friends with both of them. 


    After dinner, we decided to hit a local night club to do some dancing and hopefully burn off some of the decadent calories we had just consumed. It was mine and Adara’s take on it, at least. The guys couldn’t care less.


    Of course, there was no waiting in the long line which stretched halfway down the block. The doorman waved to Alek and gestured us all in immediately. We heard grumblings from the waiting patrons but nothing too bad. There was a part of me that felt guilty we side-stepped all of those other people, but not enough to give it more than a second’s thought.


    Once inside, we quickly made our way to the VIP section, sat down and ordered our drinks from the waitress who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. She was quite a looker with her short skirt and too-tight shirt which had the girls on display for everyone to see. But I was sure it was done on purpose, working for tips and everything. I glanced at Adara, and we rolled our eyes and laughed. We knew we were being petty, but we didn’t care.


    “What are you ladies laughing at?” Kael humorously asked.


    “The blatant display of goodies,” Adara fussed back at him. Her husband scrunched his brow in a questioning look, turning toward Alek to see if he was any the wiser to his wife’s comment. He wasn’t. Kael shook his head, leaned closer and gave his wife the sweetest kiss.


    The waitress returned in record time, no doubt knowing who she was serving, and passed out our drinks. I had to give it to her; even though she almost stumbled over her words when she was talking to both Kael and Alek, she recovered quite quickly. She also had the decency and respect enough not to eye-fuck our men. She smiled almost as sweetly at both Adara and me, probably to exemplify she knew we were with them.


    There would be no more questioning thoughts about the poor woman. She had earned our respect, realizing she was there to do a job and nothing more. That, coupled with the fact neither one of our men bestowed upon her a second glance, was all we needed to clinch the fact we wouldn’t be feeling the familiar pangs of jealousy where she was concerned.


    Toward other women…that was a much different story.


    At one particular point in the evening, some random chick sidled up to Alek on his way back from the men’s room. She reached up and clutched his upper arm, trying to stop him and pull him closer to her. We all saw the whole scene unfold in front of us. Cautiously, both of them peered over at me, trying to see my reaction. I was doing my best to control my brewing anger, but the drinks I’d consumed were surely stoking that fire.


    When the woman wasn’t successful in slowing him down, she practically jumped in front of him to stop him dead in his tracks. When he finally did, so as not to trip over her, she took advantage of the opportunity and tried to wrap her hands around his neck. She was blatantly trying to pull him in for a kiss.


    Before I could do or say anything, Kael jumped up from his seat and darted over to where his friend was being accosted. As soon as he approached, he gave the woman a disgusted look and saved his dear friend, pushing him out of the way and back toward our table.


    Adara spoke up, probably to help distract me from what I’d just witnessed. “Unfortunately, you have to get used to it, Sara. It’s part of being with a sexy-as-hell man.” She gave me an empathic look, trying to squash any ill feelings I was having at the moment.


    “How do you deal with it? Your husband falls right in the same category.” I hope she doesn’t mind me saying so.


    She thought for a second before responding. “I’m still trying to figure it out. Even though they play off our reactions as ‘cute jealousy’, that’s not what it feels like. But let some guy talk to us, or God forbid even touch us even in the slightest way, and they would go postal, raging all around, looking to put someone in the ground.”


    When I laughed, she looked really solemn for a second.


    “Seriously, a few times, I thought Kael was going to be arrested for his actions. Some of the men he went after deserved it because they were being disrespectful, but there were some innocent bystanders, as well. But he’s working on it.”


    “Yeah? How’s it going?”


    “He’s a work in progress.” She laughed.


    As soon as Alek approached, he felt as if he should explain.


    He slid into the seat next to me, leaned close and placed a kiss on my temple. “Sorry about that, sweetheart. I tried to move away from her as soon as I saw her coming my way, but she was a persistent one.” He chuckled at the end of his statement, to which I glared in his direction, showing him my disapproval. He stopped immediately, darted his eyes toward the floor and whispered, “Sorry.” I shook my head and smirked, allowing him to witness I wasn’t as upset as I’d let on.


    “Listen, I can’t be held responsible for my actions if that skank tries anything with you again. You may be bailing me out of jail tonight.” Shrugging, I finished with, “Just saying.”


    Apparently, my statement was enough to cause all three of them to laugh, which was exactly the type of mood change we needed.


    After another half hour of chatting, Adara and I decided we wanted to dance. The drinks I’d consumed loosened me enough to have the courage to give in to the beat. As we were about to leave the table, Alek circled his fingers around my wrist and pulled back so fast I fell into his lap. The kiss he bestowed on me was downright dangerous.


    “Be good,” he warned.


    “I’ll behave myself.” I stood, grabbed Adara’s hand and walked away, but not before I shouted, “As much as I can,” over my shoulder. The look on his face was priceless, as if I’d actually gotten one over on him. But I didn’t.


    I heard him shout, “I’ll be watching you,” before we disappeared from his line of sight.


    “I’m sure he’ll be out here soon enough,” she yelled next to my ear. “Actually, both of them will be. What the hell am I talking about? There’s no way they’ll leave us out here alone for long.”


    “I don’t know if Alek even dances. Does Kael?” I had to admit I was more than a little curious as to whether or not Alek would succumb to the thrum of the music. I couldn’t picture it, but at the same time it wouldn’t completely shock me, either.


    “Yes, he’ll break out his moves every once in a blue moon.” Adara looked quite dreamy as she uttered her next proclamation. “He has quite the moves, on the dance floor as well as in the bedroom.” She winked and pulled me into a free area on the dance floor.


    I was still laughing when we let the beat of the music take over. There was something about the mix of alcohol, the song playing and the fact all the people around us were strangers, which made the perfect environment to let loose and simply have fun.


    When the third song queued up, I was jerked backward until I hit a solid mass of muscle. A quick look of alarm paralyzed my features before I’d realized who snatched me. His scent weaved through the air, calming me immediately.


    Alek spun me out before pulling me back close. When his body pressed against my own, I could clearly feel he was aroused, his excitement hitting me in the stomach. “Have I told you how beautiful you look tonight?” he asked as he continued to entice me with his expert dance moves. The way he was grinding on me was enough of an indication I knew exactly what he would rather be doing. Leaning in, he nuzzled my neck, licking and biting my hyper-sensitive skin.


    “Why no, you haven’t,” I lied. He had, but I couldn’t help myself; my ego needed a little extra adoration. I knew I was being petty, but whenever there were other women around, especially when they were gawking at him, I loved the extra attention he gave me. I chalked it up to being a woman.


    Placing his soft lips over mine, his tongue came out to play, caressing my mouth and asking for permission to enter. Of course, I complied. I wanted to taste him as much as I wanted him to ravage me, but he broke the kiss as quickly as he tempted me.


    “You are the most beautiful woman in the world, Sara. Tonight. Tomorrow. Ten years from now.”


    “Only ten years,” I teased.


    “Forever.” His words relaxed my needy self. 


    My thoughts drifted to a different version of myself. I’d been the one who was so quick to dismiss any advances someone paid me, shying away from almost everyone in order to protect myself. After what had happened to me, I’d put up a stone wall. Scratch that. I’d put up a concrete tower, surrounded by a moat and fierce, fire-breathing dragons.


    No one was going to trick me again.


    But somehow, Alek had broken through. I wouldn’t call him my knight in shining armor because let’s face it, our story was not your typical fairy tale, far from it. But he was able to break down all my defenses and show me a new way of life.


    I was different with him.


    He protected me, made me feel safe. Admittedly, the way he’d gone about it in the beginning was odd, to say the least, but over time, I’d come to understand his incessant need to follow through on his promise to my grandmother. Especially after he told me what happened to his sister.


    I was so caught up in my own thoughts I hadn’t even notice Kael and Adara were no longer next to us. Alek and I danced to another song before making our way off the dance floor and back to our private VIP section.


    Kael was the only one sitting in our designated area. “Where did Adara go?” I asked, reaching for the last of my drink. I’d worn my hair down, which was clearly a mistake. Gathering the long strands, I pulled them away from my neck, welcoming the shot of cool air which danced over my skin.


    “She went to the ladies room. She should be back any minute. Are you guys ready to head out soon?” Kael wasn’t tired; I could tell simply by looking at him. No, he wanted to take his wife home and do exactly what I wanted to do with Alek.


    “How about one more drink before we go?” Alek asked, already taking a step toward the bar.


    “You know I can’t refuse you, man. Yeah, what the hell. One more drink to end the night. None of us are driving, so it can’t hurt.” His eyes lurked around the room, desperately trying to catch a glimpse of his woman.


    “Sara, do you want another one?”


    “Yes, please,” I shouted before he disappeared into the crowd.


    I sat down next to his good friend to wait for the return of our significant others. I had never been alone with Kael before, mainly because there was never a situation which called for it. I wasn’t uncomfortable or anything…it was just new. I was aware Alek trusted him wholeheartedly; otherwise, he would have never left me alone with him. Either way, Alek trusted at least one other male around me. It was small progress, although, he was coming around to the idea of Matt, as well. I’d seen it whenever I mentioned his name or talked to him on the phone. Alek didn’t flinch as much or make any of the numerous scrunched, aggravated faces he used to.


    “Sara, I have to tell you. I’ve known that man practically my whole life, and I have never seen him act the way he does when he’s with you. He seems like a different person.”


    “Is that a good thing?” I asked tentatively.


    He hesitated for a minute and my heart hit my stomach. Why was he stalling to answer my question? Before I could have a full-on attack of nerves, he spoke up.


    “Yes, it’s a good thing. Sorry, I didn’t mean to hesitate. It’s just…he’s never talked about anyone as much or as often as he talks about you. I can tell he’s truly smitten, and after getting to know you some, I can definitely see why.” He smiled, doing his best to make me feel relaxed after almost freaking me out.


    “So, why did you hesitate?”


    “While I’ve never seen him so happy, I’ve also never seen him so wound up and intense before, either. He’s constantly worried about you, worried some other guy is going to try and swoop in and steal you from him. It really bothers him. A lot.”


    So Alek is a little insecure, as well? Good to know I’m not on this island by myself.


     “I’ve never seen him act jealous before, either. Out of the two of us, he was the one who was always so laid-back, letting things roll off him. Even when Cora cheated on him, he just brushed it off, dumped her and moved on with his life. I swear he never looked back. But with you…it’s completely different.” Kael took a quick breath before continuing. “So yes, it’s a good thing. But go easy on my man and try not to give him a heart attack too early.”


    He chuckled lightly at his own joke and I would have joined him’ however, I was too caught up by the mention of some Cora person I’d never heard of before.


    Deliberating whether or not I should ask, I deemed I couldn’t hold my tongue for one more second. I knew if I waited and asked Alek, he would either not want to talk about it or brush off the question with a general answer. No, if I wanted some info, I had to pry it from his unknowing participant of a friend.


    “Who’s Cora?” My question was short and sweet.


    Kael blurted out the answer quicker than he could even think to falter, probably because he was taken completely by surprise.


    “Cora was Alek’s ex-fiancée.”


    My breath caught in my lungs, suffocating me as my brain tried to compute the reality of his words.


    Ex-fiancée? Is this really happening? More secrets?


    Right after the statement left his mouth, he looked instantly regretful. His next question was gaged solely from my facial expression, which was one of utter shock. “He didn’t tell you about her yet, did he?” he mumbled hesitantly.


    “Nope.” I had nothing left to say.


    

  


  
    ~27~


    Sara


    


    Kael leaned his head back against the seat, puffed out his cheeks and blew out a breath of air. He knew his mistake was going to make his friend angry but in reality, he didn’t do anything wrong. Alek was the guilty culprit for not telling me something so crucial. What was he thinking? How could he not tell me he was engaged before? I had so many questions, but I knew I needed some time to calm down before approaching him. I tried my best to take some much needed deep breaths, willing the oxygen to soothe my rising anger.


    It was at that precise moment Alek and Adara chose to return to our area. They were all smiles and having a good time. Little did he know the atmosphere would soon change.


    As soon as they were close to the table, Kael stood, walked quickly toward his wife and grabbed her by the waist. Leaning over, he whispered in Alek’s ear, slapped him on the back and whisked Adara away before she could even say goodnight.


    Alek hesitated for the briefest of moments before approaching me.


    He knew he was in for it.


    A barrage of emotions ran through me, anger and embarrassment being the main two. As soon as he sat next to me, I stood, snatched my drink from his lying hands and gulped it down in mere seconds, the liquor feeding the numbness which had slowly started to wrap itself around me.


     When I was finished, I slammed it down on the table and started to walk away without saying a damn word.


    But I didn’t get far. He reached out and halted me in my tracks with a strong grip around my wrist.


    “Take your hands off me, Alek. Now!” I yelled. I didn’t have to worry about causing a scene because the only person who could remotely hear me was the man standing in front of me, the guilty party.


    Realizing he should give me some space, he released his hold and allowed me to walk away, although he followed closely behind.


    Once we were outside I practically ran down the sidewalk, away from him and all his omissions.


    “Sara, where are you going? The car is over here.”


    I whipped around so fast I almost tripped over my feet. “If you think for one second I’m going anywhere with you, you’re out of your mind. I’ll find my own way home.”


    How am I going to get home? I didn’t think too far ahead.


    Seeing how utterly upset I was, he briskly walked past me until he blocked any route of escape. Every time I tried to move, he would shift right along with me, preventing me from going anywhere. I tried to side-step him one more time before I finally gave up, standing there and brewing in my anger.


    Alek looked as if he was trying to choose his words carefully, not wanting to dance over the issue anymore. “I know you know about Cora.”


    Seriously? Out of all the words in the English language, those are the ones he comes up with? How about, “I’m so sorry I lied to you?” Or better yet, “I give you permission to smack me?”


    As the moments dragged on, my face became red, my irritation brewing with each breath I took. “Uh…yeah. Kael told me nonchalantly during our conversation. Why? Because he naturally assumed you would have revealed something so important to me. How wrong we both were,” I huffed.


    Daringly, he took a step closer.


    “Let’s go back to my house, and I’ll tell you anything you want to know.” I knew I needed time to process all of the information, but I had a sinking feeling he wasn’t going to leave me alone until I agreed to go and hear what he had to say.


    After what seemed like forever of us arguing back and forth, I relented and agreed to allow him to tell me his side of the story. While I dreaded hearing of another woman who had come so close to becoming Mrs. Alek Devera, I just wanted the evening to finally end.


    As I sat in the passenger seat of his car, I was already heartbroken and he hadn’t told me a thing yet.


    The entire car ride back to my apartment was spent in silence. I’d told him the only way I would relent and go with him was if he took me home. There was no way in hell I was going to be tricked into going to his house. Knowing it was going to take some time to digest whatever story he fed me, I didn’t want to be stuck in his environment. I would much rather he tell me at my place; that way, his ass could leave when he was done.


    Once inside, I made a quick sweep of the place to see if Alexa was home. Thankfully, she wasn’t.


    I had to admit, the ride home squelched some of the initial shock and anger swirling around inside me. Don’t get me wrong, I was still beyond words, but I was calming down a little.


    I headed toward the kitchen to see if we had anything to drink. Laying off the alcohol would have been a good idea, but I wasn’t going to be rational. I found the one bottle of wine we had left.


    “Do you want some?” I asked, holding the bottle in the air so he could see it.


    “No, thanks. I don’t need any more tonight.”


    “Suit yourself, but I’m going to partake and only be too happy to do so.” I couldn’t keep the cut out of my tone, not that I was really trying or anything.


    When I finally settled on the couch, he came and took the seat next to me. I would have preferred he sit somewhere else, but I wanted the whole debacle over with so I never said a word.


    He took a deep breath before speaking. “I’m so sorry you found out like this. Please believe me when I tell you I was going to talk to you about it, but I never found the right time. I was so thrilled you gave me another chance, then things were going so well between us, I didn’t want to ruin it. Plus, it was no big deal.” If he hadn’t been plucking off invisible lint from his sweater, I wouldn’t have even picked up on the fact he was nervous. As well he should be.


    “No big deal?” I asked, each word becoming louder than the previous one.


    He looked down at his lap for a split-second. “Sorry, that’s not what I meant to say.” Lifting his head, he looked directly into my eyes, trying his best to silently plead with me to…what? Forgive him? Understand?


    The silence between us confused me more than when he was doing a shitty job of trying to explain. I heard the second hand on the clock above the couch tick by, taunting me about what my future held. Or didn’t hold. It would all depend on how things went.


    “Start from the beginning, Alek.”


    “There really isn’t much to tell you. I was with Cora for three years, agreed it was time to take the next step and, well…it’s how we became engaged.” He sensed I was going to interject, so he blurted, “She was the one who asked me, though, not that it makes any difference. The outcome was the same,” he mumbled.


    “Don’t do that, Alek. Don’t play this whole thing off as if it’s no big deal, simply breezing over the details. You know you were wrong for not mentioning this to me before now. And the only reason you’re even saying anything now is because Kael blurted it out.” I fidgeted with the hem of my blue dress, doing my best not to let him see me as anything but angry.


    “I don’t know what else to say except I’m sorry.” He tried to reach for my hand, but I pulled back. If he touched me, I knew I was going to eventually give in, and I had to remain strong.


    “Who broke it off?” I held my breath. Please say you broke up with her.


    “I did.”


    “Why?”


    “Does it matter?” he quipped, reining in his quick burst of anger.


    “Yes.” I needed to hear him say it.


    “Fine. She cheated on me.” Why did I feel he wasn’t telling me the whole story? I didn’t press, however, knowing I could only hear so much about her at one time.


    I kept at it with my questions. “How long ago was this?” I did my best to compute a timeframe but really, I had no idea. 


    “A little over a year ago.” he replied.


    My mouth fell open in complete shock, yet again. Even though I had no idea of the timeframe, I’d honestly thought it had been longer. But a year? Did he still have feelings for her? What if she decided she wanted him back? Would he want to be with her, realizing maybe he made a mistake? They were engaged…to be married. How do feelings go away from something so serious in such a short amount of time?


    Time escaped quickly and I still hadn’t said anything in response. I didn’t even understand the magnitude of what I was feeling. But I knew I should say something. Anything. “Where is she now?” was the only thing which popped into my head. 


    But it was fair, seeing as how I wanted to know whether or not I would inadvertently run in to her.


    “I’m not quite sure. Last I knew, her firm moved her to Paris to head up the division over there. She’s an interior decorator, if you were wondering.”


    I gave him a disgruntled look. “No, I wasn’t wondering.” Yes, I am.


    “Sorry. I didn’t know how much you wanted to know about her.” That was fair.


    “Alek, be completely truthful with me, because I really need to know. Do you still have feelings for her? I can handle anything if you’re honest with me.” Keeping my eyes lined up with his was hard to do because all I wanted to do was look away.


    He reached over and grabbed my hand. I didn’t pull away. “Sara, please believe me when I tell you I don’t have any feelings whatsoever toward her. The moment I found out she was unfaithful, I cut her off, emotionally and physically. To be honest, I don’t even know if I ever truly loved her. I know it was only just over a year ago since it ended, but for me, it really does feel like a lifetime ago.”


    There was still something which wasn’t sitting right with me. “In all of my searches on you, nothing ever came back you were engaged. Everything else was out there for me to see but not that. Why?”


    “You Googled me?” he asked with a lilt to his tone. My statement amused him. His smile tried to break the tension between us. It worked. A little.


    “Yes, I did. I wasn’t about to go into this blind, although, all the good that did me.”


    “Please don’t say such things.” He ran his fingers through his already messed-up hair, deciding what to say next which would appease and assure me.


    “You couldn’t find anything about the engagement because we never made it public knowledge. I told Cora if I agreed to marry her, then it had to be kept quiet because I didn’t want any more of my private life in the public eye. She agreed. Looking back, it should’ve been a sure sign right there it was a mistake. If I really loved her, I should have wanted to shout it from the rooftops. But I didn’t.”


    His statement pleased me, as much as it could have given the circumstances.


    “Is there anything else you want to know?”


    Thinking carefully, I chose my next words. “Do you have any hidden wives or children somewhere in the world I should know about?”


    Although he was trying to lighten the conversation moments prior, his features locked up tight, proving just how serious he’d become. “No, I don’t.”


    With a suspicious eye, I asked, “Are you sure?”


    Because of the half-cocked look on my face, he relaxed a little. “Yes, I’m positive. The only wife and mother of my children I want is you.”


    Not even possessing the mental strength to deal with such a comment, I decided I’d had enough for one evening. The only thoughts I allowed to consume me were those of climbing into my bed and escaping into the arms of a hopefully blissful sleep. Although, chances of that happening were slim to none.


    “Alek, I’m really tired. If you don’t mind, I’m going to bed.”


    “Okay then. Let’s go to bed.” He rose from the couch and moved toward the hallway.


    What the hell?


    “Um, excuse me. Where do you think you’re going? Don’t you think you should be going home now? I didn’t say you could stay here.” The man was great at testing my nerves.


    He turned around briefly to let me know what he thought. “I’m not leaving you. I refuse to go anywhere when you’re still so vulnerable. I’m truly sorry for not mentioning that part of my life before, but I don’t want to put any distance between us now, physically or emotionally. And I know if I leave you here alone tonight, you’ll only stew in your anger and confusion and whatever else you’re feeling, and simply put…it isn’t good for our relationship. Plus, if you want to ask me any more questions, I’ll be right here to answer them for you.”


    In all justification, I couldn’t argue with his reasoning for staying because not-so-deep-down, I knew he was right, about everything. So without further words, I locked up, turned off the lights, and preceded him to my room.


    He was thoughtful enough to restrain himself. The only touching which came from him was when he wrapped his arms around me to pull me close as I fell into a restless sleep.


    

  


  
    ~28~


    Alek


    


    I cannot believe shit went down like that last night. What the fuck? While I’d been upset with Kael for telling Sara about Cora the way he did, my anger quickly dissipated. I knew I should’ve been the one to broach the topic. Should’ve done it weeks before. But I’d been afraid she would run, fearing I still had a closet full of skeletons, waiting to burst open and topple all over her.


    There was only one other thing I hadn’t told her, but it wasn’t relevant to our relationship. It had nothing at all to do with her, so I chose to keep my mouth shut. Besides, it was too painful to bring up casually.


    It was still early, a new pot of coffee brewing in order for me to chase away the rest of my sleep. I knew Sara would be sleeping for a little while yet, so I decided to place a call to my dear friend.


    The phone rang five times before he picked up. I smiled at the sound of exhaustion in his voice.


    “What the fuck, Alek, it’s five in the morning.”


    “Yeah, well, rise and shine.” I allowed some time to pass before I spoke again. “Listen, I just want to tell you everything is, or will be, fine with Sara. While I was pissed you said something, I don’t blame you. Not at all. It was clearly my fault for not telling her earlier.”


    “Well, I’m glad I don’t have to worry about you punching me the next time you see me.” He chuckled.


    “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I never said there wasn’t going to be payback.” I was only half-kidding, of course.


    “Yeah, yeah. Hey, did you tell her the full story of what happened?”


    Grabbing the back of my neck and squeezing, I tried to rid the rising tension in my muscles at the mere mention of the situation. “No, I didn’t. There’s no reason for me to delve into it, Kael. What’s done is done. Nothing I can do to change it.”


    “I guess you’re right.”


    “Plus, I don’t want to bring up that bitch’s name ever again. I’ll never forgive her for what she did. Ever.”


    “Yeah, it was beyond fucked-up, man. I’m sorry you’re even having to think about it right now.”


    “Thanks,” I said, rounding the island to grab a fresh cup of coffee. “Listen, go back to bed. I’ll talk to you later.”


    After I hung up, I brought the mug to my lips. As I turned around, the sight of Sara standing in the hallway startled me, causing drops of coffee to hit my bare chest. I jumped back and swore.


    “Jesus Christ!” I exclaimed. “You scared the shit out of me.” Running a towel over me to clean up, I asked, “What are you doing awake?” How long was she standing there?


    “I was on my way to the bathroom when I heard you talking to someone.” She walked further into the living room. “Who were you talking to?”


    Without hesitation, I answered, “Kael. I wanted to let him know I wasn’t upset with him.”


    “At five in the morning? He might be the one who’s upset with you now.” She snickered.


    Maybe she didn’t hear as much as I thought.


    “Yeah, well, it was the least I could do.” Turning back around, I reached for a fresh cup. As I was closing the cabinet door, she asked me a question I knew was going to upset the morning.


    “What else happened between you and Cora?” I heard her move even closer, awareness heavily pulsating through me. “I couldn’t help but overhear you. Why do you hate her so much? If you never truly loved her, why would you still be upset over her cheating on you?” The tone in her voice dipped. She thinks I might still have feelings for that awful woman.


    Is there a way to assure her instead of revealing what really happened? Should I try to avoid the subject all together?


    Avoidance. Yeah, I’ll go with that.


    “Don’t, Sara. I don’t want to talk about her anymore. Please.”


    “Alek, you have to be honest with me about everything if this is going to work,” she replied, gesturing back and forth between us. “You should be able to tell me anything, no matter if it’s unpleasant for either one of us. I want you to trust me enough to want to confide in me.”


    I walked toward her, trying to bridge the undercurrent of separation which was slowing starting to form. “It’s not that I don’t trust you or can’t confide in you, because I can. I just don’t want to taint what we have by talking about her. She’s in my past, and it’s where I want her to remain. Please, don’t push this.”


    She looked away before she asked, “Do you still love her? Please, tell me the truth.”


    Coaxing her chin up so she could see how serious I was, I answered honestly. “No. The only feeling I have toward her is hate.” I tried not to give in to my anger, but it spewed forth quicker than I could even think to stop it.


    Sara looked confused, and I didn’t blame her. “Then why do you hate her so much?”


    “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    “Alek, talk to me. Tell me what she could have done beyond cheating that was so awful you have such disdain in your voice when you speak of her. I don’t want you to keep things from me. If you don’t want me pulling back from you, then you need to be honest with me, about everything. I don’t want to feel as if you’re hiding things from me.”


    What the hell? She kept going and going, each word hitting me with such brutal force.


    Finally, I snapped. I tried not to, but I couldn’t help it. The memories of that day came back at me full-force. Mixed with Sara pushing me, I let go of my reserve and broke apart. I grabbed her arms and pulled her close, the look of anger on my face taking her by sheer surprise. “Fuck, Sara! You want to know what she did?” I yelled.


    “Yes,” she whispered, so low I almost didn’t hear her. I wasn’t physically hurting her, but I could tell I was doing some kind of damage to her emotionally. But I pushed all cares aside in order to tell her what she goaded me into.


    “That heartless bitch killed my child!” I shouted. As soon as the words left my mouth, I released her from my grasp, turning around so I didn’t have to see her reaction.


    “I don’t understand.”


    I whipped back around to stare at her. “What is there to understand? I broke it off with her after I caught her cheating on me, and she killed my unborn child for revenge.”


    The words alone brought the memory back in full-force. I shuddered at the thought of having to relive those moments.


    “But if she cheated on you, how did you know the child was yours?”


    Out of all of the questions to come flying from her mouth, I didn’t expect her to ask me that one. Although, it was the same question I asked myself when I’d first found out, so I shouldn’t have been surprised by her curiosity.


    “Once I found out she was unfaithful, she blurted out she was three months along. And since I thought the same thing about the paternity, we had a DNA test done. It came back I was, in fact, the father. I told her I would fully take care of my child, but the relationship between her and me was over, for good. She couldn’t deal with it, and the following week she had an abortion.”


    “Oh, my God, Alek. I’m so sorry. I never would’ve thought…” She trailed off before finishing her sentence.


    My anger picked up a new wave of irritation. “You just had to push and push until you got what you wanted. Are you happy now?” I paced in front of her, pulling at the strands of my hair, not quite knowing what to do with myself.


    “Am I happy she did that to you? Of course not. Her actions were horrific. But am I happy you told me? Yes. I’m not sorry about that.” There was a resolve to her tone I would have normally been proud of, had my anger not overshadowed it.


    Deciding it was best for me to finally leave, I escaped into her bedroom to get dressed. When I was finished, I brushed past her and swiped my wallet and keys from the countertop. I was almost to the door when her hands were on me, tugging my arm back toward her.


    I shrugged her off me.


    “I can’t do this right now. I have to leave before I say something I can’t take back.” I struggled with leaving her, but I needed some time to cool down. 


    “Okay, whatever you need.”


    “Now you’re agreeable?” Right after the words left my lips, I shook my head and turned the knob on the front door. Before pulling it open, I offered, “I’ll talk to you later, Sara.”


    The door remained open as she watched me walk away. I knew her eyes were on me with every step I took, but thankfully, she didn’t try to call me back.


    

  


  
    ~29~


    Sara


    


    Half of the day went by, and I still hadn’t heard from Alek. No quick phone call or text. Nothing. I decided I would busy myself with some Netflix selections to pass the time. I was halfway through a horror flick when Alexa came strolling through the door. Looking as if she had been about to cry, I patted the seat next to me, hoping she would tell me what was wrong.


    Thankfully, she did. “Are you all right, Lex?”


    She threw her bag on the ground and slumped back against the couch. “I don’t know. I mean, I know what the problem is, but I’m not sure if I know how to fix it. And if I can’t fix it, then I don’t know how or if I can stay with him.” She stood up and wandered into the kitchen. She was searching for wine and thankfully, I only had one glass the night before. Pouring herself some, she tipped the bottle toward me, silently asking whether or not I wanted some.


    “Why not?” I still had my own issues I was dealing with.


    Once we had the soothing concoction in our hands and were snugly seated back on the couch, we broached the subjects which were plaguing our ever-busy minds.


    We both said, “What’s the problem with you?” at the same time. After we were done laughing, I urged her to spill the beans first. I need something to take my mind off my fight with Alek, and her story just might do the trick.


    “You go first, Lex. What’s going on with you? Obviously, it was something to do with Braden, so what happened?” Alexa had started seeing him months earlier and everything was going well, so I was surprised to hear something was amiss.


    Without any hesitation, she delved right in to what had happened. I’d met Braden quite a few times and while he always seemed nice, he was also a pretty intense guy. But I had one of those of my own, so I could definitely relate.


    They proved to be quite challenging, in more ways than one.


    “Well, Braden and I got into an argument earlier because he has to go away on business and he wants me to accompany him. But as much as I would love to go, I can’t up and take off work for that long.”


    “Isn’t he the CEO of your company?” I was a bit confused. I mean, it wasn’t like her boss wouldn’t give her the time off, seeing as how Braden was in charge of the whole place.


    “Yes, he is, and it makes it all the more reason why I can’t just up and leave whenever he wants me to. I have a job I was hired for, and I don’t want to be known as that girl. You know, the one who’s dating the big boss and therefore can do whatever she likes,” she said, waving her hands all around. “No one likes that girl. I don’t like that girl, so I won’t become her.”


    “Okay, yeah, I see what you mean now.” She drank the rest of her wine and poured another, surely trying to wash away her aggravation. “Merely out of curiosity, does he want you to come with him to help with work, or simply because he wants to spend some time with you?”


    “He said, quote, ‘I want you to go with me so I can keep an eye on you,’ end quote.” Her temper was taking hold again, simply from re-telling the story. The statement didn’t sit well with her, and I completely understood. Alexa was as independent and stubborn as I was; therefore, I was able to put myself in her shoes. I would be reacting the same exact way if Alek had pulled that shit with me.


    But just so I had the full story, I needed her clarification. While Braden came across intense, he didn’t seem like the macho, pig-headed type.


    “Why does he want to keep an eye on you? What exactly does he mean? Did you ask him?”


    “Of course I asked him and he said he didn’t mean it the way I took it.” Her voice dipped, almost as if she was trying to imitate him. “But what other way is there to take it? When I pressed him further, he said he only meant he didn’t like to be so far away from me. He felt like he couldn’t reach me fast enough in case I needed him. What I would need him for is beyond me. Never mind the fact he’s acting all possessive over me recently. And while I find it flattering sometimes, he’s getting a little out of hand with the whole fucking caveman attitude.”


    Alexa almost choked on her drink because of the unexpected noise I made.


    “Sorry.” I laughed. “It’s just I deal with the same thing from Alek. He hovers over me a little too much sometimes, and it really grates on my nerves. I know he’s worried about me, but he goes a bit overboard.”


    “So, how do you deal with Alek when he acts all crazy?”


    “I speak my mind and go on about my business. But I’m going to be honest with you, Lex. Even though I speak my mind, we still end up in arguments over whatever he’s acting irrational about. But it’s the way he is, and if I want to be with him, which I honestly do, then I have to take him as he is. I’ll continue to try to make him to see my side of the situation, and if that doesn’t work, I withhold sex.” Alexa wasn’t used to me talking in such a way, having been a virgin before Alek. “Sadly, it doesn’t really work so much, because one touch from him and I’m putty in his hands and we both know it.”


    I hoped my advice helped her, because honestly, it was all I had to offer in the way of dealing with possessive, domineering and stubborn men.


    “Braden makes me so mad sometimes, so much so I want to hurtle toward him and knock some sense into him. Physically. You know me, I’m about as laid-back as they come. I don’t let things rile me easily, but he knows what buttons to push and he does it quite often.” She leaned her head back against the couch and sighed. It was as if she was releasing fifty pounds of stress.


    I often mirrored her frustration, more than I liked to admit.


    I wanted to make sure of something before I continued with our conversation, though. The answer could alter everything. “Let me ask you this, Lex. Do you ever feel as if he would be physically or mentally abusive toward you?”


    Thankfully, there was no hesitation when she answered me. “No, never. He always makes me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. He’s forever praising me and constantly tells me how lucky he is to have found me.” She sighed again. “He’s just a bit much to handle at times.” Shrugging, she stood up. “I think I need another glass of wine. You want more?”


    “Sure, why the hell not?” I was going to need a bit more if I was going to delve into my own current situation with Alek.


    “Oh, and another thing…” She wasn’t done yet. “…if he doesn’t lay off about my clothing, I’m going to deck him.”


    “Why, what does he say?” I knew even before she uttered the words what Braden probably said about her wardrobe. Lex had a revealing taste in clothing. When she was at work, she chose fully appropriate attire, but otherwise, look out. She had a beautiful body and loved to show it off. It wasn’t my style, but to each their own. My only concern for her was that sometimes she might attract the wrong attention.


    “He says he would prefer clothing which didn’t show off all my assets to every man in the world. I tell him I’ll continue to dress however I want, which then leads into another heated argument. He always ends the conversations with, ‘Well, if I attack someone who’s leering at your tits or ass because your clothes are too tight, don’t blame me for my caveman actions.’” Crossing her arms over her chest was indicative to how she must react in front of him, trying to stand her ground.


    I half-smirked before I gave her my opinion, yet again. “Lex, while I don’t have the same taste in clothing as you do, I wouldn’t change anything. He started dating you knowing you liked to dress a certain way. Why all of a sudden is he having an issue? Let him react however he wants, but your wardrobe is something I wouldn’t compromise on. Dress how you want.” She looked at me funny and I knew why. “Are you surprised by my reaction?”


    “Uh…yeah, a little bit.”


    “Lex, you’re my best friend. What type of friend, or woman for that matter, would I be if I told you to change the way you dressed because some guy has a problem with it? He should count himself lucky you don’t wear hot pants and a tube top just to spite him.” I laughed.


    “Yeah, that would show him for sure.” She tapped her finger against her lips. “I do thoroughly enjoy our make-up sex. Hmmm…” she contemplated. She took another sip from her glass before turning her attention fully on me and my problems.


    “All right, all right. Enough about me, you look like you have something you want to talk about, as well. Spill it, sister.” I didn’t do well with hiding my emotions from Alexa. She could read me like an open book.


    “Alek and I had our own argument earlier today, and I’m not sure what to do. I know I have to give him some time to calm down, I just hope he doesn’t take too long before he calls me. I would hate to think I pushed him too far. It wasn’t my intention. I merely wanted him to open up.”


    I told her the whole story, from when Kael accidentally let it slip about Cora to what Alek told me about the abortion for revenge.


    “Wow, Sara. That’s heavy. But you did the right thing. All you were doing was letting him know he shouldn’t feel as if he had to keep things from you simply because he felt they were unpleasant.”


    “It just sucks, you know?”


    “Uh, yeah, I do know.” She laughed.


    Not wanting to talk anymore about my dilemma, I switched it back to her again. “So, how did you leave it with Braden? About you going away with him on his business trip?”


    “I told him it wasn’t a good idea right now and if he didn’t like it, well, he would simply have to deal with it.”


    “I’m sure it didn’t go over too well with him.”


    “Nope. It didn’t. I told him it would be different if I was more established at work, but he was being stubborn. He only wanted to hear what he wanted to. So when he wasn’t relenting, I walked out. He tried to stop me, but I made it into the elevator before he could catch me. I actually wouldn’t be surprised if he showed up here.”


    As if on cue, the doorbell rang. We stopped short and looked at each other with the ‘it couldn’t be’ look. What were the chances? Well, with a man like Braden and a woman like Alexa to contend with, the chances were turning out to be very good.


    Sure enough, when I checked the peephole, Braden was looming in the hallway. He was wearing his all-too-familiar intense gaze and was pacing back and forth, waiting for someone to answer the door. The doorbell rang again, quickly followed by him banging on the door, calling out for Alexa.


    “What do you want me to do, Lex? I’ll send him away if you want, but if you want my opinion, you should deal with the situation and talk it through with him.”


    “Is that what you would do if Alek was out there pounding on the door?” She knew my answer before I said it.


    “Yes, I honestly would. It does no one any good to dwell on things and let them stay bottled up.” It was how I truly felt.


    I gave my friend one last look before opening the front door.


    I was taken back by the man’s looks. I forgot what a handsome specimen he was.


    “Hi, Sara. Can I please come in and speak with Alexa?” Braden was trying to sound calm, but I could tell all he wanted to do was bust through the door and deal with his stubborn woman.


    Backing away, I gestured for him to enter. Once he was inside, I gave Alexa a wink and headed for my bedroom so they could have some privacy.


    I must have fallen asleep because when I got up to use the bathroom, I heard them making up in her room. I hurried up with what I had to do and ran back to my room, closing the door to try and muffle the sounds. 


    Honestly, all it did was make me miss Alek even more.


    I hoped the next day would bring about a resolution for us. With a heavy heart, I drifted off to sleep, welcoming the passing minutes which would bring me closer to a new day.


    

  


  
    ~30~


    Sara


    


    There was still no communication from Alek. With a somber mood, I made my way toward the bathroom to take a shower and prepare for my day.


    I wasn’t the least bit thrilled I had allowed a man to weave his way deep into the recesses of my being. I didn’t like the feeling of the constant want that was forever plaguing my every thought. I prided myself on being independent to a fault, which also included my emotional state. But the more the weeks ticked by, and the more time I spent with Alek, the less control I had over my emotions.


    I came to the quick conclusion there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. Not anymore.


    I arrived to work early to start organizing my day. I was happy to have any distraction; even the most mundane task was welcome. Matt arrived an hour after I did. He looked a bit down, and I wondered if it had anything to do with his friend who he’d been hanging around with lately.


    “Matt, you okay?” I asked, filing away some of the older invoices.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. Just tired, I think.” He tried to pull off aloof but failed miserably. I knew when there was something weighing on his mind, and I was going to try and be the friend he needed.


    I reached out to touch his arm, halting his escape into the back room. “Matt, you know if there’s something bothering you, you can talk to me, right?”


    “Yeah, I know, Sara, and I appreciate it more than you know. I’m not really ready to open up about it right now. But rest assured, when I am, you’ll be the first person I go to.” He tried his best at a genuine smile before proceeding toward the back of the shop. It seemed he needed a distraction as well.


    It was just past three in the afternoon when the bell over the front door sounded. I was busy helping a customer when I heard a familiar voice. Looking up, I came face to face with Cameron, Alek’s cousin.


    What the hell is he doing here? This is all I need.


    It took me some time to even comprehend it was actually him. How did he know where I worked? Was it merely a coincidence?


    Something in my gut told me no.


    “What are you doing here?” I nervously asked. Oh, God, if Alek walked in and saw him, all hell would break loose.


    “Nice to see you, too, Sara.” He quickly smiled then looked around the shop, diverting his attention, probably rethinking his ambushing me at work.


    “Sorry. You were just the last person I expected to see. What can I do for you?” I was seriously hoping he was there to buy flowers, but the more he stood there, biding his time, the more I knew he wanted something from me.


    Cameron kept his gaze on me, glancing from my eyes to my lips, then back again. There was something in his stare which unnerved me. He was calculating, but not enough for me to be fully alarmed.


    Yet.


    “I was wondering if you were free for lunch. There’s a great little café over on Culver Street that serves the best sandwiches.” When he sensed I was going to decline, he brought out the big guns. “Sara, I need to talk to you about Alek. You obviously know we’re not the closest, but I’m still worried about him and I wanted to run my concerns by you. You know, to see if they’re even valid. I need your opinion. I’ll only take up a short amount of your time, and then I’ll never bother you again.” He held up his hand in a boy scout-like salute. “I promise.”


    I knew it was a bad idea, but if Alek was in trouble, in any way, I wanted to help.


    After much hesitation on my part, I gave in. “Fine, meet me there in five minutes.”


    “Great, see you soon,” he responded as he left the shop.


    ~~~~


    I wasn’t even paying attention to my surroundings, focused solely on getting our meeting over and done with as soon as possible. The entire situation made me uncomfortable, as if I was betraying Alek on some level.


    I saw Cameron as soon as I walked into the café. He was seated in the back corner. He stood as I approached the table, waiting for me to sit before he took his seat again. At least he was being gentlemanly. His actions helped to put me at ease, for the time being.


    What I failed to take notice of back at the shop or even at the benefit when I’d first met him was his demeanor. While he portrayed a man of class and sophistication, there was something darker hidden underneath. He camouflaged it well with his smile and charm, his impeccable designer suit and hair styled just so. But his true nature wouldn’t be tamed for long. While he was attractive, turning many heads I was sure, he was not to be trusted.


    Maybe I was being a little paranoid because I felt so guilty meeting with him, knowing full well Alek would be furious. Trying to push all rationale aside, I sat in silence and waited for Cameron to start talking.


    “Thank you for coming, Sara. I really appreciate it.” He smiled, and I almost forgot I should be on guard with him. Yeah, that killer smile sure does run in the family. But it didn’t turn my insides to jelly like Alek’s did. Not even close.


    Cutting right to the point, I asked, “What did you want to talk to me about, Cameron? What was so pressing you couldn’t tell me in person five minutes ago?” I was anxiously awaiting his response but instead of answering me, all he did was smirk, subtly licking his lips. It wasn’t until he sensed my discomfort did he start talking.


    “Did my dear cousin ever tell you why there’s tension between us?”


    Okay, where is this going? Was he really concerned for Alek, or was it only a ploy to see me? But why? He knew I was with Alek and I would never betray him. Or did he think he had a shot? I became more uncomfortable as the clock ticked forward.


    “No, he never said why. What does that have to do with why you wanted to meet with me?”


    He ignored my question, dismissing it as if it wasn’t even relevant. “Let me tell you why he and I don’t care for each other.” Without missing a beat, he launched right into it. “He stole my girlfriend right out from underneath me.” He inched his fingers forward on the table and before I knew what was happening, he snatched my hand and pulled me toward him. I was so shocked, I didn’t even react. It was as if my brain couldn’t comprehend what was unfolding in front of me, like I was in some sort of twisted daze. “And now…I’m going to do the same thing to him.”


    I mustered up enough force to dislodge his grasp on me. All of my senses came flooding in like a tidal wave. I stood from the table so quickly my chair slid out from behind me and fell over.


    “What are you talking about? There is no way in hell I would ever cheat on Alek, especially with the likes of you.” His attractiveness faded instantly, and what was left behind wasn’t pretty.


    As I was about to bolt from the café, he stopped me in my tracks. “Sara, I thought you might feel that way. But it’s okay. All I needed was for him to know we met on the sly. It’s enough of a seed planted to do damage as it unfolds over time. I simply wanted him to have doubts. The rest will play out just like I want it to.”


    “Yeah, well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’ll never tell him this little meeting took place. And if you try and say otherwise, you won’t win. Who do you think he’ll believe? Your sorry ass or his beloved girlfriend?”


    He kicked back in his chair and folded his arms over his chest. “Sorry to burst your bubble, sweetheart, but he probably already knows.” He winked at me and that smug freaking smile crept up on his face again.


    I whirled around, searching to see if, in fact, Alek was there with us, but after a quick survey of the patrons, I realized he wasn’t.


    Sensing my confusion, Cameron pointed out the window, toward a black sedan parked across the street. When I didn’t say anything, he filled in the missing piece of the puzzle.


    “See the car over there? It’s surely one of Alek’s minions, keeping a close tab on you. You see, I checked around and found out you apparently have my cousin all twisted up. He is seemingly protective of you, so I don’t doubt he’s having you watched.” The bastard licked his lips. “You know, just in case.”


    All I wanted to do was smack that look off his face. He continued speaking, although his voice was the last thing I wanted to hear, my mind whirling at the information he spit at me. “I wouldn’t be surprised if your phone starts ringing in the next minute or so.”


    Please, don’t ring. Please, don’t ring.


    Sure enough, thirty seconds later, my phone lit up and Alek’s name was splayed across my screen. It had never seemed so looming before. I sent it straight to voicemail, needing a minute to think before I answered. Maybe he didn’t know anything and was merely calling me between meetings.


    Either way, I needed time to recoup.


    Glaring at Cameron, I was determined to get some answers. “Why are you doing this to me? What did I ever do to you? I was nothing but nice to you when we met. I don’t deserve this.” I had to control my emotions before they got the better of me and I broke down right in front of the asshole. Not because I was hurt but because I was so angry. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


    “Don’t take it personally, sweetheart. You’re simply a pawn in an ongoing family feud.”


    That was his whole reasoning? He didn’t care how he used me to get to Alek; the simple fact he was able to use me at all was his goal. How stupid I was to believe he was really concerned about his cousin. I should have heeded Alek’s warning when he told me the man was no good.


    “Don’t ever contact me again, or I’ll call the police and slap harassment charges on you so fast your head will spin.” I ran out of the café and quickly headed back to Full Bloom.


    I was in mid-stride when my phone lit up again.


    It was Alek. Again. I still needed more time before I answered, realizing, if he really did know, I’d be in a world of shit. Our relationship was already being tested, and I didn’t need to add any fuel to the fire.


    In the midst of my phone ringing, a question weighed heavy on me. Was the sedan across the street from the café really someone working for Alek? If so, why in the hell was he having someone follow me?


    I won’t know anything unless I answer the phone.


    Before I could even make a decision on what to do, a car screeched to a halt right next to me.


    

  


  
    ~31~


    Alek


    


    I didn’t know what was worse. The fact Sara went behind my back when I specifically warned her to stay away from Cameron, or the fact he had the fucking balls to approach my woman. Again. 


    To say I was angry was an understatement. I’d calmed down from our previous argument and was going to call her after my afternoon meeting let out. I could never stay upset with her for long, especially since our whole fight started because of me and my failure to tell her about Cora.


    But then Brian called me with some interesting information. I’d hired the man to keep a close watch on Cameron, knowing he would try some slick shit like that. I just didn’t know it’d be so soon.


    I flung open the driver’s side door then slammed it so hard I thought the glass was going to shatter into a million pieces.


    “Sara! What the hell?” I shouted, walking quickly toward her. I must have given her quite the shock because her hand was still splayed over her heart.


    I was next to her instantly, looming over her and pushing into her personal space. She appeared as if she was on the brink of crying, but after a few deep breaths, she tried her best to appear unaffected. As if she had done nothing wrong.


    The more silence stretched between us, the more upset I was becoming. Is she going to try and lie to me? She has to know I know. Why else would I be so upset?


    “Are you going to answer me, Sara? What the hell are you up to? What were you thinking?” My fists curled at my sides, the need to bash my cousin’s face in almost too much.


    With a calm, controlled voice, she finally spoke. Placing her hand on my arm, she said, “Alek, can we please not do this in the middle of the—”


    I cut her off before she finished her sentence. “You don’t want to do this in the middle of the goddamn street? Fine, let’s go.” I reached for her hand and quickly dragged her to my car, coaxing her into the passenger seat before slamming the door. Inhaling some much needed air, I slowed during the walk around to my side of the car. I had to calm the hell down before I actually scared her. It was the last thing either one of us needed. I would never hurt Sara, not in a million years, but the way I was feeling right then was proving volatile.


    Once I was situated, I turned my hot gaze on her. “I told you to stay away from him, and you didn’t listen to me. Why? Why did you go see him? Tell me.” My tempo rose with each question I asked, her silence only spurring me further. Why isn’t she yelling or at least trying to defend herself? Where is the Sara I know who wouldn’t take any of my shit?


    When she still didn’t answer me, I lost it, punching the steering wheel and exploding with a string of expletives. My episode lasted a whole five seconds, but it was enough to kick her out of whatever fog she’d been in.


    Finally, she answered. “He came by the shop and asked to meet me because he was concerned about you.” Her tone was flat when she spoke. It was so unlike her.


    “He came into your shop? How did he know where to find you?” My last question was rhetorical. I was sure Cameron had plenty of ways of finding out information. I knew he would try to get to her. He’d been trying to pay me back for years, using the excuse I stole his goddamn girlfriend. Never mind he was just an all-around bastard. “Jesus Christ, Sara! What the hell were you thinking?” I repeated.


    “I was thinking he was being truthful when he told me he was concerned about you and wanted to talk.” A little bit of the fire came back into her voice when she answered me.


    “Well, what did he say? What was the big revelation?” I was continuing to take deep breaths, bringing my rage under a manageable control. 


    “It turns out all he was doing was trying to pay you back for…” She trailed off.


    “For what? For me sleeping with his girlfriend…ten years ago? Is that what he said? Was that his reason?”


    “Yes.” She looked out the window at the people walking by. Her shoulders were slumped, and I hated she looked so defeated. But she had to take me seriously when I asked her to stay away from certain people.


    “Well, did he tell you he already exacted his revenge? Did he tell you he was the one Cora had the affair with? Huh? Did he fucking tell you that, Sara?”


    Her face scrunched, knowing she was smack-dab in the middle of our twisted feud. His supposed girlfriend I stole had gone out with him for a month. She realized what an ass he was, broke up with him and hooked up with me a week later. I hadn’t even known they were together, but there was no explaining that to Cameron. So here we are now, ten long years later.


    “Yeah, I didn’t think so. How about the next time I tell you something, you listen to me. Stop going against me, Sara, or else.” I knew my last sentence was the wrong thing to say, but I couldn’t stop myself.


    Her shoulders squared and her back straightened. She turned toward me and let loose. “Fuck you, Alek. I only met with him because I care about you. I really did believe him when he told me he was concerned. It’s not my fault you guys are caught up in some twisted, ongoing vendetta. And by the way, how the hell did you even know I met with him? Did you have someone watching me?”


    “No!” I shouted. “I have someone watching him, not you. Besides, don’t turn this around on me. You’re the one clearly in the wrong here.”


    Taking a deep breath, she exhaled and her whole body deflated, although the tone in her voice remained strong. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to be subjected to my presence any further then.” She reached for the handle and sternly said, “And don’t even think about following me.” Before I could speak, she jumped out and slammed her door, walking back toward her shop.


    We needed the space apart in order for both of us to calm down, so I turned the engine over and sped away.


    ~~~~


    The rest of my day flew by, meeting after meeting keeping me busy. I was thankful for the distraction, but eventually, I was going to have to call her. Truth was, I didn’t want to continue to argue, but she had to know how serious I was. Even though I hadn’t really loved Cora, the fact she fucked my cousin was a blow to my ego, and I didn’t want Sara anywhere near all that mess.


    I acted harshly with her earlier, even though I was justified in my actions. In my own head, at least. Before I even thought about ending the argument, my cell rang.


    It was Sara.


    “Hello.” My greeting was more curt than I’d planned.


    “Alek…I’m sorry. I know I should’ve listened to you when you warned me about your cousin. You were right.” She exhaled loudly on the other end. I was sure it wasn’t easy for her to do, being the first to reach out. “I don’t want to fight anymore.”


    There was a long pause before I responded. I was making her sweat a little. A dick move, I knew. Little did she know I was two minutes away from calling and apologizing to her.


    “I’ll pick you up at your apartment at six.”


    “I’ll be ready.”


    “Oh, and Sara? Be ready to make this up to me…all night.”


    

  


  
    ~32~


    Alek


    


    The next three weeks flew by. Our relationship was fully back on track and I couldn’t have been happier. My days were spent in the boardroom while my nights were spent with Sara underneath me.


    Everything was going great until one day, I received the phone call I’d always dreaded.


    Ever since I’d promised to watch out for her, I knew one day it would come. I’d just hoped it would have been years down the road.


    I wasn’t ready to deal with it right then.


    But I had no choice.


    I had to tell her and make sure everything turned out exactly as I wanted. 


    Sara and I had plans that evening to spend some time with each other. Too bad I was going to ruin it with bad news. But I’d rather it be me than someone else.


    The police.


    A stranger.


    No, I think she’ll take it better coming from me, knowing full well I’ll do everything in my power to keep her safe and unharmed.


    Arriving at her place, I took a quick look around before coming to the hasty realization there was no way she could stay there any longer. Since Alexa spent the majority of her time with her new boyfriend, Sara was home alone—when she wasn’t with me, of course.


    Somehow, I had to convince her it was in her best interest to stay with me.


    We’d been getting along great, minus a couple small incidents here and there, mostly due to my incessant overbearing ways.


    “Sara, why don’t you grab an overnight bag.”


    “What for?” she asked, pulling on a pair of dark jeans. “Are we going somewhere?”


    “Well, you are. Sort of.” As she buttoned her pants, I snuck up behind her and kissed her neck. In a surprise move, she turned around, caught me off-balance and shoved me so I fell on top of the bed. 


    Straddling my hips, she ground herself into me, instantly making me hard. Not that it took much where she was concerned.


    “So,” she said, placing her hands on my chest to steady herself. “Are you taking me somewhere?”


    “I thought you could take some time off work and spend it with me at my house.”


    “Oh. Um…can I take a raincheck? Work’s really busy right now. Maybe when things calm down a bit, I can. But right now—”


    I cut her off because her argument, or reasoning, or whatever the hell she was trying to do was useless. Pointless, really.


    “Sara, listen to me,” I pleaded as I grabbed onto her hands to make sure she couldn’t move away. “I need you to stay with me. I can’t explain right now, but I need for you to listen to me. I need you to not argue with me and just do what I say.” She struggled in my hold.


    “You’re scaring me.” She continued to try to break free, but I held steady. “Alek, let me go.”


    “Promise you’ll listen to me and I’ll let go.”


    “Okay,” she said, tiny spurts of breath being forced from her lips. As soon as I released her hands, she scrambled to the other side of the bed. “What are you not telling me?”


    I wanted—no, I needed—to be as close to her as possible. “Baby, let’s grab some of your things, go to my house and I’ll explain everything. Try not to panic. I’ll take care of you. You’ll be safe.” I reached out to touch her, but she moved away before I made contact, my poor choice of words doing nothing to soothe her rising nerves, no doubt.


    “No, you tell me what’s going on right now or I’m not going anywhere.” She was so resolute I knew damn well if I didn’t give in, I was going to be carrying her out over my shoulder. I was trying to be better with that shit, so I moved to the edge of her bed, preparing to tell her what I’d found out not even an hour before.


    Without knowing what else to say, I blurted out the first thing which came to mind. “He’s out. I’m not sure what happened yet, but for some reason, they let him go, Sara.”


    My eyes never left her face. I wanted to remain strong, even though inside I was breaking. I was terrified my world would be ripped apart if anything happened to her. 


    Taking a deep breath, I pushed all of those damn crazy thoughts aside, knowing I’d do whatever it took to keep her out of harm’s way. Some of it she wasn’t going to like, even fighting with me over it, but I would never waver. I would never give in, no matter how much of an issue she gave me.


    “Who are you talking about, Alek? Who’s out?” Her voice was quiet. I saw a flicker of fear pass through her as she hopped off the bed.


    “Samuel.” It was the only word I uttered, but it was enough.


    She sunk to the floor and cried. “No, not now. It can’t be.” She cried harder. I rushed to her, fell on my knees and pulled her to me. “They told me he’d probably never be released from there. It’s only been eight years.” She hiccupped, trying her best to catch her breath.


    “I won’t let anything happen to you, baby. I promise. I have people looking for him. I promise I’ll find him.”


    I think my words made her feel better, if only for a brief moment. “You do?” she asked, gripping onto me for dear life.


    “Yes. Of course I do.” Helping her to her feet, I asked, “Now, will you come stay with me for a while?”


    There was no hesitation on her part. “Yes,” she whispered.


    After she’d gathered her things, we were on our way toward my house.


    Little did she know she’d be staying with me a little longer than I’d originally indicated.


    

  


  
    ~33~


    Sara


    


    It was the following morning as I was preparing for work when Alek sprung yet another surprise on me. While what he’d told me rocked me to my core, I was grateful he was in my life. I knew he would do everything in his power to protect me, more than ever.


    He didn’t say it, but I saw the fear in his eyes when he was telling me about Samuel. I didn’t let on, though. I didn’t want him to think I doubted his ability to keep me safe.


    Because I didn’t.


    “Can I help you with something?” I asked as he stood there, shower door wide open, letting in the cool air. His eyes roamed over my body, lingering on my breasts before flicking up toward my face.


    It took him a couple seconds to compose himself before he responded. “Since I knew you would’ve argued with me to no end, causing me unnecessary stress, I’ve agreed to let you go to work today. However, I’ve made some specific provisions you’ll have to follow.”


    “You have allowed me to go to work?” Why did his words not surprise me? I turned around so I was fully facing him, my hands resting on my hips. I knew he was going to go overboard, so I should have known better.


    I didn’t think I’d ever become used to his domineering attitude. I thoroughly enjoyed it in the bedroom when we were in the throes of passion, but otherwise, it was downright irritating. Even if I understood where the man was coming from.


    “Yes, Sara. I’m allowing you to go out into the world, knowing he’s out there somewhere. I won’t relax, not one bit, not until I find him and can make sure he never hurts you again. So, as I was saying, I’ve made some specific provisions for today and going forward, until I deem unnecessary. Since I can’t be right by your side every second of the day, I hired security to keep you safe.”


    “What are you talking about?” I was done with the damn shower. I rinsed the rest of the conditioner from my hair, turned off the water and wrapped a big, fluffy bath towel around myself.


    “I’ll be driving you to and from work, every day, until I know for sure there is no threat. Then, when I’m not able to be near you, Brian will watch over you. Keep you safe.”


    “Who the hell is Brian?” 


    “Aren’t you listening to me? I just told you Brian is the man who will be watching over you when I can’t.” Sarcasm encased his tone, diminished only by the slight smile on his face.


    “And where, pray tell, is Brian going to be? Is he going to be glued to my side the whole day? How am I going to explain his presence to the people at work? Huh, Alek? Tell me.”


    “He’ll be camped out in his car, making occasional trips into the shop to verify everything is okay. He has a picture of Samuel, so he knows who to look out for, just in case. And as far as explaining him, that’s up to you. Whatever you want to tell people is fine with me.”


    Knowing I wasn’t going to win the battle, I shrugged, shook my head and walked away from him. I grabbed an outfit I’d brought with me, getting ready in record time. 


    My mood probably had something to do with it.


    “Can we please go now?” There was no missing the annoyance in my voice.


    “You can be as pissed off at me as you want, Sara.” He followed me from the room and down the long hallway leading to the steps. “Oh, and by the way, if you try to leave the shop without him, he’s instructed to follow you and call me immediately. So don’t get any crazy ideas.”


    I knew I was being irrational. I should have been grateful he cared as much about me as he did, going the extra mile and hiring someone to watch out for me when he couldn’t.


    Yet I couldn’t help but feel as if it was only the tip of the iceberg. Knowing Alek, he wasn’t going to let me breathe unless he or someone else was there to witness it themselves.


    

  


  
    ~34~


    Sara


    


    Weeks passed by, and although I loved playing house with Alek, shacking up in his enormous home, I started to go a bit stir-crazy.


    I hadn’t gone anywhere without either him or Brian. At first, I was a bit afraid of the man, all six-foot-four-inches of him. He was a wall of hard muscle, with a shaved head and dark, intimidating eyes. The only thing which put me at ease was when he smiled, which wasn’t often at all. He was a quiet guy, intent on only doing the job he was hired to do.


    I needed a night out with my friends. Only my friends. When I talked to Alek about it, he flat-out refused. Mentioning Matt would be there with us didn’t anger him as it used to, which I found both odd yet refreshing. But he still told me no. Maybe next time.


    Both my good friends knew what was going on with me. Alexa had known the entire time, of course, but I’d had to fill Matt in right after Alek told me about Samuel being released from the institution. Once Matt had gotten over the initial shock of it all, he looked about ready to kill. He became almost as unbearable as Alek, ensuring I wasn’t making any more deliveries by myself, even threatening to call Alek if I gave him a hard time.


    Damn those men for wanting to look out for me. I knew I was blessed, truly I did, but they were just too much sometimes.


    I was in the middle of filling out an order form when Alexa called.


    “Hey, girl, what’s up?” I asked, leaning back against the counter, taking extra time to focus on my conversation.


    “Since I haven’t seen much of you lately, do you want to grab a drink after work tonight? That is if Alek will let you out.” She chuckled.


    Not funny.


    Initially, I felt bad leaving Alexa in the apartment all by herself, but the reality was she spent half the time shacked up with Braden anyway.


    “I would love to. I really need to go out. You know, hang out with my girl.” A bit of tension fell away as I looked forward to the night ahead. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to ditch my bodyguard, so I’ll be picking you up. Or should I say we will?”


    “What? Alek’s not going to be glued to your hip?” she asked, as I heard her muffle a laugh.


    “Nope. He’s tied up in business meetings until late this evening. He already told me.”


    “Okay, then I’ll see you later.”


    I phoned Alek an hour later to let him know of my plans. He wasn’t happy about it, but once I pleaded my case, he came around. Well, enough to let the issue go, knowing Brian would be there to watch over me.


    One of the other conditions was we had to go to Throttle. He said he would feel better not being with me if he had multiple sets of eyes on me, his security at the club being the other babysitters for the evening.


    I feigned inconvenience, but in reality I didn’t mind. We loved the place, although that was going to remain my little secret.


    Walking into the club, I realized people were staring. I was sure it had something to do with the giant walking too close behind us. We were drawing attention and I told him as much, ushering him to the far corner where he could still keep tabs on us but be out of the way of prying eyes.


    “Lex, I’m sorry I had to bring Brian, but you know everything that’s going on.” I took another sip of my drink and waited for her to respond.


    “Don’t apologize, Sara. I totally understand. At least he’s easy on the eyes.” She laughed as she glanced in his direction. “Speaking of hot men, how is the gorgeous devil himself? How are you two getting along these days?”


    “Good,” I answered as I took another sip. “We have our moments, of course, but overall, I couldn’t be happier.” Losing myself in thoughts of Alek was quickly becoming my favorite pastime.


    I had to force him from my mind, though. That night was about me and Alexa and us partaking in some overdue fun.


    As our conversation wound down, a club mix of “Blow” from Ke$ha pumped through the speakers. The beat pushed us to give each other the look, the one which said let’s dance our asses off, baby.


    Dancing until I couldn’t feel my feet anymore sounded like just what the doctor ordered. Alexa and I slowly walked toward the bar. We were content with our little area when all of a sudden the bartender asked us if we wanted to step up and shake it. With little hesitation on our part, we climbed onto the stools then onto our new stage. It was a bit of a feat since both of us were dressed in skirts, mine a bit shorter than I’d typically wear.


    I saw Brian advance in our direction, but I was successful enough in halting him with a simple glance. He retreated toward a nearby corner, keeping his eyes intently on the both of us.


    The club was filling up to capacity, making what I was doing all the more daring. Many pairs of eyes were glued to us, watching every move we made. Normally, I would’ve never done such a thing but after the weeks I’d had, I needed to let loose and not take everything so seriously.


    Was it reckless? Maybe.


    Was it fun? Abso-fucking-lutely. 


    We were three songs in when Alexa bumped my hip and pointed across the crowded floor. I had no idea who she was pointing at until I saw him weave through the throngs of people, his angry eyes locked on me as he moved toward the bar.


    I should have stopped dancing. I should have gotten down from the bar. I should have made up any excuse I could think of to erase the annoyed look on his face. I didn’t want to fight with him, but I didn’t do any of those things.


    Instead, I kept on dancing.


    I made eye contact with him long enough to let him know I saw him, but not long enough to fuel his bad mood any further. He made his way to me within seconds, looking up at me with a familiar scowl on his beautiful face. Grabbing my ankle, he almost made me stumble. I reached for Alexa’s arm, which was thankfully near me, and kicked off his hold from my foot.


    “Get down! Now!” he yelled over the music. Because I’d been dancing up and down the bar, I made it harder for him to physically latch onto me. I laughed inwardly to myself. I would’ve thought he’d have taken the hint and backed off. But deep down, I knew better. He wouldn’t stop until he accomplished what he’d set out to do, so I continued to enjoy whatever time I had left up there.


    We managed to have some fun before Mr. Buzzkill showed up. I wasn’t doing anything wrong. It wasn’t as if I was stripping my clothes off as I danced. It didn’t matter, however, because according to Alek, I was putting myself in some sort of danger.


    Speaking of which, where’s Brian? Searching the crowd of people, I saw him leaning against the wall, shaking his head in disapproval.


    I wonder who called the big boss man?


    I came crashing back to reality when someone’s hands gripped my waist. Without even noticing, Alek had shoved his way through the crowd of people below us, reached up and grabbed me, jerking me down toward him. A startled scream escaped me, even though I shouldn’t have been surprised.


    I scrambled to break free once my feet were planted firmly on the ground, but no amount of resistance was allowing me to escape his hold. He gently grabbed my upper arm and practically dragged me away at a hurried pace.


    Once we were in a calmer part of the club, he spun me around in front of him and stared at me, still seething. “What did you hope to accomplish with your little show, Sara?”


    “I was only dancing. You’re the one who always makes it more than it is. You don’t ever want me to have any fun.” I pouted, stumbling toward him, but I quickly caught myself.


    “Are you drunk?”


    “No…maybe…yeah, a little bit.” I snickered, trying to step back to put some distance between us. He hated when I drank without him, and I wasn’t making much of a case for myself in my inebriated state. Oh, well.


    “I’m taking you home. Now.”


    “No, you’re not. I am not leaving Alexa here, plus I’m not done having fun.”


    “Do you think it’ll be fun when some drunk bastard has you pinned against the wall?” He was so dramatic. He had two sets of security watching me. Obviously too close since he was called in to rescue me. “We are leaving right now. I’ll arrange for Brian to drop her off, anywhere she wants to go.”


    “Braden won’t like that,” I muttered, reaching for his shoulder to steady me. The heels I was wearing were probably not the best choice. Yeah, blame the shoes.


    “Who the hell is Braden?” he asked, a sour tone to his voice.


    “Alexa’s boyfriend. He’s like you,” I said as I tapped his cheek three times. “He won’t want some strange, cute man dropping off his woman.”


    I wasn’t sure if Alek was upset or amused. His cocked brow was confusing me, and even the slight tilt of his lips wasn’t a clear-cut sign. He could’ve been holding back his anger for fear we would get into another disagreement. Or maybe the four drinks I’d had earlier were messing with my ability to see the situation for what it was.


    Alek being Alek.


    “So, you think Brian’s cute?” he asked, tugging me closer.


    “Sure. If you like the ‘I could tear you apart with my bare hands’ look.” The lopsided grin on my face told him I wasn’t the one who took notice of the man’s looks. Although, as my best friend had mentioned earlier, he was easy on the eyes. Placing my lips over his, I muffled, “Alexa said he was cute, not me.” I didn’t want him to think I was gawking after my security detail.


    He planted a quick kiss on my mouth before ushering me toward the front door. When I realized we were leaving, I stopped dead in my tracks, Alek slamming into the back of me.


    “Jesus, Sara. What are you doing?” He tried to walk around me, linking his fingers with mine to pull me forward, but I didn’t move.


    “No, I can’t leave her,” I repeated. 


    “I told you she’ll have a ride home.”


    “No,” I repeated stubbornly. Crossing my arms over my chest, I leaned against the nearest wall, my lips pursed in annoyance.


    Frustration poured off him as he stood his ground. Moving two steps closer, he placed his hands on my waist. “What do you want me to do? Do you want me to take her with us? Do you want me to have her call Broden?”


    “Braden,” I corrected.


    “Braden, Broden, who the hell cares? Do you want me to have her call him?”


    “Can you go get her, please?” I was all over the place and was sure I was becoming quite the pain in the ass. All he was trying to do was take me home, yet I was obstinate at every turn.


    But that’s what he gets for interrupting girls’ night.


    Blowing out a deep breath, he actually went in search of my best friend. “Stay here,” he warned before he walked away from me. Knowing he wouldn’t leave me totally alone, I caught Brian propped against a table, not twenty feet from where I was standing.


    Two minutes later, Alexa walked toward me with Alek in tow.


    “Are you leaving, Sara?” she asked, but she already knew the answer to her question.


    “Mr. Grumpy Pants wants to take me home.” I laughed. Alek shook his head behind Alexa, obviously finding my state of ill-repair a tad comical. At least he’s not flying off the handle and shouting out some of his crazy demands. Latching on to her hand, I pulled her in close so I could whisper in her ear. Or at least I thought I was whispering. “Do you want cute Brian to take you home, or are you going to call sexy Braden?”


    “I can hear you,” Alek shouted. The look on his face made me laugh.


    Not sure what was going to transpire, Alexa pulled out her cell phone and dialed her boyfriend’s number. She walked away while putting a finger in her ear, trying her best to block out some of the noise of the club. After only a minute, she hung up and headed back our way, grinning so big I knew her man was on his way.


    Alek summoned Brian over with a simple wave of his hand.


    “What do you need?” he asked, his eyes solely on the man who employed him to be there that evening.


    “Stay here and make sure Alexa is picked up. Blend in with the crowd around you, though. I don’t want to cause any issues between her and this Braden guy.” Turning his head in my direction, he said, “Satisfied? Cute Brian is going to wait here until sexy Braden picks up your friend.”


    I couldn’t help it. I busted out laughing. The way Alek mocked my earlier words was too much to contain a straight face.


    He nodded toward Brian, indicating we were leaving. Alexa and I hugged, but it wasn’t quick enough because before I knew it, Alek had slapped me on the ass. I yelped.


    “Let’s go,” he demanded impatiently.


    Without further delay, he led us outside.


    

  


  
    ~35~


    Alek


    


    I seriously didn’t know what I was going to do with her. She drove me crazy sometimes but in all reality, I wouldn’t change a damn thing.


    Sara wasn’t obliterated, not even close, but she was definitely feeling relaxed. I hated she’d gone out without me, but I knew she was going stir-crazy holed up in my house. Fearing Samuel would somehow find her weighed heavy on her mind, as it did mine. So I’d relented and allowed her to go out with Alexa, with the stipulation that Brian accompanied them.


    And what happened? He called me to tell me she was dancing on top of the bar, like she didn’t have a care in the world. It was too risky, so I hopped in my car and drove like a mad man to Throttle, only to catch her in mid-gyration, dancing her ass off to the beat of the music.


    While I’d instantly become excited, as had every other fucker watching her, I couldn’t have her on display like that any longer, so I forced her down. I knew she thought I was ruining her fun, but I’d be damned if any other man was going to eye-fuck my woman.


    I tried my best to rein in my temper, and I thought I’d done a pretty good job. Taking into account everything she was going through and stressing about, I totally understood her wanting to be free for a night and have a good time.


    But enough was enough.


    “What are you wearing?” I asked, placing my hand on her bare thigh. We were en route home, but I couldn’t stop myself from at least inquiring about her clothing choice.


    “Clothes.”


    “Very funny. Where did you find that outfit? I know it’s not yours.”


    “How do you know? I could have gone shopping. You don’t know,” she mumbled as she looked out the window.


    Inching my fingers until they rested on either side of her knee cap, I gripped her skin and clamped down. She twitched her leg and laughed, trying to pry my hand off her.


    “Stop.”


    “Tell me where you got the clothes,” I teased, preparing to grip her knee again.


    “Okay, okay. I’ll tell you. Just don’t do it again.” She was smiling widely, and it was the most beautiful sight. “They’re Alexa’s.”


    “I figured as much. Don’t you think they’re a bit too small for you?”


    “Did you just call me fat?”


    “What?” I exclaimed, totally taken off-guard. “No, of course not. All I was saying was…you don’t…you shouldn’t be wearing her clothes. You know, because you’re bigger than she is.” Slapping my hand on my forehead, I knew she’d just managed to fluster me.


    “You did just call me fat,” she cried, trying to push my hand from her leg.


    “That’s not what I meant at all. I meant you’re taller than her. You’re not fat,” I said, turning my head to look at her. And what did I see? Her…smiling. She was messing with me, and I fell right into her trap. “Nice going. You’re going to pay for that one.”


    “Promises. Promises,” she teased.


    Once we arrived home, I made my way toward the den to grab a quick drink. I knew I needed to rid myself of the residual anger which was swirling around inside me. She was safe. Sara was home, and I could relax.


    All in all, I think I did well. I normally would have screamed and shouted, but I held my tongue, instead giving in to the situation and finding humor where I could.


    It was damn hard, but I did it.


    “Alek, I’m going to bed now,” she proclaimed, making her way toward the staircase. I hated the clothes she had on, but I loved to watch the sway of her hips in that damn skirt.


    “Wait up, I’ll come with you.” I threw back the remainder of my drink and placed the glass on the table, doing my best to hurry the hell up.


    “Oh, no, you won’t. You’re sleeping somewhere else tonight, mister.”


    My steps faltered. Is she upset with me? “What are you talking about?” I asked, approaching the bottom step. She was halfway up the stairs, completely ignoring me. “Sara,” I called out. “Answer me.” I took the steps two at a time, but she was already down the hall and rounding the corner of the bedroom. Before I could catch up with her, she disappeared from sight, closing the massive door behind her.


    I reached forward, my fingers circling around the large handle. I tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge.


    Did she just lock me out?


    “Sara!” I roared. “Open the damn door.” My heartbeat picked up pace, a light sheen of perspiration breaking out along my forehead. I hated when I couldn’t reach her, being locked out of the bedroom no exception. “Open up!” I shouted, pounding my fist against the grain of the wood.


    “Forget about it. I’m not unlocking the door. You ruined my one night out in weeks and as punishment, you can’t sleep in here. With me.” I heard her fumbling around then I heard a loud crash. “Shit!” she yelled.


    What the hell? “Are you all right? What happened? Sara, open the fucking door.”


    Silence.


    For some of the longest seconds of my life.


    Then her voice carried through the air. “I’m fine. But you’ve got to forget about the bedside light. It’s gone to Lamp Heaven.” She laughed.


    I was glad someone thought the situation was funny.


    There was no way I was going to allow her to lock me out of my own damn bedroom. Not without valid reason, and cutting short her girls’ night because she was being inappropriate sure wasn’t one. The side of my fist hit the door again and again, but still she didn’t let me in.


    What the hell is she doing in there?


    “Open the goddamn door! Now!”


    “You can forget it, so just go sleep in one of the other bedrooms, Alek. And calm down before you give yourself a heart attack.”


    “You’re going to be the cause of my heart attack, sweetheart. I’m giving you one last chance. Open this door now before I break it down.” Yeah, I took it there, and I’m completely serious.


    “You wouldn’t.”


    “I’ll do it, I swear to God. You have five seconds. One. Two. Three. Four. Five.”


    Bang! Bang!


    All of the adrenaline coursing through my veins had become too much to bear. I grabbed hold of the sides of the frame and prepared myself to kick in the door. I’d never done anything like that before, but they made it look easy in the movies. How hard could it be? Looking at the size of the door, I almost changed my mind. I didn’t want to break my damn foot. But deciding I indeed had to reach her, I reared back and gave it my best shot.


    It didn’t budge, but I saw the wood splinter around the edges. Making sure I was at a better angle, I pushed away from the frame again and with every last bit of energy I possessed, I let loose.


    It worked.


    The massive door toppled to the ground inside the bedroom.


    The look on her face was priceless. She was shocked I’d followed through with my threat. She shouldn’t be, though, knowing I’m indeed a man of my word.


    “I told you to open it, Sara. See what happens when you don’t listen to me?” My chest rose and fell rather quickly, my shirt clinging to my skin. I’d surely exerted enough energy, but I was still raring to go.


    Stepping over the broken wood, I slowly made my way toward her. She’d taken off her clothes and was standing before me in nothing but her bra and panties, hands resting on her delicious hips as she tried her best to glower at me. Who did she think she was kidding? I saw her eyes light up with desire as soon as she saw me.


    “Now what?” she asked, faux aggravation distorting her lovely features. “What did your little spectacle accomplish? Tell me.”


    “Nothing will ever keep me from you, Sara. Nothing,” I declared. My words were the God’s honest truth.


    My stride was unaffected as I crushed the small distance between us with only a few paces. Looking as if she was contemplating escaping, I reached out to grab for her, but she jumped on top of the bed. She made her best attempt to flee on the other side but I caught her in midair, flipping her around and tossing her on her back.


    Time to check if our little dance turned her on.


    

  


  
    ~36~


    Sara


    


    Alek pinned me to the bed with his strong, forceful body. I couldn’t move, not an inch. His thighs pushed my legs apart as he grabbed my wrists and pulled my arms above my head, holding me in place.


    “Why do you provoke me so much, Sara? Do you love this side of me?” He pushed his thick erection against me, grinding his hips as he spoke.


    He didn’t even wait for me to answer him before he claimed my mouth, rough and possessive at first. When I didn’t resist, he softened his kiss and devoured me with such passion I thought I would explode right then and there.


    Freeing my wrists, I lowered my arms so I could feel him, grasping on to him to try and pull him even closer.


    “Do you want me to fuck you?” His tongue played over the skin of my throat. “Are you wet for me?” he asked as his hand disappeared down the front of my panties. Running his fingers through my swollen folds, he found his answer. “You are. Did our little cat and mouse game make you hot?” he whispered against my ear, nipping the sensitive skin as I bucked beneath him.


    “No,” I lied.


    “I hate when you don’t tell me the truth, sweetheart. Don’t you know I’ll have to punish you now?” His lips drove me insane, his tantalizing tongue bringing every ounce of lust directly to the surface. As if that’s hard to do.


    “Okay,” I whispered into the crook of his neck.


    “Okay, what?” he goaded, loving every bit of his power over me. He was going to make me say it, except I wasn’t going to dance around anymore.


    “Punish me. Give it your best shot.”


    A low groan escaped his throat as he snatched my wrists back up and held them above my head. “Be a good girl and make sure you don’t move, no matter how much you want to.” His bottom lip disappeared between his teeth as he set about binding my hands with soft sashes he’d pulled from underneath his bed.


    “Were you hiding these?” I asked, wriggling my arms.


    “Simply had them handy in case I needed them.” He winked before making sure my other arm was also secured. 


    Straddling my waist, he pushed up my lace bra, freeing my heavy breasts for his enjoyment. “Do you want me to kiss you?” he asked, pinching my nipples until they were painfully erect.


    “Please,” I begged, his touch the sweetest torture. I didn’t want him to stop, but I wanted him to finish me off all the same. Do me in before it became too much.


    “I love that your body belongs only to me.” He lowered his head until his mouth hovered above mine. “Mine forever,” he whispered. His tongue slid along my lower lip, teasing and tormenting me so badly I almost screamed in frustration. But he never fully kissed me.


    Is this part of his punishment?


    Swiftly moving his way down my body, he captured a breast in his mouth, the sensation of his lips pushing me toward the edge. As his teeth softly grazed my nipple, my back arched off the bed, a guttural moan filling the air between us.


    “Do you like that?”


    There were no words, and thankfully, he didn’t make me answer because I’d become too lost to waste my energy on mere syllables.


    Finally, he moved lower. Without a single sound, he gripped the sides of my unsuspecting panties and ripped them away from my body in one fluid motion.


    “Sorry.” No, he isn’t, and neither am I. “They looked expensive,” he said, kissing the flat of my belly. “I’ll be sure to replace them.”


    “Why? So you can rip those, too?”


    He never answered, instead spreading my legs and pushing them toward my chest. At first, I found the position strange, but when his mouth covered my slick heat, I discovered it might be my new favorite.


    “Alek,” I cried out. “I can’t…please, let me go.” I pleaded with him to untie my hands so I could have more control, but he shook his head as his tongue lavished me with his dark need. He never used his hand on me, his mouth the only weapon of choice.


    The stubble from his jaw added to the sweet torment. “Are you close?”


    I could only nod, my teeth capturing my bottom lip to keep from screaming.


    “Really close?” I looked down at the man torturing me and locked eyes with him. I nodded again, my breathing picking up pace the more my body crested toward release.


    “Good.” He pulled back instantly, moving off the bed and away from me.


    “What are you doing? Where are you going?” He’d reduced me to nothing but a mess of desire and was loving every single second of it.


    He never answered me, instead slowly discarding his clothes. Once he was bare, he climbed back on top of me. Moving his hands toward my wrists, I’d thought he was going to free me, but instead, he tightened the material binding my hands.


    “What are you doing?”


    “You sure are full of questions, aren’t you?” He gave me a kiss before placing his hands on my waist and flipping me over. On my stomach, my arms formed an X above me. It was slightly uncomfortable, but I wasn’t in any pain.


    When I started to speak again, he slapped my ass, quickly shutting me up. “Don’t think, Sara. Just feel. Close your eyes and give in to your body’s needs.” He moved my legs apart again and placed his hand underneath, covering my throbbing core. His finger found my clit instantly. At first, it was slow then the more my body reacted, the quicker his ministrations became.


    But again, he pulled back once I was ready to tip over the edge.


    No amount of begging or pleading was going to make him give in.


    This is his punishment for locking him out.


    After more excruciating minutes of pleasure and frustration, he lined himself at my entrance and was about to thrust into me when my words echoed around the massive room.


    “Don’t even think about it. Not without a condom.”


    I didn’t have to look at him to know he was disappointed. We had to have a talk about his sudden need to knock me up. I’d told him my feelings on the subject, yet he still tried to get one over on me, thinking my incessant need to come would outweigh my reasoning.


    “Are you sure?”


    “Yes,” I affirmed.


    “Fine.” Grumbling, he reached into the bedside drawer and retrieved the barrier I’d insisted he wear. When he was ready, he positioned me on my knees and thrust forward in one fluid motion.


    He stretched me in the most delicious way, making no qualms about doing his best to derive his own pleasure.


    “Fuck, Alek…I can’t…hold back.” My words escaped me as he pushed into me over and over again. My pleasure was building, threatening to toss me over the cliff frighteningly soon. I’d never exploded so quick before, but I wasn’t complaining.


    “Tell me when you’re going to come,” he grunted, his own pleasure surely beckoning him to fall, as well.


    “Why? So you can stop?” I clutched the binds and held on for dear life. It was starting to happen, but I wasn’t going to say a word to him. I desperately needed my release.


    He leaned forward and bit my shoulder, his tongue sweeping over the affected area to soothe the sting of pain. “I don’t need you to tell me, sweetheart. I can read your body better than you.” He licked the shell of my ear. “You’re so close.” He thrust deep. “Too close.”


    Before I could argue with him, he retreated, the absence of his body causing me to cry out in frustration. But I knew better than to ask questions or argue with him. He was going to do what he wanted and there was no changing his mind.


    Untying my wrists, he spoke softly. “I’ll allow you to come. But it’s going to be while you’re facing me. Watching you unravel is my new favorite thing.” He kissed my cheek as he finished unknotting the material. When he was done, he flipped me back over but instead of lying on top, he sat with his legs wide, leaned back and pulled me onto his lap. Before I even realized what he was doing, he’d impaled me onto his thick cock. I screamed, the bite of pain no match for the pleasure he coaxed from me. He rested on one hand, his other circled around my waist to keep me steady.


    Looking into my eyes with overflowing lust and desire was enough in itself to be my undoing but he had other plans for me.


    “Ride me, baby. I’m letting you take the reins this time.” Releasing any kind of control was new for him. So as to not waste the gift he’d given me, I took full advantage. 


    Rotating my hips had him coming undone at the seams. But it was nothing compared to my next move. Slowly, I pushed myself up from his lap, allowing him to slide from my body until only the tip remained. Then I gently lowered myself back down, swiveling my hips again once I’d reached the base of him.


    There was nothing sexier than making Alek moan in pleasure. It was a major turn-on for sure. The most animalistic sounds erupted when he was in the throes of passion.


    His sounds were my new favorite thing.


    “Fuck...you feel amazing. Yeah…keep doing that.” His head fell back, fully content with my slow assault. His sexy throat was exposed and all I wanted to do was lick his salty skin. So I did. I ran my tongue all over him. He flinched when I hit a sensitive spot.


    His hand caressed my back as I coaxed his pleasure from him, satisfied with our painfully slow dance.


    Until he wasn’t.


    Without warning, he pushed me until my back hit the bed, threw my legs over his shoulders and pounded into me as if he’d lost all control. Our new position allowed him to go deep, making me scream out his name with every thrust.


    “I can tell you’re close, but don’t come without me.” He captured my mouth, nipping at my lip before our tongues swirled together, tasting and demanding more from each other.


    “Alek…I can’t…I can’t wait.” My cries were desperate. I wanted to wait for him, but unless he was right there with me, I would be detonating around him soon.


    His ragged breaths and quick, muffled moans were his telltale signs he was ready to go over.


    “Hold on, baby. Just a few more seconds.” Lowering my legs, he urged me to wrap them around his waist. His body moving inside of mine was the best feeling in the world.


    He owned me.


    Every part.


    Seconds later, he released himself, calling out my name as his pleasure became too much.


    And I was right there with him.


    Countless minutes passed before either one of us was able to regulate our breathing. Once the initial bliss had faded, Alek escaped into the bathroom, returning a minute later with a warm washcloth. “Spread your legs,” he teased.


    “Again? Boy, you can’t get enough of me can you?”


    “No, I can’t. However, this time, I simply want to clean you up. Now, spread ‘em.”


    Of course I did what he asked, widening my thighs so he could run the cloth over my sensitive skin. Every touch he bestowed upon me was like Heaven, his after-sex ritual no exception.


    After he disposed of the material, he crawled back into bed, pulling me to him so he could cuddle with me. Placing his hand on my waist, he pushed himself against me as he kissed my neck.


    I decided it was time to address the elephant in the room. “You know the door is not a simple fix. You busted the hell out of the frame when you couldn’t control yourself.” A half-smile lifted my lips.


    “I don’t give a shit about the door. I’ll have it replaced before tomorrow evening. Just don’t make it a habit of making me break them down.” He nuzzled closer, his warm breath tickling my ear. “I’ll break down every barrier you have just to reach you. I need to get to you, without fail.”


    There was a desperation in his voice which was hard to hear. I wasn’t going anywhere. I wanted to shout it from the rooftops, but only time would prove to him I was his. Always.


    I wished there was a way I could make him understand exactly how much I loved being with him. I always felt safe when he was near me. Hell, I knew I was safe out in the world just knowing he was watching out for me. Ironic, isn’t it? The same thought which made me smile caused me to run away from him initially.


    I loved the way he had the power to turn me on with a simple smile. I loved the fascination which overwhelmed me when he was near. Even when he was acting jealous and throwing his weight around, I loved to engage him in every way possible. I loved every single aspect of his complicated personality.


    I loved…


    Him.


    I love him.


    What the hell am I waiting for? He’d expressed his feelings for me before, but he stopped, not wanting to rush or have me return his affections simply because he had.


    But I loved him, and it was time he knew.


    Turning to face him, I gently stroked his jaw as I prepared to say the three words I knew he wanted to hear. Three words I couldn’t believe I hadn’t said before.


    I parted my mouth to speak and a soft sound escaped his lips. His eyes were closed and his breathing was slow.


    He was asleep.


    Another time then.


    

  


  
    ~37~


    Alek


    


    I would never tire of waking up next to Sara. I couldn’t believe my luck; she’d chosen to be with me, especially after everything that happened. But she’d forgiven me and we’d moved on.


    As always, one look at her and I was fisting myself, ready to claim her and make her scream out my name. Her body was draped over mine. Her leg grazed against my most sensitive area, and I was praying to God she didn’t jerk around in her sleep. Her long, dark hair fanned all around her, enticing me to twirl it around my fingers. I pictured pulling on it as I was fucking her from behind, anchoring her to me so the only escape she had was when I pushed her toward her orgasm. All of the ways I could defile her filled my head, feeling a little guilty when I looked at her sleeping form again. She looked like an angel.


    Too bad. I wanted to be the devil right then.


    “Are you going to stare at me all day?” she mumbled, opening one eye so she could look at me. The sweetest smile danced across her lips, and my heart skipped a beat.


    “I would if I could.”


    She rolled over onto her back and stretched, pushing her glorious tits in the air. She wasn’t playing fair. One movement and I simply couldn’t control myself.


    I shifted her quickly so she was beneath me, the look of surprise on her face comical. “Good morning, sweetheart. Do you want to play?”


    “Always.”


    “Good answer.” I moved back until I was positioned at her feet. She looked at me strangely until I took her foot and rested it on my shoulder. Nipping and kissing the sensitive area around her ankle made her squirm, but I didn’t stop. I continued to move toward her calf, then her knee, finishing off by gently biting her inner thigh. As she moaned her approval, I threw her leg over my shoulder and got into position. Reaching next to me, I grabbed a condom and quickly sheathed myself, rolling my eyes at Sara as she watched me do it. “What?” I asked as she continued to shake her head.


    “Nothing. I find it funny you’re still waiting for me to give you the thumbs-up to fuck me bare.”


    My eyes widened at the use of her language. I loved the fact she felt so comfortable with me, her candid words certainly amusing.


    When my cock was perfectly aligned with her heat, I stopped. Before I entered her, I looked deep into her eyes, licked my lips and announced, “Mine.”


    She didn’t say anything, choosing instead to arch her back off the bed.


    “Mine,” I said more brusquely.


    “You make it seem as if I’m your possession the way you stake your claim.”


    I knew she was playing with me. The cock of her brow told me so. “Mine,” I reiterated. My jaw tensed, my grip on her hip tightening.


    “Alek,” she lazily chastised. “Do you think I’m one of your possessions?”


    “I treat my possessions well. Wanna see?” I smirked, knowing I would obtain the exact answer I wanted, eventually. While it started off as a game, it’d become quite serious. Sara was mine, and I wanted her to acknowledge as much.


    I needed to hear her submission.


    I lowered my mouth until I came in contact with her throat, sucking lightly so I could mark her.


    “Mine.”


    Next, I flicked my tongue over her lobe, capturing it between my teeth and gently biting down, causing a shudder to rack through her body.


    “Mine,” I whispered in her ear.


    My lips traveled until they met hers. I kissed her. Slowly. I set the pace and she let me. My tongue teased her, twirling around and around, so hungry to taste her. 


    I briefly broke our kiss. “Mine.”


    There was nothing left for her to utter except the truth.


    “Yes. Yours,” she breathlessly replied.


    ~~~~


    Whisking Sara away from Seattle was looking more and more appealing. I had some quick business to attend to in California, and I wanted to take her with me. The initial meeting concerning the restoration of my newest hotel would only take me a day, at most. I’d initially planned on only being away for twenty-four hours, but I’d decided to extend the trip, devoting an additional three days to my woman. We would relax in bed after devouring each other for hours on end, walk on the beach, take in some sight-seeing and whatever else she wanted to do while we were there. I was at her mercy. Whatever she wanted, I would gladly give to her.


    I’d already discussed my plans with Matt for the upcoming trip in hopes he would be able to look after Full Bloom while we were away. I knew Sara felt guilty every time she had to ask him to step in and cover for her, mainly when I’d required as much, so I went ahead and made plans behind her back. He was only too willing to help out. He knew all about Samuel and agreed it would be a nice change of pace for her to go away for a few days. She needed it. Hell, we both did.


    Surprisingly, I’d come to trust Matt to be my eyes and ears when I couldn’t be with Sara. Well, other than Brian, of course. He’d proven to be someone who was genuinely concerned about her well-being, a trait I had to admire. I no longer feared he wanted to sleep with her, his fondness toward her much like that of a brother to a sister.


    I tried my best not to show her how worried I was every day we couldn’t locate the man who had devastated her world once upon a time. Words of comfort spewed from my lips and they seemed to do the trick most days, but in reality, I was scared shitless he would find her again.


    Needless to say, my overbearing ways had intensified ten-fold. If I wasn’t with her, then Matt was, and when neither one of us could be, Brian took over. When it became too much, she argued. She gave me the silent treatment. She even cried on occasion. And even though her tears were like tiny shards of glass ripping at my heart, I never wavered.


    I couldn’t.


    She meant more to me than my own life, and I would always protect her.


    Even from herself.


    

  


  
    ~38~


    Sara


    


    I was excited about the upcoming weekend. Alek was taking me away to California on one of his business trips. He promised me we could do whatever we wanted. And I was definitely in the mood for some sunshine, ocean and reclusiveness with my man.


    I was going to tell him I loved him while we were away. I tried to speak the words before but he’d fallen asleep, and there was no way I was going to say them when he couldn’t hear me.


    I had loved him for quite a while, and I thought it only fair he be privy to that information. Warmth encased my heart at the thought I was going to open up that part of myself to him. And I know he’ll keep it safe…and protected.


    Alek had informed me all arrangements for my shop had been made. At first, I was a little miffed but the more I thought about it, I viewed it as a win. The simple fact Matt and Alek could talk, let alone make a plan together was huge progress. So I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I’d take it and run with it.


    I needed to run a last-minute errand, a little lingerie surprise for our getaway. I was able to give Brian the slip, and I was giddy I actually pulled it off. I knew Alek wasn’t going to be too happy, but I would be seeing him soon enough. And once he saw the reason for my escape, I was sure he would forgive me instantly.


    It was getting late and the sun had officially gone down for the evening. Walking back toward my car, I thought I heard a noise behind me. I turned quickly and found nothing but my overactive imagination.


    Relax, Sara. You’re working yourself up over nothing. Damn Alek and his constant paranoia to keep me safe.


    I clicked the key fob to unlock my doors as I approached the driver’s side. The interior light from the car provided me with some sort of relief, the darkness surrounding me a little overwhelming.


    As I attempted to open my door, my keys slipped from my fingers and fell to the ground. I was trying to juggle my purse, drink and the packages I’d purchased, and it proved to be too much.


    Great. As if I’m not freaked-out enough, I drop my keys. Isn’t that exactly what happens in the horror movies? The woman drops her keys, which allows the crazy psycho enough time to grab her? 


    What the hell, Sara. Stop freaking yourself out. Everything is fine. I had to think of something more pleasant before I got myself too worked up.


    I retrieved my fallen keys and opened my door but before I could escape to safety, someone tugged on my arm.


    I whipped my head around to see who it was, petrified for a split-second. Until I was met with the familiar sight of Brian.


    “Jesus Christ, Brian! You scared the shit out of me. What the hell are you doing?” I didn’t mean to sound so harsh but he really did scare me.


    “Nice play giving me the slip, Sara. You know Mr. Devera would have my head if he found out. If you value my life at all, you won’t do that to me again.”


    I knew he was right. Alek would be pissed at me but more so at him because he trusted him to watch out for me.


    I was so wrapped up in my own thoughts and the guilty feelings which washed over me at putting Brian’s job in jeopardy, I didn’t even see him approaching us.


    A static fog enveloped me, freezing me in place. Everything around me moved as if in slow motion.


    I saw him coming at us, yet I couldn’t do anything.


    I couldn’t say anything.


    I couldn’t even warn Brian.


    Before my brain could even tell my mouth to move, speak the words which were so obviously caught in my throat, Brian was on the ground and taking me with him. An object crashed down upon his head, pushing him forward and catching my leg in the process. I fell to the ground right beside him


    When I looked up, trying to make sense of what just happened, I was met with those eyes.


    Those vacant, dark, soulless eyes.


    His hair was different, longer and unkempt, as if he was trying to hide from everyone in plain sight. The longer I stared at him, the longer time seemed to stop. The only thoughts which flooded my brain were those from so long ago. It was as if nothing else had happened in my life.


    No Seattle.


    No new friends.


    No new job.


    No Alek.


    I was simply frozen with fear.


    “Hi, Sara,” he said in the most haunting voice imaginable. He was so calm. Too calm. “I’ve missed you so much.” His head was centered perfectly between his shoulders, but when he asked me his next question, he tilted a bit to the left, almost as if he was daring me to utter the wrong answer. “Have you missed me?” 


    He advanced toward me, not even waiting for my response.


    There was nowhere for me to run. But I had to try. I had to try for myself but more than that, I had to try for Alek.


    I stumbled away from him, almost snapping my wrist in the process. When I thought there was enough space to do so, I jumped to my feet, but it was too late. He grabbed my hair and yanked me backward until I hit his chest. 


    An all-too-familiar sour smell I had long-tried to forget smothered me.


    I flailed like a fish out of water, trying to escape his grasp, but all I accomplished was inhaling more of the odor into my lungs, suffocating me with every breath I tried to take.


    The world quickly faded around me, the darkness but a heavenly godsend to the reality I was thrown into. At least in the dark, I wouldn’t see his face. Or hear his voice. Or feel his touch.


    

  


  
    ~39~


    Alek


    


    I couldn’t stop grinning like a fool. I was finally going to have Sara all to myself, alone for the whole weekend. No friends to distract us, no job to get in the way. Well, I had a bit of a distraction but only for a short time, then she would be all mine.


    I had half a mind to tie her to the bed and not let her up until we had to head back home. But I knew she was looking forward to spending some time on the beach, so I’d have to share her with the world. For a little while, at least.


    Oh, shit! I better check what bathing suit she packed for our getaway. I could only imagine. I’d prepare myself because I knew unless she planned on donning a burlap sack, we were going to have words about what she wanted to wear on the beach. 


    I decided to grab a quick drink to calm my overactive mind before I started to feel the familiar pangs in my chest. I got so worked-up sometimes it was hard to calm down. Although, I was making an honest effort to do so. For her. And for me, so I didn’t keel over from a heart attack.


    Loving that woman was the best thing to ever happen to me. But my God, I was petrified all the time something was going to happen to her. I had those feelings beforehand, but ever since I’d lost sight of Samuel, I was even worse. 


    I loved her strong-willed spirit, and I wouldn’t want her to change for anything. But because of the way she was, she also tested the edges of my sanity.


    I was nervous about the upcoming weekend. I wanted our relationship to continue to move forward, and I was planning on asking her to move in with me…officially. She was staying with me for the time being only because of the threat of Samuel, but I wanted her to make the decision to want to live with me. For good.


    I had to make sure my approach was gentle and not stifling at all. If it was, she would back away, and I didn’t want that to happen. Shit, if it was up to me, we would’ve been making plans to be married and working on our first child.


    But with Sara being the more rational one out of the two of us, I had to proceed with caution, so as not to overwhelm her.


    Glancing down at my watch, I noticed time had escaped me. It was much later than I’d thought. I wondered what kept her. We had plans to catch a late dinner then turn in because of our early trip.


    I busied myself in my office, trying my best to allow my work to distract me. Plus, any extra time I could dedicate to Sara was time well spent in my opinion.


    I was lost in spreadsheets before I noticed it was well past the time Sara should’ve been home. Dialing her cell, I fully expected her to pick up, so I remained calm. Until there was no answer after my second attempt.


    Then my third.


    Then my fourth.


    Panic coursed through me. I tried to remain calm and remind myself sometimes her ringer was shut off. Even though I had repeatedly reminded her it was in her best interest to make sure the damn thing was on.


    I tried her one more time before letting my anxiety take over. “Come on, baby, answer the phone. Come on,” I whispered.


    The more time passed the more of a wreck I became. She would never be so late without at least calling me. Somehow, she would find a way to contact me. We weren’t fighting, so there was no reason for her to purposely give me the silent treatment. 


    Right before I totally freaked out, my phone rang. With a loud exhale of pent-up breath, I answered without even looking to see who was calling.


    “Hello.”


    “Hi, this is Maggie from St. Luke’s hospital calling.”


    My heart fell into a black hole. No. No. No. She can’t be hurt. She just can’t be.


    The lady on the other end of the phone continued to speak. “Do you know a Mr. Brian Alvarez?”


    What? This isn’t about Sara?


    “Sir? Are you still there?”


    “Sorry, yeah, I’m here.”


    “Do you know a Brian Alvarez? Your number is in his phone.”


    “Yes, I know him. Is he all right?” I asked in confusion, still trying to process the rapid thoughts, which were scrambling around in my head.


    “It seems he was attacked earlier this evening. He’s doing better, but he took quite a blow to the head.”


    I hung up the phone after letting her know I was on my way. I was halfway out the door when it dawned on me Brian was keeping watch over Sara.


    So, where is Sara? And who assaulted Brian?


    Once I entered his hospital room, I knew it was bad news, not only for Brian since he seemed to be in pretty bad shape, but also for Sara. I had a gut feeling she wasn’t simply late coming to the house.


    No, something was terribly wrong.


    Brian saw me as soon as I walked in and immediately looked anywhere but directly into my eyes.


    Yeah, this is bad.


    “What happened?” I strode closer to his bedside so he didn’t have to turn his head to speak to me.


    “Damn it, Mr. Devera. I don’t know. One minute, I’m talking to Sara and the next I’m on the ground, fading in and out of consciousness. The only thing I saw was Sara fall down next to me and a shadow of another person looming over her. Then I blacked out for good. Next thing I remember is waking up in this hospital bed.”


    My mind was reeling. My worst nightmare had come true.


    I knew who the shadow was.


    It was him.


    It was Samuel.


    I ran.


    I ran from Brian’s hospital room.


    I ran until I reached my car.


    I didn’t know where I was going but I was going to find her.


    I would cease to exist if she was taken from me. I was more alive than I’d ever been since that fateful day I decided to walk into her flower shop and finally meet her in person.


    I found exactly what I had been yearning for my entire life.


    It was the day I took my first breath.


    And I wasn’t going to let anyone take her from me.


    Not ever.


    I needed to find her so I could breathe again.
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~1~


Sara






I woke
up with the worst headache I’d had in a long time. It’d been years since I felt
that way—eight years, to be exact.  


Knowing
the previous few hours weren’t a nightmare, everything came crashing over me
like a tidal wave. 


The
parking lot.


Brian
being hit in the head and toppling forward.


Me on
the ground.


Then
looking into the face of the one man who turned my sweet, innocent life upside-down.
The one man I’d tried to block from the deepest recesses of my mind.


Samuel
Colden.


He was there
in the dark, stifling room with me. I could sense it from the way my body reacted,
an innate fear radiating through every cell of my trembling body. 


How long have I been here? Where did he take me? Will anyone
find me this time?


All
those years before, it took the authorities nine long, agonizing, torturous
days to find me, and they’d been informed Samuel was the last person to see me.
He was identified as giving me a ride, for Christ’s sake. And it still took them that long to rescue me.  


How long
would it take for someone to come save me this time? There in Seattle, if I was
even still there, left it wide open for the possibilities of where he could be
keeping me. It would be so much harder this time around.


The
longer I laid there, the more I seemed to drift in and out of consciousness. I
tried to will myself to stay awake for longer than five minutes at a clip, but
my body had other ideas. 


Unfortunately,
I could remember exactly all the feelings I was going through and, oddly
enough, with lucid clarity. 


I
remembered the headaches, the aches from where I was being restrained, the
fading in and out of blackness and the utter fear. Fear which traveled
throughout my entire body, my soul even.


I didn’t
know how long I’d been there, waiting for something else to happen, anything to
happen. I didn’t want to succumb to what I undoubtedly feared Samuel was going
to do to me, but I didn’t want to prolong it for endless hours…days even. If he
was going to kill me, I would rather he do it and stop torturing me. 


I heard
his shoes scuffing the wood boards above my head.


I heard
the jingle of keys.


Then I
heard the door open and heavy steps descend the creaky stairs.  


Darkness
surrounded me like a blanket of despair while I waited for Samuel to make his
move. 


The area
I was being held in had to be some sort of room hidden in the basement. The
dank, musty smell was a tell-tale sign. He was smart enough to know he would be
in more danger of being caught if he held me on one of the main floors. 


So many
questions raced through my head. Was the house abandoned? Did he rent the
place, waiting for the opportunity to snatch me up? Was he watching me? If so,
for how long? 


The
biggest question afflicting me was what were his plans for me this time?


It was
then I heard short, rapid breaths hitting the shell of my ear. Instantly, my own
breathing quickened and goose bumps broke out all over my skin, giving me a
feeling of pure dread.  


“I’ve
missed you so much, Sara. You’re all I thought about when I was locked away. I
told you I never wanted to go back, but you made me.” His fingers slid along my
jaw. “You made me go back there, Sara,” he repeated. 


To drive
home his complaint, he gripped my hair and painfully yanked my head to the
side, making me cry out.


“Please,
Samuel. Please, don’t do this to me.” I trembled, unable to control the shakes which
had taken over my body. “I want to go home. Please, just let me go home.”


“To
him?” A question at first. Although, the next time he spoke, it was a
statement. “You want to go home to him.”


“Please,”
I begged. I knew better than to mention Alek. Knowing it would enrage him
further, I did my best to keep off-topic from the man he apparently already
knew about.


“I saw
you with him, Sara. I saw you kiss him. Hold his hand. I saw you hug him.” His
hot breath fanned my face. “It should have been me. But you sent me away. And
now, you must pay for your sins. Pay for every one of them.”


The man
before me wasn’t the same man from eight years ago. Yes, he was crazy,
certifiably out of his mind. But the Samuel from long before wouldn’t have
wanted to punish me so. He simply wanted to be with me. We were involved in
some sort of twisted—albeit normal, in his mind—relationship. 


He’d
certainly had enough time over the years to dream up all sorts of ways for
making me pay for what he thought I did to him. In his warped brain, I was to
blame for having him locked up in the nut house. 


With his
acknowledgment of Alek, there was no doubt in my mind he thought I’d been
cheating on him. What was his punishment going to be for my infidelity? I had
to derive some sort of argument when he broached the subject again. 


I had to
think like a crazy person. What words would satisfy the insane?


“What
are you going to do to me?” Maybe I should have thought about the possible
answer to my question before I asked it. Sometimes ignorance was bliss, especially in a case such as
mine. 


I had
everything to live for, more so than when he’d stolen me before. I had great
friends and had finally found the man of my dreams. A man who was never going
to hear me tell him I loved him. A man who would forever blame himself for
whatever Samuel was going to do to me.           


I knew
how much Alek tried to protect and keep me safe. My abduction was going to
destroy him. Even if he found me, the damage was irrevocable. Knowing how much
he’d sacrificed over the years to see to it no harm came to me, Samuel had
destroyed his security in the blink of an eye. 


My
captor shuffled across the room, ruffling through drawers and tossing things
around. When he was finished, he made his way back up the stairs, never answering
the question I’d asked him.


Waiting
was the one thing which was going to unravel me. Obviously, I didn’t want him
to harm me, but there was no telling how long he would drag out the
anticipation for what was to come.


The more
time I had to contemplate my new fate, all sorts of scenarios running rampant
inside my head, the more my reality drifted away from me.


And I
needed to be in the present if I was going to have any chance of survival.











~2~


Sara



 

I woke up to the side of my face being smacked. At first it was
light, then when I’d still not opened my eyes, it was sharp and painful. 


“Wake up, Sara,” Samuel said as soon as he knew his slap had done
the trick of bringing me back to my twisted reality. He hovered over me, his
body close to mine as he tested the restraints, making sure they were still
intact.


The more my consciousness took over, the more I realized I really
needed to use the restroom. My poor bladder hadn’t been empty in I had no idea
how long. How long have I even been here?
Would he loosen the chains or would he make me use a bed pan like last time?


I’m about to find out.


“Samuel, I have to go to the bathroom. Can you please untie me?”


“No,” was all he said.


“Please,” I begged. “I don’t want to make a mess all over myself.
I’ll be quick, I swear.” 


His tone became more agitated the more I pushed him to respond. “I
know if I untie you, you’re going to try and escape.” He’d walked across the
small space and was rustling through an old, beat-up drawer. Earlier, he’d
brought a small lamp down with him, which allowed me to see what he was doing. “You’ve
only been here five hours and you already want to leave me.” Slamming the
drawer shut, he turned toward me and shouted, “You want to leave me and go back
to him!” His fists were clenched at his sides and I knew better than to push
him when he was so lost in his delusion. “But you can’t. I won’t allow it. I
won’t lose you again.” His last few words were barely spoken above a whisper, and
they were more haunting than the ones he shouted.


My thoughts were immediately overrun by the people in my life.  My best friend Alexa who would be beyond
worried about me, knowing the whole story of my past; Matt, who had recently
learned of what had happened to me all those years ago; and Alek, the one person
who had tried to save me, even from myself sometimes. 


If what Samuel had said was true and I had only been missing for
five hours then Alexa and Matt might not even know yet. But there was no doubt
Alek knew. I would never not show up,
especially not without at least contacting him. He was forever reminding me to
charge my phone and make sure I kept the ringer on, but even then, I would have
found a way to call him. 


Regret suddenly gripped me from the inside. Damn it! I should
have never ditched Brian. Even though he eventually found me, he had been
distracted, so worried about what Alek would have done to him had he not caught
up with me. If I’d done what I was supposed to then my shadow would have been
aware of our surroundings, cutting Samuel off as he approached or even securing
me so well, he would have never even shown himself. 


Damn my stubbornness and need to always go against Alek’s
warnings.


A noise to my right pushed me from my thoughts, and it was then I
realized my need to go to the bathroom had only intensified. I heard shuffling
across the floor before the groan of the step. My bladder muscles are going to be tested.  I hope they’re up for the challenge.


I wasn’t quite sure how much time had passed until he came back
down to the basement. He quickly approached me, scaring me enough to cause me
to flinch. The scowl on his face told me he didn’t appreciate my reaction. Reaching
forward, he unbound my hands from the posts above my head but left the
restraints around my ankles.  My poor
limbs screamed when I lowered them, soreness and the rush of blood causing me to
wince and moan in discomfort.  


Before I knew what was happening, he lifted me from the old
mattress and instantly bound my hands behind my back. He was making sure I
wasn’t going to try and escape. I stumbled as he ushered me toward the toilet
in the corner of the room. It wasn’t a far walk, but the chains around my
ankles made it near impossible to take a steady step. 


As I opened my mouth to ask him how he expected me to go to the
bathroom without the use of my hands, his fingers flew to the button on my
jeans, yanking them down along with my underwear. Mortified, I turned my head
to the side and held my breath. Gripping my shoulders, he pushed me down until
I sat on the toilet seat. 


Thankfully, Samuel had not sexually assaulted me the first time
he kidnapped me. But would this time be different? Had his fascination grown
over the years he was locked away? I shuddered at the thought and prayed he
wouldn’t have enough time to even contemplate such an act.


My body didn’t care what havoc was swirling around inside my
brain. Once I sat on the toilet, my bladder sighed in relief. In truth I should’ve
been thankful he hadn’t made me use a bedpan like before. Although humiliating,
this was a bit more dignified.


 Once finished, I tried my
best to stand on my own, but it was more difficult than I’d imagined.


Witnessing my struggle, he immediately grabbed my arms to help
steady me. He reached for a nearby rag and pressed it against me, drying me
before he pulled my underwear and jeans back up. There was nothing sexual in
his eyes or touch when he wiped me, even though his hand was essentially covering
my most intimate place. 


My stomach revolted from his touch, though. I had to take a deep
breath to make sure I didn’t throw up all over myself.  


Leading me back toward the bed, he gently placed me on the old
mattress and made quick work of reattaching my chains. His actions were gentle,
telling me he didn’t really wish to cause me harm. Maybe I was reading too much
into a simple gesture, but it was all I had. It gave me hope, and I would
clutch on to it for as long as it remained true.  


He disappeared from the room only to return not long after,
carrying a bowl of food which smelled pretty good. Fortunately, I had the sense
to know he’d probably drugged it and thankfully, I was nowhere near starvation.



The bed dipped from his weight. I stared into his eyes, trying to
see if I could gauge anything, trying to catch a glimmer of what was to come. But
there was nothing. His vacant stare was glazed over, as if he wasn’t even
present.  


His eyes locked on mine so long I would have sworn we were
engaged in some sort of contest. Finally, he broke the silence with his gruff
voice. 


“I’m sure you’re hungry, Sara. I brought you beef stew.” When I
didn’t make a move or respond, he pushed the spoon closer to my mouth, letting
a small amount of it hit my chest as it fell from the utensil. 


It was lukewarm at best.


My lips locked up tight and I tried my best to shake my head. I
didn’t want to anger him, but I didn’t trust I wouldn’t fall sick because of
what he was trying to feed me. 


As I struggled to back away, he reached forward and painfully
gripped my chin, pulling me closer. Prying my lips open with his dirty fingers,
he slipped the spoon inside my mouth. 


I instantly started coughing, spitting out the small amount of
stew he’d managed to feed me. But he kept at it, shoveling the warm food past
my lips. Because I had no other choice, I swallowed a portion of it. It was
either eat or choke to death. 


I chose to stay alive another day. 


After he was done, he simply disappeared back upstairs, leaving
me alone yet again to ponder how long my future would be.











~3~


Alek



 

It’d been two of the longest days of my fucking life. The tracker
I’d installed on Sara’s phone right after I found out Samuel was released kept
fading in and out. She had no idea I’d put the damn thing on there, but I was
sure it would be the one and only time she wouldn’t argue with me about invading
her privacy. 


I’d also
placed a device on her car, but finding the vehicle abandoned in a busy parking
lot was a huge setback. But had I really thought it would have been easy? 


The need for discretion was of the utmost importance because I
didn’t want to alert Samuel, fearing he would move her, taking her away from me
forever. Every time I’d been close to where I thought she was kept, it was a
false alarm. 


Thankfully, I had many connections and a lot of people who owed me
favors. Calling in one such service, I’d had a local realtor run the names of
all the people who’d either purchased or rented a place within a hundred-mile
radius of Seattle. I knew it was a long shot, but I was hoping he’d taken her
somewhere nearby.


Taken.


I still couldn’t believe he’d been able to snatch her away from
me so easily. Thinking I’d taken every precaution, I’d gotten lazy. I should
have been with her. Twenty-four-fucking-seven. No one could protect her like I
could, or so I’d thought.


Guess I was wrong. 


I prayed I could make things right again, bring Sara back home
and dispose of Samuel once and for all. What did that mean exactly? I had no
idea. I figured we’d see how things panned out, but I wasn’t above getting my
hands dirty in order to secure her very long, bright future.


None of the property searches turned up anything, so I’d have to
go off the unreliable tracker. Its signal waned the further north of the city I
drove, leading me to a more generalized area. 


Driving around side streets without my headlights proved to be
treacherous. The dark of the night threatened to swallow me up if I wasn’t
careful. It was funny because if I’d really thought I lost her forever, I would
have run screaming into its steely cold embrace. 


But I had hope. 


Never mind my intuition was heightened. The chemistry which typically
flowed between us was faint, but still present.


As I traveled down a dead-end street, there was a house on the
corner which looked to be abandoned. The roof was old, shingles hanging off the
sides, threatening to fall off given one more rainstorm. The front porch was
missing and the siding was rotting away, as if whatever was housed inside had
caused all the damage.


Instinct told me she was there. Plus the tracker suddenly picked
up a stronger signal. 


I ended up two hours outside of Seattle. So much for her being close by. Although, I would drive to the ends
of the Earth if it meant I would find her, bring her home with me where she’d
be safe and away from Samuel. I couldn’t even imagine what she was going through.
To be taken…twice…by the same man. The fear she must’ve been experiencing was
enough to reduce me to tears. 


Fighting back the lump in my throat, I knew I had to be strong. I
had to search, hopefully find her inside the decaying house and get the hell
out. 


Quickly. 


Parking
down the road, I gently closed my car door. I steadily crept along, trying as
much as I could to stay hidden behind whatever shelter I could find. Trees,
shrubs, vehicles parked along the street—they were all the camouflage I needed
right then.


With
every step I took, I prayed she was still breathing. I didn’t think he would
kidnap her only to kill her right away. Although I was trying my best to see
things through his eyes, I simply wasn’t hard-wired as a mad man.  


When I
finally came upon the house, it was eerily quiet. There was but one light on, in
the back, toward what was probably the kitchen. 


It was
all I needed. 


Creeping
along the side, I searched for a basement. I didn’t know why my mind went there
but it did. Maybe it was all those damn scary movies Sara made me watch. I much
preferred action flicks, but if her insistence on the horror genre was what
eventually led me to her, then I would watch each and every one she wanted from
there on out.


As I
stood there, my thoughts overtook me. Dark thoughts. Hopeless thoughts. I’d
envisioned what my life would be like without the infuriating, amazing and
beautiful woman who had come crashing into it. 


That
sort of fate I wouldn’t survive. I would be but a shell of a man. At least
before, I had no idea what I’d been missing out on. But now…there was no going
back.


For as
much as I wanted to spend the next fifty years of my life cherishing, arguing with,
and loving her, I couldn’t shake the feeling I was doing more harm than good
being so involved in her life. 


In all
the years I’d committed to protecting her, watching her and staying in the
background, her safety was never once compromised. But ever since I’d made the
selfish decision and invited myself into her world, up-close and personal,
she’d been put in two very dangerous situations. 


First,
the creep at Carlson’s who attacked her in the hallway, and then Samuel
kidnapping her again.  


Pushing
my uncertain thoughts to the back of my mind, I knew I didn’t have time to
contemplate what it all meant. Sara was still in grave danger and with every
second that passed, I ran the risk of losing her forever.  


When I’d
snuck around to the back of the house, I cautiously tried to peer through every
available window, but it was of no use because they were heavily shaded from
the inside. I decided to try the back door, praying it wasn’t heavily
barricaded.  When my fingers circled the
handle, it turned. But the door didn’t open. 


As quietly
as I could, I hit the frame with my shoulder. It was loud at first, especially
since it was the only sound drifting through the air around me. I hit it again. Finally, the wood
splintered and the door flung open. I caught it before it hit the wall inside.


I’m pretty good at breaking down doors, it seems.


As I
stepped over the threshold, I was bombarded with thoughts of an ambush. Did he
know I was there? Was he waiting for me? 


Moving three
more steps inside, I cautiously moved around the rooms as if they were booby-trapped.
Taking my time to peer around corners, stopping every few feet to listen for
any kind of sounds, had started to try my patience. But I had no other choice. If
I had any hope of escape, I had to be careful.


I wasn’t
afraid of Samuel, not in the least. The last time I’d lost a fight, I’d been in
the fifth grade and it was only because there were three of them. I knew if I
came up against the man who took Sara, he would be lucky to crawl out alive. 


What I was afraid of was coming across him in
one of the dark crevices of the house and strangling the life right out of him
before I was able to locate Sara. I had to remind myself not to act without
thinking, and to rein in my rage long enough to be able to rescue her.


Then all
bets were off. Whatever happened…happened. 


As I rounded
the corner to enter a different room, I heard someone yell above me, followed
by a loud crash. An object had been thrown against the wall, shattering into a
million pieces. 


If I was
a betting man, I would guess Samuel had found the tracking device hidden in
Sara’s cell phone because the signal I had went dead at the exact moment of
impact. 


I heard
heavy footsteps circling, the creaking of the floorboards above my head only
adding to the direness of the situation. Samuel was probably pacing around, not
quite sure if someone was on their way to rescue her or not. 


But it
was too late.


I was
already there.


Before I
took another step, someone wrapped their fingers around my arm, tugging me
backward.  Whirling around to fight off
the intruder, I’d thankfully stopped my fist in mid air before connecting with
the man’s face.


It was
Kael.


In my
quest to save my woman, I’d completely forgotten he was following behind me for
the past hour.  He’d called me while I
was enroute and offered to come with me. 
At first, I was hesitant, not wanting to endanger anyone else’s life,
but I quickly realized I could definitely use his help.  With the two of us, we would surely be able
to locate Sara quicker.  Plus there was
extra muscle in case we came face to face with her captor. 


The
sounds above us brought me back to reality. 
While Samuel was distracted by his own paranoia, we went to find Sara. We
searched all of the rooms downstairs but to no avail. Obviously, we weren’t going
to check upstairs because he was up there, so we headed off to look for a
basement door. I was living in my own horror film, so I prayed my reality
mirrored the movies and she was down there somewhere. Once I located it, I
twisted the handle slowly, the door creaking as it brushed across the floor. 


Fuck. I hope he can’t hear me. Not yet. 


The only
light we had to guide us was from my phone. Thankfully, it was bright enough
for me to see in front of me, but not too bright to bring any unnecessary
attention. We took the stairs slowly, unaware if there were any missing or
rotten ones in our path. Once we’d safely reached the bottom, I made quick work
of searching the darkened room. 


All I
saw were old broken pieces of furniture and piles of boxes, with God knew what
in them, littering every corner of the room. 


As we were
about to head back upstairs and venture to the floor where Samuel was, I heard
the faintest of sounds coming from somewhere nearby. I strained to hear, but
the sound of my beating heart deafened me. Taking a couple of deep breaths, I
was able to calm my anxiety enough to hear it again. 


The
sound flitted in the air all around me.


Where the hell is it coming from? 


A faint
whimper.


Heading
off in the direction where I thought I heard the noise proved to be correct. As
I came closer, the light whimpers turned into quiet sobs. 


It was
Sara.


She was
crying.


Where the hell is she? My fingers glided over the rough
wall, feeling for any kind of secret passage. Finally, I found a gap between
the panels. When I pushed, it gave way to a door to another room.


Shining
my small light through the darkness, my heart picked up pace as I saw a body lying
on a bed not twenty feet in front of me.


I found
her. 


It took
everything in me not to shout at the top of my lungs, but I had to be quiet. I
needed as much time as possible to devise a plan.  


As I
walked closer, I noticed immediately her hands and feet were chained to the
old, dirty bed. Rage instantly pumped me up, preparing me to rip him apart with
my bare hands. My breaths, although controlled, were short and choppy, a pain
radiating through my tightly coiled chest. 


Calm down. You’re no good to anyone if you can’t focus
on anything but your fury.


Talking
to myself proved effective. For the time being, anyway. I took three more steps
toward her, and although I was already teetering on the edge, it wasn’t until I
saw her eyes that I started to unravel. 


Her gaze
locked with mine but she looked straight through me. 


As if I
wasn’t even there. 


My heart
broke. 











~4~


Sara



 

Surely my eyes were playing tricks on me. I saw a man standing
near me, but it wasn’t Samuel. At least it didn’t look like him. The small
amount of light which shone from something in his hand wasn’t enough for me to
determine who was sharing the same space with me.


As he moved closer, the feel of the air changed. I sensed who it
might have been, but I didn’t allow my brain to go there. 


The more he advanced, the more the energy bristled between us. Still,
I didn’t acknowledge who it could have been, there in the dark, musty old room,
hidden in the basement of some crappy house. 


Hope was the only thing I had left, and if he wasn’t really there
with me, then what was the point? I would beg for the cold hands of despair to
strangle me. My mental status would have been zapped from me, hallucinations
taking over and making me as insane as the man who took me.


“Sara. Can you hear me?” the man whispered, continuing to advance
toward the bed, toward my chained-up body. His voice sounded like Alek’s, but
still I didn’t give in to the dream of being rescued. 


I closed my eyes and kept telling myself it wasn’t real. None of
it. I wasn’t being kept chained in a smelly basement. I wasn’t hoping and
praying Samuel would kill me already and end it. I wasn’t praying the man I
loved would come and save me. 


No…it’s all a dream. I
was going to wake up any minute, nestled into the crook of his arm, our bodies
twisted around each other in his big, comfy bed. 


“Baby,” the voice called out again. Warm breath brushed my cheek.



Then a familiar scent invaded my senses. But could I be sure I
wasn’t simply fantasizing, the deepest recesses of my mind overpowering my
sense of logic, of what was real or not?


Opening my eyes proved futile because I still couldn’t make out
anything except a looming form. Was it Samuel trying to trick me? Don’t say Alek’s name. He might become upset
and hurt you. 


I held my breath as fingers caressed my hair. I was trying to
remain strong, but my walls broke. A tear escaped and dripped to the mattress
below. Then another. And another. 


“Don’t cry, honey,” he said. “I’m here now. I’ve come to take you
home.” 


It was him.


Alek was really there to rescue me.


Before I could respond, I heard someone else descend the steps. Fear
wrapped around me again. “Please,” I begged. “Get me out of here.” My body shook,
the chains above my head making a loud rattling noise. 


Reaching out, he stilled the clinking with his hands. “Don’t
move, Sara. We can’t alert him. We can’t risk it. Not yet.”


Someone was moving closer to where we were. The door was pushed
open and another light shone into the darkness. “Devera, did you find her?” Kael?


“She’s over here. Help me find something to cut these chains.”


“Chains?” Kael asked, more in astonishment than anything.


“I’ll be right back, sweetheart,” he promised before moving away
from the bed to join his friend in the middle of the small room. 


I knew better than to cry out, the fear ever-present Samuel would
discover they’d come to rescue me. I remained quiet, my breathing slowed so I
could listen for his footsteps. Alek and Kael moved about the room with the
stealth of ninjas. I couldn’t see too well, but my ears pricked to the slight
noises they made. It was faint, but I heard the rustle of their shoes as they
searched the room for something to break my binds. 


Finally, I heard Kael whisper, “I think I found something that’ll
work.” Both men rushed to my side. Something took hold of the large chains
above me, and within seconds I heard a loud clanking sound. 


It scared me.


It thrilled me. 


Alek made quick work of freeing both my arms and legs. I’d been
in the same position for what felt like forever, so when he tried to move me, I
cried out. The blood rushed quickly to my limbs, the pain more than I thought
it would be.


“Sorry, baby, but we have to get you up and moving. Breathe
through it.” He helped me to my feet and once I was steady, the pain in my
hands and feet subsiding a little, I grabbed hold of his shoulders.


“I knew you would come for me.” I became dizzy, the air in the
room suddenly stifling. “You always come for me,” I mumbled before I passed
out.


The next thing I knew, I was being lowered to my feet. Awareness
of my surroundings bombarded me like a heavy weight. “Are we still here?” I
asked, my confusion slowly waning.


“Unfortunately, yes. We’re on the main floor. We’ll be out of
here soon.” Alek circled my waist and pulled me close, allowing me to rest
against him for support.


Kael came up behind us, startling me and making me jump. “Sorry,
Sara. Didn’t mean to frighten you.”


“Well, it’s not hard to do.” I tried to laugh, but there wasn’t
anything funny about what was going on around us. 


“You ready?” Alek asked his friend, already moving in the
direction of the back door.


“Yeah. Let’s go,” he answered.


As we stepped toward freedom, our movements were halted when
Samuel walked directly in front of us. At first, he looked as if he was
confused, glancing back and forth between the two men who had come to rescue
me. Then his gaze fell on me.


He looked dejected, as if he couldn’t believe I was leaving him. 


Again.


He completely ignored Alek and Kael, his focus solely on me as he
spoke. “Sara. Where are you going? Why are you leaving me?”


His voice was calm, posture rigid, his demeanor threatening.


Alek shielded me with his body, pushing me to step behind him. “Get
out of our way, Samuel. We’re leaving.”


Kael added, “We’ve called the cops, so don’t even try anything.” 


My captor completely ignored both of them, his attention still
focused only on me. It was creepy, but had I expected anything less?


It was weird. I could deal with our situation when it was the two
of us. Okay, maybe not deal, but at
least no one else was involved. But having to watch Alek witness the bizarre
back-and-forth between us was unnerving. I knew how much it affected him. His
eyes were resolute as he stared at Samuel. Even through the dim lighting of the
room, cast by a lamp in the corner, I caught a glimpse of his despair when I
turned to look at him. An action my kidnapper didn’t appreciate.


He took one step toward me. 


Toward us.


“Don’t look at him, Sara. Look at me,” he demanded. “You belong
with me. Not him. Why are you trying to run away? All I’ve ever done was love
you.” His words were slurring the more he spoke. Was he on something? Was he
medicated at all? Because whatever it was didn’t take the crazy out of him.


Alek reached down and gripped my hand in his, squeezing tight. His
rage was breaching the surface; one wrong word and he would be in full-on
attack mode. “Don’t say another fucking word to her. Do you hear me?” he
seethed, his muscles tensing in his anger.


Again, Samuel never acknowledged him.


Kael took a step to the side in an effort to make Samuel feel as
if he was surrounded. Off in the far distance, I could hear sirens. Hurry up. I wanted to leave as quickly
as possible, but I also wanted to make sure they caught him. His second time
kidnapping me was surely enough for them to lock him away for the rest of his
natural-born life.


He must have heard the sound of the police as well, because
before anyone of us could even take our next breath, Samuel advanced, lifted
his arm and pointed a gun at Alek.


I froze.


No. No. No. 


This can’t be happening. 


As soon as he drew his weapon, Kael stepped closer and raised his
own gun, pointing it directly at Samuel’s head. Nerves racked through me,
unaware of how everything was going to turn out. There were no guarantees. Scratch
that. The only guarantee I could depend on was Samuel didn’t care if he lived
or died. He only wanted me. I could see it in his dead, blank stare. 


“If you leave me, Sara, I’ll kill him.” He wasn’t paying any
attention to the gun Kael had aimed at him. It was almost as if he hadn’t even
seen it. Or him. 


“Then you’re going to have to kill me, because she is leaving and you’re never going to see
her again,” Alek goaded. I tried to warn him with my grip not to antagonize Samuel.
He ignored me. 


“Samuel,” I started. “Please, don’t harm him. He has nothing to
do with this.”


“He does!” he shouted, his voice ringing out in the air around
us. “If it wasn’t for him, you would be with me. We would be so happy
together.” The tension in his voice became more strained as the situation unraveled.


I remained silent. I had no idea what to say to him. Uttering the
wrong words would surely cause him to explode, and I couldn’t take the chance. Not
with Alek’s life.


Taking a step forward so I was positioned directly next to Alek
proved to be a fatal mistake. I saw the recognition in Samuel’s eyes. He saw me
as standing up for Alek, and it didn’t sit well in his crazy mind.


His posture straightened.


He inhaled a deep breath, and I knew it was coming.


I couldn’t see his finger on the trigger, but I sensed he was about
to pull it.


So I did the only thing I could.


I jumped in front of the man I loved as the shot rang out.


As I was thrust to the side, then to the ground below, all I kept
thinking was, Is Alek okay? Is he hurt?


I did my best to focus on the commotion around me but the more I
stayed alert, the more the pain overtook me. 


If I close my eyes, the
pain will stop.  


Slowly drifting off into the darkness, my only thoughts were of
the man who always tried to save me. I prayed I was able to save him in return.
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Alek



 

It all happened so fast. First, Samuel blocked our route to
escape, then he was spouting off crazy shit about him and Sara being happy
together and that it was all my fault. Like I’d gotten in the way. Well, you’re damn right I did. I put myself
between the woman I love and a crazy-ass psycho. 


Everything after was a blur. For reasons unknown, Sara jumped in
front of me to shield me from the bullet. I didn’t even know how she realized he
was going to fire it at me. 


Didn’t she know I would die for her? 


Give my life to protect her? 



Once the gun fired, I lunged forward without thinking and knocked
Samuel back against the wall. I heard Kael shouting to me, but I blocked him
out. The only mission I was on was to steal the life from him. I should have
been checking on Sara. I had no idea how she was, but I chose to stay in denial
a little while longer. Plus, I knew my friend would tend to her while I set
about destroying Samuel.  


Wrestling around on the ground proved to be more difficult for
him than it was for me. I had rage and fear on my side, which allowed me to
best him rather quickly. The first punch shattered his nose, the second knocked
him out cold.


As soon as I stood, I ran over to check on Sara. Kael was
kneeling over her body, shaking his head profusely as he tried to find the
wound. There was so much blood, it was hard to locate exactly where the bullet
had hit her. I prayed right then and there, asking God to spare her life and not
take her from my world. 


But my worst fears were coming true right in front of me. 


Reaching down to check her over myself, my hands were immersed in
her blood, the warm, sticky substance oozing from somewhere on or around her
chest.


My fingers circled her wrist, trying my best to find a pulse.  She had one, but it was weak. 


“I’ve called 911, Alek. They’ll be here any minute.” The sirens
we’d heard before were closer, maybe two or three minutes away. As I prepared
to cradle Sara’s head in my lap, I noticed movement in my peripheral vision. I
turned toward the distraction and saw Samuel starting to come back around.  


Sara laid there dying yet he had the audacity to breathe life? As
if he was entitled to it?


I snapped.


Searching on the ground around me, I located his fallen gun,
gripped it in my hand as if it was my best decision and moved toward the man
who would forever change not only my life but Sara’s, as well.   


There was no way she was going to be the same after that night.
He managed to rip away what little safety she’d felt after so many years living
in fear. 


As for me, he was going to be the first and only person whose
life I would extinguish without a second thought. 


I kicked his side when I finally stood next to him, the barrel of
the gun pointed right between his eyes. Kael was still crouched next to Sara’s
body, holding her hand while he looked after me with concern. 


“Alek, don’t do it. Let the cops sort him out.” I heard his words,
but they meant nothing to me. They didn’t even permeate my brain.


Ignoring my good friend, I placed all my focus on the man at my feet. He glanced up, and
the look he gave me almost made me pity him. He was delusional and certifiable but
in his head, he was normal.


“They’ll
see I’m better one day. They’ll let me out, and I’ll come back for her.” 


I never hesitated.


I pulled the trigger and watched the life drain from his eyes. Only
when I was sure he took his last breath did I release the gun from my hand. It
made the loudest noise as it crashed to the floor.  


~~~~


I was going to wear a hole in the carpet if I didn’t stop pacing,
my impatience and nerves driving my legs to walk back and forth on their own
accord.  


I knew I was driving the hospital staff crazy with my incessant
rants about wanting information on Sara. Every five minutes, I was demanding answers
and each time, they told me I had to wait. Needing to hear something from the
doctor was slowly eating me up. 


I kept picturing Sara lying helpless on the floor, bleeding out
right in front of me. All because she took it upon herself to try and protect
me.


To save me instead of the other way around.


A wide range of emotions flooded through me. Anger and fear were
battling for the title, and I wasn’t quite sure which one was going to hold the
belt in the end. 


There were so many things I wanted to say to her. I only hoped I had
the chance to tell her how much she truly meant to me. I also needed to express
how angry I was with her. Upset she put her own life in jeopardy, a life I’d
spent the greater part of a decade trying to protect. Without thought, she tossed
it all away, threw caution to the wind with one fateful, selfless and stupid
decision.


The more I thought about what had transpired, the more my chest
hurt. If I don’t watch it, I’m going to
be lying right next to her. We could be roommates. 


In the middle of my internal meltdown, I noticed two people walking
toward me in the waiting room. Looking up, I saw Alexa was holding on to Matt’s
arm, despair written all over her face. I’d filled them both in when I went to
look for her, so when I placed the call she was in the hospital, they knew it
wasn’t good.


Matt helped Alexa to her seat before he approached me. He really
wasn’t a bad guy. Actually, the more I saw him interact with both Sara and
Alexa, the more comfortable I was with him being in my woman’s life. He cared
for them as if he was their brother. I had to admire that.


He extended his hand and, for once, I took it without
reservation. He was almost as worried about his dear friend as I was. 


“How is she? Have you heard anything? What happened?” he spouted,
question after question falling from his lips without a break.


“I don’t know how she is,” I grated. “These bastards won’t tell
me a damn thing. All I know is she was taken into surgery four hours ago.”


“Surgery?” Alexa cried. “What happened, Alek?” She held my gaze
until her face dropped into her hands, sobs racking her body as she wept for
her best friend.


“She was shot.” Three of the worst words I’d ever muttered in my
entire life. “Honestly, I don’t know anything yet. The doctor hasn’t even been
out to update me on her status. Hell, I don’t even know if she’s still in
surgery.”


Matt stared at me as if he held me responsible for Sara’s
predicament. Could I blame him? I would forever carry around the guilt until my
dying day. 


Without saying a word, Matt joined Alexa on the small sofa in the
corner of the waiting room. We glanced at each other from time to time but
other than those fleeting moments, we sat and waited in silence. Well, they sat. I continued to do what I did best:
pace.


When I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, a doctor came
strolling into the room. Where the hell is
his sense of urgency? Doesn’t he know
the love of my life lay clinging to life somewhere in this hospital?


“Mr. Devera?” he asked as he looked around the room, trying to
pinpoint which one of us was going to answer. When I walked closer, basically
announcing I was the man he was looking for, he opened his mouth. Please, tell me good news. 


 “Miss Hawthorne’s surgery
went well. Luckily, there wasn’t too much damage to her shoulder. She should
have full range of motion after some physical therapy. Other than that, she’ll
be fine.”


Her shoulder? I could
have sworn she was shot directly in the chest. I was preparing myself to
receive news the bullet had pierced her heart. 


Because that was exactly what it had done to mine. 


“When can I see her?” I asked, standing a little too close to
him. 


“I’ll send a nurse out soon to take you back. But please, don’t
stay too long because she’s still quite woozy from the anesthesia. Plus, she
needs her rest.” He left before I could ask him any more questions. His staff
had probably warned him about me, so he made sure to give me an update then got
the hell out of there.


Sure enough, not five minutes later, a nurse escorted us back to
Sara’s room.  


“Normally, we only allow one visitor but seeing as how you all
have been here for hours, we’ll make an exception this time. Don’t be too long
because she needs her rest.” 


I quickly thanked her before rushing to Sara’s beside.


My heart all but stopped when I saw her lying in the bed, looking
damaged and broken.


My soul broke apart inside me, piercing my heart like tiny razor
blades, making me bleed out all of my hurt, anger and fear. 
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Sara



 

I was lost between delirium and reality when I saw him approach. He
looked so broken, like a piece of him died when he rescued me. With each step
he took, I could see the immense love laced in his eyes, but there was also a
great fear lurking underneath. 


Knowing he must have been going out of his mind with worry the
whole time he was unable to find me, I wanted nothing more than to comfort him.
I had no doubt he was beating himself up, taking the blame for my abduction. 


He was crazy protective over me, and the realm of his sanity had surely
been tested. 


“Hi, beautiful.”


I croaked out a response, my throat too raw and painful to provide
anything more than a garble. Pain bombarded me with a fierceness I’d never felt
before; it almost took my breath away. I winced and cringed from the slightest
movement. My arm hurt but since the pain radiated all over, I wasn’t quite sure
where the actual damage was. I also wasn’t in any shape to comprehend even if
Alek explained it to me.


Curiosity won out, though. “What happened? I remember Samuel
standing in front of us as we were trying to leave, but my memory is a little
fuzzy after that.” I flinched one more time, my arm slipping off the propped-up
pillows.


“First things first,” Alek interrupted. “Do you need a nurse?”


“I think so. My arm is killing me.”


“I’ll call someone in, Sara,” Alexa said. It wasn’t until I heard
her voice did I even take notice there were other people in the room with us. 


Both Matt and Alexa were patiently standing behind Alek, waiting
for their turn to visit with me.


How did I not see them
standing there? 


“Thanks, Lex,” I mumbled, my speech slurring as I spoke.


Fixing my eyes back on Alek, I asked him again about what happened.
I knew something was off because although I was still in pain, my
comprehension, speech and movements were slowed, no doubt from the effects of
whatever drugs were pumping through my body.


 “He tried to stop us as we
were all leaving. Then you…you…” He trailed off, the end of his sentence too
much for him to recall. 


“Who else was there?”


“Kael. You don’t remember him being with us?”


Memories flooded back the more he spoke. I vaguely remembered his
friend being in the house. My brain was still a little hazy, but I think I
recalled him holding my hand as I was lying on the floor. 


Bleeding.


Fading in and out of consciousness. 


“Sara? Are you okay?”


“What?” I asked, still having difficulty focusing. “Yeah, I’m
fine. It’s taking me a little while to remember. That’s all.”


“Why don’t we discuss this a little later? After you’ve had time
to recuperate more?” I could tell he
was the one who didn’t want to talk about what happened. Before I had the
chance to answer, Alexa came back into the room, a nurse following behind her.


“Look who I found! And it looks like she has the good shit with
her, too.” She winked, trying her best to lighten the mood. When she rounded
the bed and stood beside me, she reached down and clasped my hand. The look on
her face was sad although she was smiling. 
She was doing her best to make me forget, even if for a moment, and I
couldn’t be luckier she was my best friend. 


I knew they were all scared. Shit, I was scared and I’d been the one to live through it. Twice. 


When Alek saw the nurse was attending to my pain, he physically
relaxed. Whatever the wonderful woman had put in my IV, it was taking effect
and fast. My eyelids became heavy, the pain in my arm dwindling to a mere
throb. I was suddenly tired, and although I wanted to visit a while longer, I knew
my body had a different plan.


Alexa squeezed my hand before giving me a quick hug. “I’ll come
back tomorrow, Sara. You need to rest. Love you.” 


“Love you, too,” I grumbled, the drugs kicking in full-force. 


Giving both men a hug, she made her way toward the door. Before
she could disappear, Alek called out to her. 


“Alexa, wait. I’ll walk you out.” He was such a gentleman. I knew
Matt would have walked her out, but I could tell he wanted to spend more time
with me. “I’m running to the cafeteria on my way back up,” he mentioned,
turning his attention fully on Matt. “Do you want anything?”


To say I was shocked would be an understatement. Even in my hazy
state, the mere fact he was so pleasant with my friend was astounding. I’d seen
subtle changes over the past couple of months when it came to dealing with Matt,
but to witness it in such an obvious way threw me for a loop. 


“Nah. I’m good. Thanks, though.” Matt nodded and turned his
attention back on me as Alek and Alexa exited my hospital room. 


“When did you guys become best buds?” I whispered, falling into a
coughing fit because my throat was so damn dry. Matt instantly poured me a
small glass of water, stepping closer to my bed and holding it to my lips so I
could drink. 


“Are you all right?” he questioned. I hated I was the one who
caused him to worry about me. All of them. At the same time, though, I was
beyond grateful I was surrounded by such wonderful people. 


After my throat had been soothed with cool liquid, I was able to
speak a little better. More coherently. “I’ll be fine. Stop worrying about me,
Matt. I can see the look on your face.” I reached for his hand. The moment we
touched, his eyes became glassy, fear for me suddenly overwhelming. 


“I was so scared something bad happened to you, Sara.” He shook
his head, gripping my hand tighter. “I mean…more than that psycho snatching you
up. When I got the call you’d been found but were rushed to the hospital, I immediately
thought the worst.” 


I tried my best to comfort him. I found it funny I was the one
lying in the hospital bed, my shoulder all mangled to hell, yet I felt bad for
making everyone else worry about me.


The more the minutes passed, the sleepier I became until I could
no longer keep my eyes open. Matt had stopped talking, knowing I wasn’t paying
attention any longer. I hoped he wasn’t offended, praying he realized my body
wasn’t my own any longer. 


The last sight I saw before my lids closed was Alek strolling
back into the room, his attention solely on me as I drifted off into a healing
sleep.
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Alek



 

I knew damn well once Sara woke up and was lucid enough she was
going to want to know what happened. The full story. Doing my best to prepare
myself for when the time came, I squared my shoulders and paced the room.


She’d been asleep for six hours. I saw her stir at one point, her
face contorting in a bad dream. I prayed she wasn’t reliving the very real
nightmare she’d recently endured. I couldn’t protect her in her dreams, and it
killed me.


“Alek,” she called out, causing me to instantly rush to her side.


“I’m here. How are you feeling?” I reached for her hand and the
instant we touched, I was calm. Constantly being on edge was starting to wear
on me. I knew I had to take it easy, but it was hard to convince myself to do
so. Reminding myself Sara was alive and would fully recover should have been
enough for me to relax. But it wasn’t. 


An odd thought crept in, one I’d had before when I was on my way
to save her from Samuel. A feeling I pushed to the back of my mind, not having
enough emotional energy to deal with it in the moment.


She was safer before you
barged into her life.


Pushing everything aside, I focused all my attention back on
Sara.


“My shoulder is killing me but otherwise, I’m okay.”


Trying to dislodge my hand from hers, I offered, “I’ll call the
nurse so she can give you something for the pain.”


She held tight, her strength surprising me. “No. I’ll deal with
it. While the meds dull the pain, I can’t focus and all I do is drift off to
sleep.” She squeezed my fingers. “I want to talk to you about what happened. My
mind is still a little fuzzy.”


I averted my eyes, not wanting to have to relive what she’d gone through.
Hell, what I’d gone through. 


“Alek. Please, tell me what happened. Help me remember so I can
move on.” My lips parted and I inhaled a deep breath but before any words
slipped out, Sara’s breathing changed and she started shaking.


At first, I thought she was having some kind of reaction, her
body convulsing in warning. But the closer I looked, I saw the fear in her eyes,
and it had nothing to do with what was going on with her physically. 


She was remembering something, and it was freaking her out. 


 “Where is he?” Where is
Samuel?” She closed her eyes and waited for me to respond. I took some time
before answering, trying to figure out the best way to tell her what I’d done. “What?
Where is he? Oh, my God, did he escape?” Her eyes remained closed as she fired
off question after question at me.


Stroking her hair in an effort to try and comfort her, I leaned
in close and hovered above her. 


“He’s dead.” She remained silent, for countless seconds. “Did you
hear me, Sara? Samuel’s dead. He’ll never harm you again, baby.”


Still nothing. Her chest was barely moving and for a second, I
thought she’d fallen back asleep, right in the middle of her paranoia.


“How?” she asked, her eyes finally opening and focusing on my
face.


I didn’t hesitate. I had no regrets about taking his life. None
whatsoever. I’d do it again in a heartbeat if it meant she would be safe.


 “I killed him.”


The gasp which fell from her lips broke my heart. She seemed
conflicted, not sure what she should feel. She had to be relieved he was no
longer a threat, but I think she was also concerned for me, for what I’d done.


Tears instantly streamed down her face, followed quickly by
uncontrollable sobs. 


Running my fingers over her cheeks and trying to catch her tears,
I tried my best to soothe her. “Please, don’t cry, Sara. It’s over. It’s done.”
My voice was as calm as I could manage, and I think my composed tone was what
finally settled her. 


 “Talk to me, baby. Why are
you crying? You’re safe now. He will never threaten you again.”


She finally spoke, a breath of relief rushing out of me. 


 “I’m relieved he’s no
longer here, Alek, but the fact you were the one to end his life is what I’m
upset about.” I was going to interject, but she instructed me to let her finish
with a simple glance. “I never wanted you to be the one who would have to live
with the regret of taking his life. It should have been me. I should have put a
stop to this…to him.” Her look was pitiful and I almost chastised her,
demanding she stop blaming herself and allow me to carry the burden. “I’m so
sorry,” she whispered.


“Stop it right now. I don’t ever want you to be upset about what
I did. I chose to end him, Sara, and I would do it again in a heartbeat, over
and over if I had to. He threatened your life for the last time. I did what had
to be done. Plus, I couldn’t live with myself if you’d been the one to pull the
trigger, because I would never want you
to bear that burden.” 


Our eyes locked. It was as good a time as any to fill in whatever
blanks she had about what happened. So I dove right in, telling her all the
horrible details, making sure to express how upset I was with her for putting
her life in danger, to which she simply smiled and stroked my cheek.  When she questioned how Samuel had even found
her, I hung my head in regret.  He was
able to locate her whereabouts because of my carelessness.  I’d been selfish.  I’d been the one to drag her out to the
charity event.  At the time, Samuel had
been securely locked up but I still should have known better.  I hadn’t given it a second thought when the
paparazzi snapped photos of the two of us. 
Not protecting her identity had been one of my biggest mistakes.  


A little while later, after all questions had been answered, she
decided she needed the pain meds after all. It didn’t take long before she was
drifting off into what I hoped was a peaceful sleep.
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Sara



 

My stay in the hospital lasted for a
total of eight days. Initially, I was healing rather well but on the fourth day,
I developed a pretty nasty infection in my wound. Luckily, it was able to be flushed
with a heavy concoction of antibiotics, taking until day six to feel somewhat
normal again. 


Thankfully, I was given the all-clear
to go home two days later and boy, was I ready. 


I was so sick of lying in that uncomfortable bed. I was tired of
people having to go out of their way to come see me, the only purpose being to
check in and see how I was coping. Alek stayed with me the entire time, only
leaving to attend meetings he simply couldn’t cancel. I argued with him to go
home and rest, but he wasn’t listening to me. He would placate my demands with
a simple nod. Then when I fell asleep, he pulled the cot the nurse had brought
in for him close to my bed, holding my hand until he drifted off.  


Alexa and Matt had come by many times to say hello and check on
me. I appreciated their concern, but I wanted everyone to stop fussing already.
I was going to be fine. I’d survived worse. 


Or was that the worst of
it? 


The weeks after my hospital stay were a blur, my time eaten up
with physical therapy appointments four times a week. The thing which
frustrated me the most was there didn’t seem to be an end in sight. 


Trent, the therapist assigned to me, informed me it could take up
to six months before my arm was back to normal. He was optimistic I would have
full range of motion, but only if I was faithful in keeping up with all of my
set appointments. Otherwise, I could suffer slight immobility. There was no way
I was going to let that happen, though. Wanting all traces of what had happened
to be gone, I grunted through each session. 


 But no amount of therapy
would erase the scars which were left behind. 


Both physical and emotional. 


Alek was extremely tolerant the entire time, which I really
appreciated because there were times when I wasn’t the best patient. He drove
me to and from my appointments, insisting he stay the entire hour. 


I knew some of his reason was due to the fact my therapist was a
man, who was also easy on the eyes. Alek’s whole body would tense up when Trent
had to touch me, but it was his job. He had to ensure I was properly stretching
and completing all of the rotation exercises. 


Each time his hand made contact with my shoulder, or any other
part of my anatomy, I would glance over at Alek and watch as his chest
expanded, his hands balling into tight fists as he stared at us. Once he caught
my eye, he would give me a tight smile, silently telling me he was working on
his jealousy issues. 


One time, when he thought Trent was too touchy, he approached him
and threatened physical violence. I apologized and had to take Alek into the
back of the room to chastise him. 


“You have to stop this. Now. He’s not being inappropriate with me
at all and you standing there, brooding the whole time, is not helping me. And
it’s not helping Trent do his job properly. Don’t you want me to get better?” I
was beyond irritated with him, with my recovery…with everything.


“Of course I do!” he hollered, his own frustrations barreling off
him.


“Then stop acting like a jealous teenager,” I chastised.


“Then tell him to stop groping you.” He stood his ground and
waited for me to back down. Well, it wasn’t going to happen. 


“If you don’t knock it off, Alek, you’re going to have to leave.”
When my threat did nothing to dissuade him, I decided to try a different
approach. Moving closer, I placed my hand on his cheek. He leaned into my touch
and for a brief moment, I thought he was going to loosen up. But he remained as
stoic as ever. “I’m not attracted to Trent, not in the least. All I’m thinking
about the whole time he’s working on me is how I’ll be able to throw my arms
around you and hold you tight.” Dropping my hand from his face, I took a step
back. “But if that’s not something you would like, then please, keep acting
like a jealous fool.”


He showed his surrender to the situation by simply nodding,
giving me a quick kiss and retreating to lean against the wall.  He shoved his hands deep into his pockets but
I could tell he was still clenching his fists, the fabric of his pants bulging
with every action.


Alek was acting exactly how I knew he would. It didn’t excuse his
behavior, but I understood where his head was at. I knew how I would have felt
if the situation was reversed and a beautiful woman had her hands all over him,
even if she was acting in a professional manner. 


Yeah, I would much rather
be on this side of the fence.
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Alek



 

Sara was recovering quite nicely, although her impatience
increased with each passing day. I had to remind her the process was going to
take time, but there were days when she didn’t want to hear any of it. So I
backed off and gave her my unwavering support.


Frustration was certainly a new emotion for my woman. Well, when
I wasn’t the cause for it, at least. When she couldn’t lift something or extend
her arm to grab an object from a shelf, she would grunt, grimacing in
aggravation. I tried my best to remind her pushing herself too fast wasn’t a
smart choice. Some days, she would listen to me and others, well, she ignored
me as if I hadn’t said anything at all.


She couldn’t stand relying on others for help, especially at work,
a place where she was really hindered. I never thought I would be so thankful
she had Matt there to help her. He’d really stepped up as her friend, and as an
employee. He constantly went above and beyond for her, opening up the shop in
the early morning hours as well as closing up late whenever she deemed she’d
had enough for the day. 


After witnessing more interactions between the two of them, I
realized the way he looked at Sara was exactly how I’d looked at my sister Mia.
A brother to a sister, full of love and adoration, and my favorite emotion of
all…protectiveness. 


While Sara was struggling with her physical limitations, I was
doing my best to go back to the way things were before she was taken from me,
but I found it difficult. Samuel’s death was not the issue. While there was an
innate feeling deep inside me at the memory of taking another man’s life, it
wasn’t guilt or remorse. I thanked God every day I woke up and that bastard
wasn’t alive. Never having to worry about her safety where he was concerned was
a huge relief. I think the emotion which crept up now and again was…surprise. I’d
obviously never been the cause for someone else taking their last breath.  But whenever the odd sensation arose, I
remembered the crazed look in his eyes as he mumbled, ‘They’ll see
I’m better one day. They’ll let me out and I’ll come back for her.’  Once the memory rushed forward, I pushed
everything aside and focused on Sara and her recovery. 


The real issue which plagued me was ever since I stepped foot into
her shop on that beautiful, fateful day, I’d inadvertently put her in danger.


Before she met me, she was safe. I’d made sure she was protected
all those years. But since the day I’d made the selfish decision to force my
way into her life, she’d had one encounter after another, thankfully none of
them fatal. 


I knew I had a decision to make, and the thought it was going to
ultimately crush us both, ending life as we knew it, made my soul weep at the
inevitable.


~~~~


 “Hey, hey. What’s the good
word, my man?” Kael sang out as soon as I uttered my greeting into the phone.  


“Not too much,” I replied, forever thankful my good friend had
moved back to Seattle. I’d known Kael since we were young boys. We were
inseparable most of our lives, but his job took him to California years before,
the only communication between us being a phone call every so often. Luckily, our
time apart had been short-lived. 


I didn’t normally talk about my feelings, except with Sara, but I
knew I needed to bounce some things off Kael. He was the perfect sounding board
because I knew he wouldn’t judge me. He might give me advice I didn’t want to
hear, or tell me when I was being an ass, but he would listen and hear me out.  


 “What time did you want to
meet up tonight?” I asked, counting down the hours until I could gain someone
else’s perspective on my issue. I’d already informed Sara I was going out for a
couple of drinks after work. At first, she was only too happy to hear I’d made
plans. Admittedly, I was slightly offended she wanted to get rid of me so quickly,
but after she explained her reasoning, I wasn’t so pissy. She hated I’d been
fawning all over her for the past few weeks, never taking a night for myself. So
when she’d heard I was going to be spending some much needed time with Kael,
she was thrilled. 


“Whatever time you can pry yourself away from work is good for
me,” he answered. 


“Okay, how about I meet you at seven? At Billson’s?”


“I can pick you up if you want and we can go together,” he
offered, a slight twinge of humor to his voice.


“This isn’t a fucking date.” He laughed at my outburst. “I’ll
meet you there.”


“Yeah, I guess you’re right. Plus, you’re not my type,” he joked
before hanging up the phone.  


Still smiling, I dialed Sara’s number. I’d bought her a new phone
due to her other one being destroyed. Soon after she’d become lucid in the
hospital, she asked me how I’d ever found her and I had to tell the truth. It
was because of the tracker I’d put in her phone after I learned of Samuel’s
release. She never argued with me, a small smile appearing on her lovely face
before she drifted off to sleep. This time around, I made sure to ask her if it
was all right if a device was installed on her new phone. Without hesitation
she agreed; the added comfort of me being able to find her if she ever needed
me was what made her comply. 


“Hi, honey,” she answered on the second ring. I could tell from
the rushed tone of her voice she was busy but wanted to at least talk for a few
minutes. It drove me nuts when she didn’t answer her phone and instead of us
arguing over it, she did a great job of placating me. I would have thought
after eliminating the one real threat in her life I would have calmed down, but
if anything I became even more protective. I couldn’t understand it myself, so
trying to explain it to Sara was near impossible.


“Hey, babe. How’s your day going?”


“Good. Busy, but good. I really need to hire someone to help out
around here. Matt and I are struggling these days. We have a couple of part-timers
to help with deliveries, but it’s not enough.” Blowing out a frustrated breath,
she continued with, “Thankfully, business is booming, but we’re a little
stressed. Plus, not having the full use of my arm yet is hampering me even
more.” I heard her call out to Matt about an order before she came back on the
phone. “Sorry, Alek, but I can’t talk now. Can I give you a call later on?”


“Sure thing. But remember I’m meeting up with Kael for a couple
of drinks, so how about I swing by your place afterwards?”


“Sounds great to me. And Alek?”


“Yeah.”


“Please have fun. You worry too much.”


“I’ll try. For you, I’ll try.”


After our conversation ended, I saved and closed the two
spreadsheets I had open, grabbed my keys and headed out to meet Kael. 


Arriving before him, I grabbed a private booth far from the rest
of the patrons. Billson’s was a really nice, casual yet elegant establishment. It
had private sitting areas, as well as high-back tables and chairs. I’d been there
before for business meetings and really enjoyed the food, the service always
being on point. Plus, the atmosphere was calming, which was a plus since I was
a bit on edge.


Lost in my own head, I almost missed Kael as he entered. I waved
him over once I caught his attention.


“Have you been here long?” he asked as he took his seat at the
other end of the small couch, throwing his keys on the table. Before I could
give him an answer, he cut me off. “Sorry I’m late, but Adara and I sort of had
a fight before, so…” He trailed off, obviously not wanting to finish his
statement.


“Is everything okay? Is it serious?”


“It’ll be fine. And yes, I think it’s serious, but she doesn’t. But
then again, what’s new, right?” He looked around for a waitress, anxious to place
his order. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait long.


Once the waitress was close enough to see us, she blanched. We
knew the sort of reaction we obtained from women when we were by ourselves, but
when we were together, it was almost too much. We knew we were blessed with
good looks, but we never flaunted it. Well, not since the day our women had
stolen our hearts, anyway. 


After she’d composed herself enough to take our order, she left
us alone to talk. 


Needing more time to figure out what I wanted to say to him about
my issue, I asked, “Do you want to talk about it?” I knew what it was like to
have my woman twist me up so badly I didn’t know which way was up. He
definitely had my sympathy.


“Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t want to think about it anymore
tonight. All I want to do is drink and hang out.”


“Sounds good to me.” 


It took two hours after we’d arrived before I was comfortable
enough to bring up what was plaguing me, the multiple bourbons aiding the
situation. 


“So…” I started, indicating there was something important I
wanted to talk about. And it worked, turning Kael’s attention on me.


“What’s up?”


“Well, you know everything that went down with Sara recently.”


“Yeah…” he answered, his curiosity piqued.


“I’ve been feeling a certain way about it. About her. I mean, I
love her and everything; that hasn’t changed. Actually, I love her more each
day, but I just…I don’t know.” I didn’t know the best way to verbalize whatever
it was I was thinking. 


I was confused, plain and simple.


“If you love her, then what’s the problem? Is it because you ended
up killing Samuel? Because you could speak to someone to try and work through it.”


“No, that’s not it at all.” My face scrunched in instant
aggravation. I hated the mere sound of his name. 


“Then what is, because you’re losing me here, man.” He was certainly
confused. I was rambling, not really focusing on any one point.


The waitress came over asking if we wanted refills. I admittedly
answered yes while Kael declined. I hadn’t started off wanting to drown my
sorrows in alcohol, but it was where the night was leading. I knew I was going
to need to call my car service soon. There was no way I was going to drive to
Sara’s intoxicated. She would kill me. If she ever drove drunk, or even tipsy,
I would be so angry with her I would never let her forget it. 


Against my protests, Sara had stopped living with me after she
came home from the hospital. She said she didn’t want to rush anything, arguing
our relationship was still being tested and she didn’t want to jeopardize the
progress we’d made so far. I knew the imminent threat was abolished so I didn’t
really have a leg to stand on. I gave in, for the time being.  


“I don’t really know. Well, I kind of know, sort of.” I took
another sip of my drink, letting the ice cubes crash to the bottom of the glass
before putting it back on the table. Finding Kael’s confused expression, I continued
on in my senseless ramble. “You know I’ve been watching Sara for close to a
decade now, always trying to keep her safe. Well, it seems like ever since I
barged into her life, up close and personal, I’ve been failing to protect her. Things
have happened to her which wouldn’t have had I kept to the original plan, which
was me off in the shadows, shielding her from afar.”


“You can’t really believe that. She’s the best thing to ever
happen to you, and you to her. I see how you two look at each other when you’re
together.  It’s as if no one else exists.
I know, because it’s exactly what I have with Adara. It’s a rare thing to find in
this fucked-up world, Alek.” He knit his brows before he spoke again. “Don’t
tell me you’re planning on breaking it off with her, because you think you’re
doing more harm than good being in her life. Because it would be the stupidest
thing you could ever do.”


He knew exactly where I was going with my conversation and
because of it, I couldn’t even look him in the eye.  I knew he would try and talk me out of it,
telling me I was an idiot if I went through with what I was contemplating. 


I loved Sara more than I could ever explain in words, but the
thought of her being taken from this world because I was unable to protect her
was unbearable. I was too close. Her love, her very being, was distracting me
from my ultimate goal, which was ensuring she was as safe as could be, each and
every minute of the day.  I knew it was a
lot to put on someone, but it was a weight I was only too happy to carry.


Honestly, I didn’t know what I was going to do. The thought of
not being able to see her, to touch her whenever I needed to feel her against
me, or to even hear her voice was torture. But I knew I had to make a decision
either way because what I was tormenting myself with, over and over, was
driving me to drink. Literally. 


Before we left, Kael gave me his parting words of wisdom. “Listen,
Alek, I know you love her and she loves you. I think you’re letting what
happened cloud your judgment. You need to take a step back and think everything
through before you make a rash, stupid mistake. Please, tell me you’ll think
about it before you make any decisions.” I stared at him, trying my best to
compute his words. The last drink really did me in. My brain was fuzzy, and the
words which spilled from his mouth sounded jumbled together. Kael broke the
silence with his persistence. “Promise me, Alek.”


“Fine, I promise I won’t do nuthin’ rush till I speak about it.” What did I just say?


“All right, buddy, come on. You’ve had enough. We need to get you
home.”  


As soon as I stood, the world spun around me. Normally, I could
handle my alcohol, but it’d been a long time since I’d consumed so much. Thankfully,
I’d called the car service a half-hour before, so my ride was already waiting
for my drunk ass. 


After paying our tab, we headed outside. Each step I took was
staggered, Kael doing his best to hold me upright. The cool evening air helped
my inebriated state, but only for a minute. My driver held the door for me as I
stumbled inside, but before he locked me in, I yelled out to Kael, who was
standing only a few feet away. “Hey, do you need a ride?” I slurred. 


He chuckled and shook his head. I knew the state I was in was
going to be enough for him to hold over my head for years to come. Not since we
were in our early twenties had I drank to such an excess. 


“No. Unlike you, I haven’t had much to drink, so I’ll be fine to
get home on my own.”


“Okay, dress yourself then.”


“Don’t you mean suit yourself? Boy, you’re really gone aren’t
you? Do you need me to hold your hand and put you to bed?” he teased.  


“Fuck you.” I laughed, giving him the finger as I situated myself
in the backseat of the town car. 


 Once I made eye contact
with the driver, I spouted out Sara’s address and settled in for the ride. 


I hope I don’t pass out.
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Sara



 

A loud crash in my living room woke me from a sound sleep. I instantly
shot up in bed, clutching the covers under my chin as if the material was going
to protect me somehow. 


I strained to hear something, anything, but it was quiet. A few
seconds into my paranoia, I heard someone walking down the hallway, running
their hands along the sides of the walls as they approached my bedroom door. 


The handle jiggled before the door crashed open. 


There in the hallway stood a tall figure and at first I was
terrified, until I realized it was Alek. Reaching for the bedside lamp, I
flicked it on, illuminating the room enough to see his looming form. 


He didn’t move, just stood there staring at me. His hair was
disheveled, as were the clothes he wore. The black tie around his neck was
lopsided, his white dress shirt sloppily hanging over his suit pants. He looked
a mess, yet still completely sexy. 


It wasn’t until he was near the bed did I notice he was swaying, barely
exerting enough energy to remain on his feet. When I glanced up into his face,
my breath rested in my throat. The look in his eyes was daunting. Hopelessness
had taken over, and I wasn’t quite sure why. 


We were doing so well lately, all things considered, and I didn’t
want anything to upset our delicate balance. Sure, he still had his demanding
ways but I was used to dealing with him, so whatever tiffs arose were quickly
resolved. All I wanted to do was move forward with our lives. 


I’d planned to have a conversation with him over the next few
days about moving back in with him. Officially and for good. He had been asking
me more frequently as of late and I’d refuted him each time, not wanting to
upset the progress we’d been able to make in our relationship. Many things had happened
during the short time we’d known each other but thankfully, we’d been able to
forge ahead.


My decision to live with him made sense. If I wanted our
relationship to move forward, it would be the next logical step. Plus, I hated
traveling back and forth between my place and his. I wanted one location we could
both call home.


There was something else I’d been holding back, as well. Three
words. I tried to tell him I loved him once before but he’d been sleeping. I
wanted him to hear my words, to see the affection for him shining in my eyes as
I spoke those words to him. I wasn’t holding back any longer, especially
glancing at the look of despair etched into his face. I wanted to rid him of
whatever was bothering him, and I knew my words would do it. Professing my love
for him while he was drunk wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t want to shut myself off
any longer. Although, if I’d thought about it, the first time he told me he
loved me was not perfect, either. The important thing was we did love each other and those feelings
should never be stifled, no matter what was happening around us.  


 Alek moved closer until
his knees hit the bed, reaching down so he could touch my face. “I love you,
Sara. I always will, no matter what.” The last few words were slurred, but I
heard him clearly enough. He sounded conflicted about something, and it was obviously
bothering him. Anguish and heartache were evident in his beautiful green eyes,
even as he professed his love to me. 


I reached out and tried to pull him next to me but he remained
standing, which was a feat considering he looked like he’d drank himself into
oblivion.


His next words rang out into the silence of the room, confusing
me even more. “I need to protect you, but I can’t…not this close to you.”


My heart skipped a beat. 
“What are you talking about, Alek? Why are you being so weird right
now?” He was starting to freak me out but instead of delving into whatever he
meant with his words, I decided to ignore it, against my better judgement, and
switch the subject. “Why don’t you let me help you undress, then we can go to
bed,” I offered. Looking into his gorgeous face, I silently pleaded with him to
comply.


Letting out a breathy sigh, he replied, “Okay.” 


I moved to the edge of the bed and helped him remove his suit
jacket. He kicked off his shoes and socks as I unbuttoned his shirt. My
fingertips grazed his skin as I pushed the expensive fabric off his shoulders. He
stood in front of me and waited for me to remove his pants. Slipping his belt
through the loops, I yanked it free and tossed it to the floor. The clink of
the buckle rang out across the room, the only other sounds coming from our
anticipating breaths. My hand grazed over his erection as I slipped the pants
down his muscular thighs. Before I could free him from his boxer briefs, he
whipped them off so fast I was surprised he didn’t fall over in his haste to
toss them aside. 


Running my hands all over his chest, I parted my lips and leaned
forward. I wanted to kiss and suck his sinewy skin, but before I made contact,
he gripped my arms and pulled me into him, crashing his chest against mine. 


“I want to make love to you, Sara. I want to cherish and remember
this.” 


Again I chose to ignore his statement, instead moving my face
close to his. “I don’t think you’re in any state to do such a thing right now.”
Truth be told, I was shocked he was able to become hard. I’d never seen Alek intoxicated
before, but I had assumed men couldn’t perform if they had too much to drink. Alexa
had complained about it before with previous sexual conquests. But I should
have known Alek would defy the typical circumstance. 


“I’m as hard as a rock. All I need is your sweet pussy to take me
home.” His mouth claimed me, nipping and tasting as if he hadn’t kissed me in
weeks. He turned and flopped on his back, laughing as he took me with him. My
fingers weaved through his thick hair, holding him in place as I returned his
relentless passion. Breaking the kiss briefly to inch up the bed, he pulled me
along with him, moving me so I was straddling his lap. I had nothing but a
flimsy pair of panties covering me, a tiny camisole shielding my chest from his
eyes. His hands moved from my waist, up my body and searched for my breasts. When
he’d made contact, he pinched my nipples, teasing and tormenting me until they
pebbled under his touch. 


“Do you want me to take this off?” I asked as I bit my lip in
expectation.


“Uh-huh,” he mumbled. His eyes were glassy but he was fully in
the moment, never taking his gaze from my face. His tongue snuck out to wet his
lower lip. The sight spurred me further, lowering myself so I could taste him. While
he smelled like liquor, my need for him pushed me forward until our tongues
danced together, dueling and vying for dominance over the other. 


He was winning.


Coming up for air, I quickly pulled the cami over my head and tossed
it to the side. Before I could remove my last piece of clothing, he moved his
hands back to my hips and ripped the material from my body with one swift motion.


“Oops. So sorry,” he garbled. His grin gave him away, trying to
be playful and in control all at the same time.


“I’m not.” I tried to make a joke, but there was nothing funny
about the need pulsating between us. I wanted him to bury his beautiful self so
deep inside me, it would be impossible for one of us to move without the other.



Before I could plead for him to take me, he raised me up and
placed me so I was hovering over the tip of his cock. “Aren’t you forgetting
something?” I asked, a look of confusion playing on his face. 


It took him some time but it finally registered he needed to put
on a condom. My need to connect with him wouldn’t deter us from being safe. 


“Oh, yeah.” I half-expected him to roll his eyes or make a
comment, trying to convince me otherwise, but he didn’t. 


As soon as the protection was rolled all the way on, he entered
me in one quick thrust, causing both of us to cry out. I thought in his current
state he was going to take me hard and fast, but instead he stayed true to his
word. 


He made love to me. 


Slow and sensual. 


“Come here, baby.” He pulled me close to his mouth so he could
savor me. “I love you so much.” His lips were gentle against my own, his teeth
coming out to play every so often, nipping my swollen lip. He was driving me
crazy; so much so I tried to increase the pace but he would slow down even
more.


I found my perfect opportunity to express exactly how I felt
about the man who was deliciously driving me crazy. Placing my hands on his
chest, I slowed our movements until I made him stop. The look on my face caused
him to tip his head to the side in confusion. 


“I love you, Alek. I’m so sorry I haven’t told you before now. I
tried to tell you once, but you had fallen asleep. Then…the next day…” I
couldn’t finish my sentence. I didn’t want anything from the past to taint the
tender moment happening between us right then. 


He remained silent, staring at me as if I was a stranger. He
looked perplexed, as if he was battling a war inside his head. “Alek? Are you
all right?” Maybe it’s the alcohol
jumbling his brain. 


A few of the longest seconds passed before he answered me. “You
love me?” he asked, a sexy smile tipping up the corners of his gorgeous lips. 


“Of course I do. I’ve loved you for some time.”


“Not as long as I’ve loved you.” He groaned before pulling me in
for another heart-stopping kiss. 


My body rocked on top of his, the gentle friction against my clit
driving me insane. There was definitely something to taking it slow. His hands
reached further down my body and gripped my ass, driving himself in deeper,
pulling me even closer. He rained kisses along my jaw, moving to nip his
favorite spot below my ear before making his way back to consume my mouth. 


My breathing changed, my heart ramming against my chest as my
fingers dug into the thick of his hair. The sweetest pressure built inside me
and I chased the feeling like I’d never done before. He knew I was on the
precipice of exploding soon, so in one fluid movement he flipped me on my back,
thrusting into me with a need he’d been holding back until right then. Gone was
the sweet and slow, but I wasn’t complaining. I loved when Alek couldn’t
contain his passion for me, taking me hard and fast until he pushed me toward
the edge of bliss.  


“Alek,” I panted. “I’m so close. Are you almost there? I want you…to
come…with me. Please.” I buried my face in his neck, letting his essence invade
my nose, intoxicating me with his masculine scent. 


“Yes…but I don’t want this to end. Ever. I love being inside you.
I can’t function without it.” His hips plunged forward, increasing his pace as
he chased his orgasm. “Tell me you love me again. I need to hear you tell me,”
he demanded as he punished my body with his need. 


“I love you, baby. I love you so much.” Our mouths crashed
together, our breath mingling, muffling our cries as we both fell over the
cliff. 


I would never get enough of his exquisite touch. He knew exactly
what to do to make my body come alive. And the way he was able to affect my
emotions was incredible, the good and
the bad. In reality, he was the answer to every prayer I’d ever had, and I knew
my heart would never be mine again.


It belonged only to him. 


Forever.


After we came back down from our high, he moved so he was cradling
me from behind, his fingers caressing the soft skin of my belly. 


We fell asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. 


The next morning, I woke up to an empty bed and an uneasy feeling
wrapped around my heart. He said some pretty strange things the night before,
and I prayed his words were solely a result of the alcohol he’d consumed. 


Don’t become paranoid now,
Sara. Not after everything you’ve been through together. 


The next couple of days Alek seemed distant, evasive even.  When I asked him if there was anything wrong,
he would placate my concern by telling me he was stressing about a building
issue with a new hotel. 


I believed him. 
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Alek



 

I continued to struggle with the dreaded emotion which seemed to
snatch my very sanity. Everything swirling around inside me barely made sense. I
knew in order to keep her completely safe I would have to take a step back, but
of course, I was finding the feat extremely difficult.  


How could I walk away from the only woman I’d ever loved? 


How could I breathe if she wasn’t in my life?


But something had to give. And I feared it was going to be my
heart.


I tried to keep as busy as possible, slowly distancing myself
from her, first physically then emotionally. I quickly learned both were nearly
impossible. I had to keep drudging on, though, if I was going to ensure nothing
bad would ever happen to her again.


I was grateful for every single moment Sara bestowed on me,
putting up with my ranting and mostly unreasonable demands. She didn’t
understand the protective need I had over her. She would never fully understand,
I suppose, no matter how many times I tried to explain it to her. 


My promise to her grandmother so many years before started off
innocent enough but it turned into something deeper. It turned into my need to
save her from the dangers lurking behind every corner, to save her from
herself.


I knew Samuel was her biggest threat and he’d been extinguished,
but the tragic situation only drove home how unfocused I’d really become those
past few months. 


I knew I sounded paranoid, but it was the way it had to be if I
was going to protect Sara once and for all.  











~12~


Sara



 

“What’s happening, chickie?” Alexa asked as she came bouncing through
the front door. Braden walked closely in right behind her, as if he didn’t want
to let her out of his sight. 


“Hey, you guys. How are you?” I smiled, but I wasn’t in a happy
mood. I was putting on a front these days, mainly because I didn’t entirely know
what the problem was.


“Hi, Sara,” Braden greeted. He followed Alexa into her bedroom
only to be escorted out five minutes later. He looked hurt but appeasing. “Bye,
Sara,” he said before he dragged my dear friend into the hallway, away from my
curious eyes. 


I was so happy Lex had found a good man. They’ve been spending
more time with each other and I was happy she had someone to turn to,
especially since my accident. I knew she worried about me, and I was glad she
had a shoulder to lean on in times of need.


She came back ten minutes later, a look of pure happiness etched
across her face. She couldn’t help but look the part of a woman in love,
although she said she wasn’t there yet. I thought she was lying to herself,
holding on to the remaining hardened part of her fragile heart. 


Alexa Bearnheart acted tough, but she was a huge softie
underneath.


“Why did Braden leave? I could’ve gone into my room if you guys
wanted to hang out here and watch TV.” I scooted over on the couch to make room
for her to sit.


“Don’t be silly, Sara. I told him to leave.” Grabbing a pillow,
she sat down and pulled it close to her, getting comfortable for what I was
sure was going to be one of our talks.


“And why would you do that?”


“Because I saw your face as soon as I walked in. You looked like
you were going to burst out crying but were trying your hardest to look normal.” Reaching over to grab my hand,
she gave it a squeeze and said, “I know when my girl is struggling.”


I half-smiled, trying to keep my tears at bay. I didn’t know what
was wrong with me lately. 


My shoulder was healing well.


The shop was doing great.


My nightmares were fading each night. 


The only thing left was Alek. 


In all of the time we’d been together, I’d only questioned his
feelings for me once, and it was when I discovered he’d been watching me for
close to a decade. Otherwise, I knew he cared for me, loved me even. He’d said
so on numerous occasions, and they weren’t just words; his actions proved as
much, as well. But after he rescued me, I felt him slipping away, and I didn’t
know if I was being paranoid or if something was really going on with him.


“I need a glass of wine,” I mumbled, unfolding my legs from
underneath me as I rose from the couch. “Do you want some?”


“Do you really even need to ask?” She laughed and threw the
pillow at me, hitting me in the back of the leg as I walked toward the kitchen.
“So, spill it, Sara. What’s going on with you?”


“Can you wait until I have a drink before I answer?” I was trying
to joke, hoping some forced humor would do something for me, but it didn’t. Not
at all. What I really wanted to do was take the entire bottle of wine, climb
under my covers and lose myself in oblivion.  


I walked back toward the couch, bottle of wine and two glasses in
hand. Kicking the pillow up with my foot, I flung it across the small space, actually
hitting Alexa in the face with it. 


Now that made me laugh.


“Well played, Sara. Well played.” She laughed, as well.


She took the glasses from me and poured the drinks, sitting back
in silence and waiting for me to start talking. 


She arched a brow and I spoke. “Oh, Lex, I don’t know. I don’t
know what’s wrong with me. Actually, I do but I’m so confused.” 


“Does it have something to do with Alek? Did you guys have a
fight?”


“I wish it was so simple, because then at least I would know
where I stood. No, it’s something else entirely. I think he’s distancing
himself. He’s different when we’re together now, which, by the way, is becoming
less and less frequent.”


“Well, didn’t you say he was stressed out over a new building issue?
Maybe it’s why he’s not been around as much. It’s possible that’s all it is,
Sara.”


“You don’t see it. You don’t feel it like I do. Like the other night,
for example, when he came here drunk. He was rambling on about how he would
always love me no matter what, and he needs to protect me but can’t do it when
he’s so close to me. It was weird. He was not
acting like himself, drunk or not.” For as much as I tried to hold back, I
failed. A lone tear escaped and ran down my cheek. I wiped it away quickly, not
wanting any more of them to fall and halt my conversation with my best friend. 


“Is he the reason we’re now down one table lamp?” she teased.


“Yeah, sorry. He must have bumped into it when he came in. I’ll
pick up another one.”


“Don’t worry about it. I think you have enough on your plate.” She
finished her glass and poured another.


“Thirsty, are we?” I asked as she took a few sips of the cool
liquid.


“No, simply trying to squash my raging hormones.” She took another
sip, swallowed and said, “He practically attacked me in the hallway, whispering
all sorts of dirty things in my ear before letting me go. Then he simply
saunters down the hallway like nothing happened.”


I didn’t want to be the reason she wasn’t spending time with her
man. “You can call him back, Lex, seriously. I don’t mind at all.”


“I wouldn’t even think about it. You need me more than I need to
have sex.” She tipped her head to the side as if she was contemplating the two.
“Yeah, you need me more,” she repeated. “End of story. I need more wine, that’s
all.” She laughed. We sat in comfortable silence. That was the great thing about
having a friend like Alexa. We can just be. We can sit together and not speak,
all while still supporting each other.


Finally, I broke the silence. “Maybe he’s having a tougher time
with killing Samuel than he even realizes.” Simply saying those words made me
shudder. “I can’t even imagine being responsible for taking another person’s
life, no matter what the circumstances. The guilt I have for putting him in
that situation will always be there, but he must be dealing with something
unimaginable.”


“Have you tried to talk to him about it?”


“Yeah, but all he does is shut down. He won’t talk to me, or
anyone else.” After some contemplation, I nodded slowly. “Maybe that’s what the
issue is.” I figured if I said it aloud I could make it true, although the
uneasy feeling never wavered.


 “I bet it is, Sara,” she said
comfortingly. Poor Lex. She looked as hopeful as I was. She truly was a great
friend.


“When was the last time you saw him, or even spoke to him?”


“The last time I saw him was when he came by drunk.  But the last time I spoke to him was this
morning. He’s been busy all day in meetings and hasn’t had much time to talk.” 


I missed him. 


I missed talking to him on the phone. 


I missed his arms wrapped around me, holding me tight. 


I missed his lips on mine. 


I even missed arguing with him. 


After another hour of talking, we decided to call it a night. The
fact the bottle of wine was empty probably had a little something to do with
our persistent yawning. At least I felt better having had the chance to talk to
someone about what was weighing on my mind.
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Sara



 

“Hey, watch yourself,” Matt called out as he came up behind me. He
was carrying a breathtaking bouquet of white and burgundy calla lilies, and my
distractedness almost made him drop them all over the floor. 


“Wow, Matt, did you put the arrangement together yourself?”


“Sure did.” He leaned in close and revealed, “I learn from the
best.”


“Well then, you must be talking about Katherine because she
taught me everything I know.”


“Yeah, she’s who I was talking about.” He laughed, making his way
back toward the prep room. 


“Very funny,” I yelled over my shoulder. 


Inventory kept me busy. There were only a few customers milling
around the store, and I was thankful for the short reprieve to catch up on some
basic data entry. 


The bell above the door sounded as someone walked in, pulling my
attention from the computer. A young, blonde woman made her way toward me, a
bright smile lighting up her pretty face.


“How can I help you?” I asked in my usual upbeat, professional
tone. Even if I was in a bad mood, or distracted by something not so pleasant, it
all changed as soon as I was dealing with my customers. They were my lifeline,
after all. 


“Hi. Yes, I wanted to know if you were hiring.” 


Her inquiry came at the most unusual time. Matt and I were discussing
the other day how it would be nice to have another pair of hands with the day-to-day
orders and deliveries. But I didn’t even have the chance to place an ad or put
up a simple ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the window yet.  


“Well, I was contemplating bringing in an additional person to
help out, but it would only be part-time. Is a part-time position something you
would be interested in?” Truth was, I was still learning the business part of
the shop and according to my financials, I couldn’t really afford to bring
someone on full-time. Not yet, at least.


“Part-time would be perfect.” There was something about the woman
standing in front of me I couldn’t put my finger on. She seemed friendly enough
but she regaled me with real interest, as if she thought she knew me from
somewhere. Then again, it could’ve simply been nerves. Maybe I was paying too
much attention to something which was a figment of my imagination. 


 Looking the girl over from
head to toe one more time, I dove right in with the necessary questions. “Do
you have any experience working in a flower shop?” I quickly assessed my
potential employee, doing my best to read her during the whole two minutes
she’d been in my shop. She looked to be older than me, maybe in her early to
mid-thirties, but in this day and age, I couldn’t really be sure. Her
personality seemed pleasant, and she had an air of confidence surrounding her. 


No outward signs of crazy. 


Then again, there was only so much you could tell from an initial
interview.


She smiled brightly as she answered. “I do have experience, close
to ten years’ worth. I used to work in my aunt’s shop back home in North
Carolina.”


I didn’t need much time to make my decision before I blurted out
my proposal. “I’ll tell you what. I can bring you in on a trial basis. Let’s
say a month. We’ll see how you fit in and what your skills are before a permanent
offer is extended.” Her smile widened which caused me to mirror her enthusiasm.
“What do you say?”


“Oh, my God, that would be amazing. Thank you so much.”


“Okay, great. Well, you can come by tomorrow, say around ten?” As
we were finishing up, Matt strolled in with a different array of flowers in his
hands. 


Grabbing his attention, I introduced him to our newest addition. “Matt,
this is…” I stopped talking because I realized I’d never gotten the poor
woman’s name. “I apologize, but you never told me your name.” 


“Oh, yeah, it would be helpful, right?” She gave Matt a once
over, obvious attraction in her stare. “It’s Megan. Megan Smith.” 


“Hi, Megan.” Matt looked over at me, a look of confusion clouding
his face.


“I decided to hire Megan on part-time, on a temporary basis. If
she works out then we’ll have a new member on our team.”


“Oh, cool. Nice to meet you,” he said before making himself
scarce again.


Having no idea where my head was at, I thought it important
enough to tell her my name, as well. “My name is Sara, by the way. You might
need to know it.” We chuckled together but her real focus wasn’t on me; she
continued staring at Matt as he walked away. I didn’t blame her, but she’d learn
soon enough she didn’t have a shot with him. 


Oh, well. Who am I to ruin
the poor girl’s fantasy?


When her eyes returned to mine, she blushed quickly then said her
goodbyes as she walked out the door. I really hoped Megan worked out because we
could definitely use the help. There were three other part-time workers, but I
had to cut back their hours because two of them were in school and needed to
focus on their studies and the other woman was set to have surgery on her
elbow. 


Walking around the counter to grab another pen, I heard my phone
ding, indicating I’d received a text message. Opening it, I saw it was from
Alek.


I won’t be able to see you
tonight. Too many things to straighten out with a deal to get away.  Alek


Figures. 


Sadly, his message didn’t surprise me, which was disheartening. I
was too disappointed and paranoid over our tender relationship to even text him
back. I needed some time to think, or over-think, as Alexa would say, about whatever
was going on recently between us. I knew he had other pressures on his time,
but he never let it hamper us from being together before. Normally, he would simply
re-arrange his schedule in order for us to see each other. 


So, what was different?      


Distractedly, I muddled through the rest of my day. My thoughts kept
floating back to Alek, to the man who had quickly become my heart…my
everything. I knew we’d experienced something devastating in our short
relationship, but it was merely a test, right? A trial of our love for each
other. Something which would bring us even closer. 


 I thought Alek and I could
battle any weather, but our storm was proving to be too much, threatening to
tear the roof off our lives. 


I texted him twice after I arrived home from work but he never
answered. I was hurt, wallowing in my own crazy thoughts when I decided to call
it a night and go to bed. It was still early, but I longed for the sweet arms
of sleep to drag me under and not release me until a new day had arrived.
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Alek



 

The text I sent to Sara was utter bullshit, but I didn’t know
what else to do. Of course I had pressing work issues, and of course I was
having a hell of a time with getting my new hotel up and running, but shit like
that never stopped me from seeing her before. Nothing stood in the way of us
spending time together.


Without even asking, I knew my odd behavior was weighing on her. I
knew I was an asshole for putting her through it, especially after she’d
finally revealed her deepest feelings for me. 


When she uttered the three words I’d been longing to hear, a
piece of my soul broke away. I knew she meant every word, and for as much as I
held those words tight, I knew nothing would ever be the same between us going
forward. So, I cherished our night together, then, like a coward, slipped away
in the morning before she even woke. 


I was still a man conflicted. Loving Sara made me feel alive, made
me whole. But her life was more important. Her safety, to be exact. I knew
exactly what I had to do, even though it would tear me up inside. Staying away
from her was going to be my ultimate challenge, but I had to do it. Otherwise,
I ran the risk of endangering her forever simply because of the hold she had on
me. 


My phone’s shrill ring busted into my thoughts like a
sledgehammer. 


“Devera,” I answered curtly. “What? Are you fucking kidding me? Well,
why did he go back on his initial quote? Goddamn it! All right, I’ll be there
in the morning.” I ended the call, even more irritated than before. The new
deal was taking so long to lock down, causing so many unforeseen complications.
 


One more thing to add to my
plate. 


The only good thing to come out of this debacle was I would be
away for a few days trying to work everything out with the developer. Which meant
I wouldn’t be tempted to do or say anything rash, something I might regret
later on.  


Since I’d been acting like such a dick lately, the least I could
do was stop by to see her the following day before I left town. 


It was close to noon when I walked through the front door of Full
Bloom. I was met by a stranger manning the front counter. 


Who the hell is she?


The woman instantly made eye contact, but the look she gave me
mirrored my own.


Truth be told, I wasn’t used to such a reaction from women, so
looking at the annoyance written all over her face threw me. 


Actually, the way she looked at me was as if I’d killed her dog. 


“Where’s Sara?” I asked, still doing my best to figure out who
she was.


Realizing she should appear to be somewhat professional, she
plastered on a fake smile before answering me. “Is there anything I can help
you with, sir.” The Sir tumbled from
her lips as if it was poison.


Before I came back with a retort, Sara walked into the front of
the store, her head thrown over her shoulder as she yelled something back at
Matt about an order.  


When she turned her head in my direction, she stopped dead in her
tracks. Looking at me as if she’d seen a ghost, she grabbed onto the edge of
the counter top to steady herself.


What the hell is wrong with
her? 


 “Alek? What are you doing
here?”


I walked closer and reached for her hand. “Can I talk to you? Outside?”


I didn’t even give her a chance to respond before I pulled her
out the door and away from the woman shooting daggers my way. Ushering her
toward the back seat of my town car, I opened the door. Without reservation,
she stepped inside, scooting across the seat to give me some room. 


The air instantly changed. I hadn’t realized how much I missed
Sara until she was two feet away from me. The skirt she was wearing rode up on
her thigh when she tried to situate herself on the smooth leather of the seat. My
eyes were immediately drawn to her supple skin, remembering her on top of me as
she rode me the last time we were together. 


“What did you want to talk to me about?” she asked, pulling the
hem of her skirt lower. Her breathing quickened when she noticed me ogling her,
but she tried to seem unaffected. 


I thought she’d be all smiles and hugs and kisses when she saw me
but weirdly, she looked annoyed to see me. I couldn’t blame her, really. I’d
basically pulled a disappearing act on her over the past week.


My lips parted to answer her question, but she cut me off before
I could say a word. “Oh, and thanks for basically causing a scene back there,
too.”


“What are you talking about? I didn’t cause any scene.” 


What the hell is she
talking about? 


“You dragged me out of there like you were pissed. Anyone can
tell by looking at you that you’re annoyed and itching for a fight. So what? What’s
the big problem this time?” Oh, great.
I wasn’t with her two minutes before she started in on me.  


Well, let’s go, sweetheart.


 I should have allowed her
the time to settle down and not fueled her bad mood because I knew I was the
cause for it. It was all my fault, so I should’ve kept my mouth shut. But I didn’t.
Of course. 


Instead of delving into the fact I was going away on business, I
chose another topic altogether. 


“Who’s the woman?”


“What woman?” she asked, irritation laced around each word.


“The strange woman working the counter in your shop.” My eyes flashed
anger and my body tensed as the seconds ticked by. But I kept my temper in
check, knowing damn well Sara didn’t deserve any of it.


“She’s my new employee. Her name is Megan and I hired her on part-time,
on a temporary basis. If it’s any of your business,” she chided.


 I leaned a little closer to
her. She was hiding something from me but then again, wasn’t I keeping my own
secret? The more we sat in silence, the more it looked as if she wanted to
smack me. But there was something besides anger looming behind her gorgeous
eyes. The faint appearance of fear and sadness were hiding in there, as well. 


I fought against every instinct I had to reach out and pull her
to me, to ravage her mouth and claim her. Exhaling a deep breath, I leaned back
against the seat and decided the best course of action right then would be to find
out all I could on the mystery woman. 


“What do you know about this woman? Where did she come from? Did
you do any background checks on her?” I rattled off questions faster than she
could answer me.


“Of course, I did some checking on her. I called all her
references and they all gave her high recommendations.” For a split-second, she
looked like she was going to tell me something else but decided not to at the
last minute.


“I want her social security number, Sara. I’m going to run my own
background check on her.”


“No, the hell you’re not. I got this, Alek. I’m taking care of
it.”


“Well, why didn’t you at least tell me you hired someone?” 


“When was I going to do that? During all of our lengthy phone
conversations? Or maybe I could have told you when we actually spent some time
together.” Yeah, she looked like she wanted to hit me right about then.  She shifted her body and moved closer. “Wait,”
she said as she raised her finger in the air. “None of those scenarios happened
because you’ve been avoiding me like the plague.”


I immediately broke eye contact and looked out the window. Yes,
she was upset with me, but it went much deeper. I was being a coward because I
didn’t want to see that look, the look which told me I was chipping away at her
heart little by little.    


“Well, you still should have told me somehow,” I spit out, still
glancing at the people walking by.


“Fuck you,” she whispered, drawing my attention to her
immediately. Sara had only told me to go fuck myself one other time. I deserved
her anger, but her words hurt just as much as the first time. 


Her voice choked up and I saw her try and catch her breath. Before
I could react, she raised her hand and wiped away a lone tear.  


My heart broke.


I wanted to comfort her and explain everything but it didn’t
fully make a whole hell of a lot of sense to me, so I remained silent. After some
time had passed, she spoke again in a much calmer tone. “Why did you come here
today? It wasn’t about Megan, because you didn’t even know about her until you
walked in.”


“Yeah, I know.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm from my retort. Our
encounter was not what I’d envisioned. As I sat next to her, the last thing I
wanted to tell her was that I was going away for work.  It may have gone over smoother had we not gotten
into an argument, but now it was going to add to the ever-growing tension bouncing
back and forth between us. “I have to go away for a few days, Sara. I have to
deal—” She cut me off before I even finished speaking.


“With some business issue, yeah, I know. Same old excuse.” She
gripped the handle as she prepared to leave. With her back turned toward me, she
asked, “Is there anything else?” 


Before she was able to escape, I reached for her wrist and halted
her movements.


“Sara, look at me,” I demanded. She didn’t comply at first but
when I tried to tug her into me, she turned her head in my direction. I knew if
I pulled her into my arms, the tears which were gathering behind her saddened
eyes would spill over, causing both of us to break. I never wanted to hurt her.
Ever. But apparently it was exactly what I was doing. 


 “I love you.” I uttered
the words, hoping to bring some sort of solace to the both of us, but it had
the reverse effect. Another lone tear broke free and slid down her flushed
cheek. 


She pulled free from my grip, opened the door then slammed it
shut, rattling not only the window but my very soul.  
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Sara



 

Hurrying back inside, I was so distracted with my interaction
with Alek I almost ran right into Megan. Thankfully, she maneuvered out of my
way quick enough so neither one of us was knocked on our ass.


The look on my face must have been enough to silence her from
asking me anything. I mumbled an apology and rushed past her to the back room. 


 “Whoa,” Matt warned as I
almost barreled into him. Two for two so
far. 


“Sorry. I… need a minute.” I pushed my way into the small break
room and plopped down in one of the chairs. Thankfully, Matt saw the look on my
face and left me alone with my wandering thoughts. 


Unfortunately, Megan was too new to give me the same consideration.


She came around the corner and poked her head in to see how I was
doing. “Are you okay, Sara? Is there anything I can do for you?”


I smiled as pleasantly as I could and tried my best to mask my
annoyance at being bothered. Internally, I chastised myself. She was only
trying to be nice; plus, I would have done the same thing in her shoes. “No,”
was my simple and short answer.


“Who was that guy? He didn’t seem very nice.” 


Apparently, she’s not done.



I was shocked to see she wore an expression of dislike for the
great Alek Devera. Women never reacted to him in such a way. I wished they did,
but normally they were falling all over themselves, vying for his
attention.  Maybe she wasn’t attracted to
men.  Before the thought fully formed, I
quickly dismissed it, simply from her reaction when I introduced her to Matt. She
pretty much undressed him with her eyes as she watched him walk away.  I wasn’t saying I wanted my new employee going
after Alek…I simply found her reaction to him surprising.


“He’s my boyfriend.” I found my words sounded odd to me. Technically,
Alek was my boyfriend, but it didn’t
really feel like it as of late. 


Megan’s response was a quick bellow of air and a roll of her eyes.
Obviously, she wasn’t a fan. Well, neither was I right then, but I wasn’t about
to air my dirty laundry. Especially to a virtual stranger. 


When she continued to linger in the doorway, I had no choice but
to ask her to leave. “Megan, can you please give me a minute to collect my
thoughts?”


“Oh, sorry. Sure thing, Sara. Let me know if you need anything,
okay?” I nodded in response as she turned around and walked away. 


An hour had ticked by when I’d decided not to spend any more time
wallowing in self-pity. I grabbed my phone and dialed Alexa’s number.


“Hellooooo,” she answered playfully.


“Hey, are you free tonight? Because I really need to go out and
let off some steam.”


“You must be in some sort of mood if you want to go balls-out,
Sara.”


“I am,” I huffed. “I really need a distraction tonight, and the
only thing I can think of is alcohol, maybe some dancing and my best friend. What
do you say?”


“I say count my ass in.” She mumbled something to someone before
returning to our conversation. “What time did you want to go?”


“I’d like to start as early as possible. I’ll meet you at home
then we can get ready and go.”


“Sounds great. See you later.”


“Bye.” I hung up the phone and let out a much needed sigh. I
really needed the escape to take my mind off Alek and our relationship, or lack
of one recently.
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Sara



 

We started off our night with a couple of glasses of wine at
home. I was a bit tipsy by the time the cab showed up, which should have been a
sign to head back inside and go to bed. Refusing to listen to my nagging inner
voice, I sat back and enjoyed the ride. Against my protests, Alexa had
convinced me to go to Throttle. I didn’t want to be reminded of Alek but I gave
in, knowing my friend loved the place. Hell, so did I—minus the fact he owned
it. 


Once we’d arrived at the club, we lucked out grabbing the last two
available seats at the bar. I wasted no time ordering a drink. We sat there for
what seemed like forever, waving off unwanted advances from some brazen men. My
thoughts were unfortunately consumed with one man; no matter how hard I tried
to push him out of my head, his image was persistent. Much like the man himself.


 “Does Braden know we’re
out?” I teased, knowing Alexa had her own stubborn guy to deal with. At least I
wasn’t alone there. Although I would’ve given anything for Alek to actually act
like he cared about where I was or who I was with. Something. Some kind of
recognition to let me know he still cared about me. About us.


“Yeah, he does.” A quick look of annoyance danced across her face,
but it disappeared before I could question it. 


“Does he care?”


“About what?  The fact I’m
out?”


Swaying a bit, I gripped onto the edge of the bar. “Yeah. Does he
give you a hard time when you go out?” I took a quick sip of my drink,
relishing in the numbness snaking through my entire body. I never waited for
her to respond, just continued to babble on. “Alek gives me a hard time
whenever I go out without him. Not because he doesn’t want me to have fun or he
doesn’t trust me, but because he can’t smother and watch over me every minute. Well,
he used to give me a hard time,” I
declared, taking another sip from my glass. “I don’t think he gives a shit
anymore.” My eyes welled up, but I pushed back the emotion.


I need another drink.


“I wish there was something I could do or say which would help
you, Sara.” She ordered us another round, swiveling around on her stool to
survey the other patrons. 


The house music was pumping and people were drinking, letting
loose and having a great time. I wanted to be one of those people, but my mind
wouldn’t fully release me. More alcohol was the answer, I was sure of it.


“Lex, I have to use the ladies room. Be right back.”


“Okay, but hurry up because the band will be coming on soon.”


I nodded and walked toward the bathroom, taking it slow because my
feet weren’t as cooperative as they were an hour before. Thankfully, the line
wasn’t too long. While I was waiting, I decided to check my phone. I didn’t know
why. It wasn’t as if Alek had made a habit of calling me a lot recently. 


So when I saw I’d received a text from him, I was utterly
shocked. 


Sorry about today, Sara.


That’s it? After the way
he’d been acting, he should have apologized for much more. How about, I’m sorry I’ve been an asshole lately?
or Please forgive me for basically
ignoring you since you professed your love for me?


Feeling bold, I decided to text him back. 


Don’t worry, Alek. I’ve already
forgotten all about it. In fact, I’m going to drown myself in alcohol and have
the best night of my life.


I hit ‘send’, stepped inside into an open stall and handled my
business. When I was washing my hands, my phone chimed. I wasn’t surprised he
responded so quickly. I purposely texted him what I did hoping for a reaction. But
I wasn’t lying. I really was trying
to drown myself in some liquid numbness. I’d pay for it the next day but right then,
I didn’t care.


Not funny, Sara. Where are you?


I’m so not going to tell him where I’m at. Although,
all it would take would be one phone call and he would surely find out. 


Moving back toward Alexa, I hopped on my barstool and for the
first time that evening, I had a smile on my face. Okay, maybe it wasn’t a
smile, but it was definitely a smirk. I’d been able to catch his attention and
I was going to do, or not do, whatever
necessary to keep it. Lord knows it’ll be
fleeting. 


As I took a sip from my fresh drink, my phone alerted me to
another text.


Woman! If I have to track you
down, I will. Then I’ll drag you out of wherever you are and lock you up in my
house. Forever, if that’s what it takes. Tell me where you are. Now!


Where was all of this last
week, or even the last couple of days? He’d been acting so distant, but as
soon as I went out without his supervision, he wanted to act all demanding and
controlling? To hell with that.


I’m where I’m at, Alek. You won’t
find me, so don’t bother looking. Besides, I would hate for you to waste any unnecessary
energy or thought on little ol’ me. 


I turned off my phone after I sent my last text. I didn’t want to
go back and forth with him all night because it would sour my mood even more. Plus,
he was ruining the nice buzz I had going on. All I wanted was one night to
forget. One night to let go and be free from all of the emotional turmoil which
was my current life.  


Alexa saw me typing away then shut my phone off. “Everything
okay?”


“Yeah. Fine.” I leaned over the bar and waved to the bartender. I
placed yet another drink order, sat back down and stared at my phone. I didn’t
know what I thought would happen. It was turned off, for God’s sake. 


Alexa knew right then what my intentions were. We’d gone from a
fun night out to her being worried about me. “Sara, don’t you think maybe you
should slow down a bit? You’ve had a lot to drink already, and I really don’t want
to hold your hair back while you puke it back up later.” She smiled, but I knew
she was serious. 


“I’m not done yet, Lex. I need one more drink to push me over to
being completely numb,” I mumbled, clinking the ice cubes around at the bottom
of my empty glass. 


Thirty seconds later, the bartender placed our drinks on the bar
and asked, “Which one of you is Sara?” He was holding a phone against his shirt
to block out some of the noise.


How the hell does he know
my name? Alexa pointed toward me and smiled, knowing damn well who was on
the other end of the phone.


“Mr. Devera wishes to speak to you,” he said as he pushed the
phone at me. “You can take it in the back office, down the corridor to your
right.”


Scowling at him, I yanked it from his hand as I approached the
office. Not surprisingly, the door was unlocked.


“Hello,” I teased in my sweetest voice. Big mistake. The sounds which
came from the other end of the receiver were almost indiscernible. I had to
hold the phone from my ear because he was yelling so loudly. When he finally took
a breath, I interjected. “What seems to be the problem, sweetheart?” My smirk
was back, giddy I was able to rile him up.


“Don’t play games with me, Sara. Now, go find Alexa and get your
ass home where you belong.”


What the hell? How did
he know I was with Alexa? How long was he talking to the traitor of a bartender
before he got me on the phone? Mr.
Turncoat must have described my friend to him.


“Why don’t you come down here and make me?” I would normally
never instigate him in such a way, knowing full well he would actually come
down there, cause a scene, throw me over his shoulder and stalk out of the
club. But it was exactly why I did it. The uncertainty of our relationship
actually had me craving his caveman tendencies. 


“Sara…don’t.” He exhaled into the phone. “I can’t. I just can’t.”


“Why, Alek? What the hell is going on with you? With us?” I was
full-on drunk, letting go of any and all inhibitions and saying whatever came
to mind.


“I’m not going to talk about this right now. Just get Alexa and go
home. Now.” His temper was controlled. I knew he was feeling guilty over
something, but he wouldn’t say what and it was driving me crazy.


I stomped my foot like an errant child and pushed back against
his crazy demand. “I’m not ready to go yet, so I’m not leaving. But when I do decide to go, on my own terms, maybe I’ll find someone to
give me a lift. You know, someone who’s actually looking to give me some attention.”



Taunting him was not the right move to make. Even though we were
physically separated, I was still waving a red flag in front of an aggressive,
pissed-off bull of a man. 


The next sounds I heard were a barrage of obscenities, then
something crashing in the background. 


Then the phone went dead.


My heart was beating so fast inside my chest. It was the most
interaction I’d had with Alek in days, and of course, it was not a favorable
one. He tried to tell me what to do, acting as if he even cared, and I pissed
him off with basically telling him I might go home with some random stranger. 


Way to go, Sara. 


As I headed back toward the bar, I saw Alexa’s full attention was
on the band which started playing five minutes prior. She was even singing
along to the song, a bright smile plastered on her face. Until she saw me
approach. Then her whole demeanor changed. She slid off the barstool, grabbed
our stuff and reached for my hand. “Come on, Sara. Let’s go.”


“What? No, I’m not going anywhere.”


“Alek wants me to take you home, and I think he’s right. You’ve
had too much to drink, and I don’t want anything to get out of hand.”


My eyes narrowed in confusion. “How do you know he wants you to
take me home?” She broke eye contact and fumbled with her keys, glancing at her
phone before looking back up at me. Oh,
for God’s sake. He texted or called her and had a little chat. And she fell for
it.


I didn’t even need for her to confirm it. I knew exactly what happened,
and for the first time that evening I wasn’t going to fight it. I was suddenly
drained. All I wanted to do was curl up in bed and wait for a new day. 


I snatched my things from her hands and stalked toward the front
door. Or should I say stumbled toward the front door. 


We were in the back of a cab two minutes later. Resting my head
against the seat, I caught movement in my peripheral vision. Alexa was texting
someone, and I knew it wasn’t Braden. Taking a chance, I blurted out, “Tell him
I said to go to hell,” before turning to look out the window.


She didn’t say anything in response as we drove toward home.
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Alek


                        


Holy fuck, she is infuriating!
I had half a mind to go over to her place, throw her over my knee and give her
the spanking she deserved. I was losing my patience. I was trying my best,
trying to be the man she needed me to be, but I was struggling.


My phone chimed with a message from Alexa, letting me know they
were in a cab and on their way home. After what Sara had insinuated, I lost it,
but instead of saying something I would later regret, I simply hung up on her. Then
I texted her friend. Thankfully, she was in agreement, ushering Sara from the
club immediately. I was grateful she had someone close to her to look out for
when I couldn’t be there.  


The more thought I gave it, the more I knew I had to engage the
services of my good friend, Calvin. He was the one person I trusted over the
years to watch over Sara whenever I couldn’t. He owned his own P.I. firm and he
was the best at what he did. It wasn’t much of a challenge watching her before
because she lived a pretty sheltered life, especially after what had happened. 


It was even easier now because she was walking around with a
tracking device in her phone, one she agreed to have.  Thankfully, she carried it everywhere with
her. It was how I found her at Throttle, even though it wasn’t a hard guess,
seeing as how I knew both of them loved the place. From her responses, she was
either too drunk to figure out how I’d tracked her or she’d simply forgotten it
was on her phone. Either way, I wasn’t reminding her. 


Thankfully, Calvin answered on the second ring.


“Alek. How the hell are you? It’s been a while since I’ve heard
from you. Everything all right?”


Calvin Herdsman was based in California. He’d done a lot of
traveling for me over the years, but luckily he wouldn’t have far to go with
the new assignment.  


“Depends on what you mean by ’all right’.” I allowed a brief
moment of silence to linger between us before speaking again. “I need your help
again, friend. The woman, Sara Hawthorne, the one you were helping me out with
before? Well, I need you to look out for her for a few days while I’m away on
business.” 


 “Whatever you want, man. You
know I’ll be there to help you. Does she still live at the same address?” I
heard him shuffling through some papers, no doubt trying to find the file he
kept on her. 


There was another pause before I answered. “No, she up and moved
to Seattle about a year ago.”


“She did?” he asked, sounding confused.


“Yeah. I’ve been able to keep an eye on her, but I have to go
away for business and would feel better knowing you had my back while I’m
gone.” I didn’t want to divulge all the details of our recent relationship. The
only thing I wanted to hear from him was that he would drop everything to help
me out. I knew it was short notice, but I’d pay him whatever he wanted if it
meant her safety and my peace of mind. I wasn’t so crazy this time around
because Samuel was no longer a threat, but to be safe I wanted an extra pair of
eyes on her. 


“Okay, yeah, sure. When do you want me to be there?”


“Tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow? Damn, Devera, nothing like giving me some notice.” He
blew out a breath of air before continuing. “Okay, let me move some stuff
around and I’ll be there in the morning.”


“Great. I’ll send you all the details.”


“Sure thing. Talk to you later.”


A wave of relief washed over me after we’d hung up. I needed to
start making the transition back to the way I handled things before. 


Before I’d made the best and worst decision of my life. 


Before, for my own selfish reasons, I walked into her shop and
drew her into my world.


I texted Sara to let her know I was leaving early the next day
and would be away for a week. I’d initially thought it would only be three days
but more issues arose with the new building plans. I also informed her I would
be back late Friday and would see her then. 


She didn’t text me back. I wasn’t surprised.


~~~~


It’d been four days since I last had any communication with Sara,
and it was weighing heavier on me than I thought it would. But I couldn’t
break. I had to be strong.


Calvin provided me with daily updates. So far, everything was
fine; nothing out of the ordinary. He reported back she retired to her
residence after she closed up the shop, never leaving her apartment once she
was home.


I knew she was hurting, and the thought alone was almost enough
to make me pick up the phone and give in, to tell her I was an asshole and beg
for her forgiveness. When those moments crept up on me, I instantly grabbed a
drink, downing it to abate my momentary weakness. 


My phone alerted me to a text as I was preparing to take a
shower. I’d assumed it was work-related, so I was surprised it was actually
from Sara.


         We
need to talk when you come home –S


I was dreading our talk because it would mean the end of us. The
more time which passed without communication was more time for it not to be
real. But once we talked, once we ended our relationship, it would cut me. Deep.


         Ok


My response was curt. I knew Sara was dealing with this all by
herself, going about it blindly because I refused to let her know what I was
thinking. But I couldn’t tell her because all she would say was that I was
being ridiculous and somehow, she would talk me out of it. Then I would be back
to square one. 


Breaking it off with her was the only thing I could think of to
try and sever the hold we had on each other.


I would wither up inside, but I could go back to keeping her
safe. Not once in the eight years I watched her did anything bad happen to her.



After I forced myself into her life, she was attacked in the
hallway of a bar, kidnapped by a psycho, shot, rushed into surgery and spent
eight goddamn days in the hospital. 


I only had a few days left before I said goodbye to the only
woman I’d ever loved.
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Sara



 

Five hours.


Five hours to go until I demanded some answers from Alek. He’d
arrived back in town a day early but went straight into the office. He messaged
me telling me he would be tied up all day in meetings.


More avoidance. 


I couldn’t go on the way I had been. It was too much. The
constant worrying where our relationship stood, if he still loved me, if he
still wanted to be with me. His behavior as of late was odd. It was indicative of
someone who wanted out. 


For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why. 


~~~~


“No, I haven’t. Because I don’t want to have the conversation
with him over the phone, Alexa. I need to see his face,” I whispered, doing my
best to not let anyone else overhear. I would have gone into the back, but I
was needed in front to man the shop until Megan was done with her current
arrangement. The order was already running behind, and I didn’t want to delay
it any more than necessary. 


As I turned to face the door, a woman walked in. Normally, I
wouldn’t have paid her much attention, but there was something about her which
instantly set me on alert. She made eye contact with me and even scowled. Maybe
she was a dissatisfied customer. Thankfully, I’d never dealt with one before,
but there was a first time for everything. 


“Lex, I gotta go. Talk later,” I rushed as I hung up the phone. Taking
a step around the counter, I approached the surly woman with my guard up, not quite
knowing what to expect. 


“Can I help you with something?” I asked, taking another step
toward her.


She looked to be someone who’d come
from money, or at the very least put on the allusion of having money. She was
tall and thin, her clothes fitting her like a glove. Her dark blonde hair ran
past her shoulder blades, a trendy cut which she worked at every angle.  Minus the dour look on her face, she was
rather beautiful, but something told me her personality was going to ruin all
of it. 


 “You sure can, Sara,” she
hissed. The air of haughtiness in her tone was certainly off-putting and my
guard was on high-alert.  


Clenching my fists behind my back, I didn’t want to let her see how
she was affecting my mood. My face was expressionless but my body had tensed
greatly. “Well, you appear to have me at a disadvantage. It seems you know who
I am, but I have no idea who you are, Miss…” The more time I spent in her
presence, the more I knew the turnout wasn’t going to be pleasant. 


“Bossett. Cora Bossett. Alek’s fiancée.” 


Don’t react. Don’t give her
the satisfaction. 


Silence loomed between us. She’d certainly come out of nowhere,
denying me the opportunity to prepare for such a statement. Had my relationship
with Alek not been so rocky as of late, I would have laughed right in her face.
But I didn’t. I didn’t react at all. Initially, at least.


She looked pleased with herself as she stood there glowering at
me. Releasing a deep breath, I took two steps closer, fisting my hands at my
sides. It was time to set her straight. 


“Don’t you mean ex-fiancée?” I returned her nasty scowl, glare
for glare.


“No, sweetheart, current
fiancée. We recently got back together, as I knew we would. So you see, honey,
he no longer has any need for you.” 


I so wanted to punch
her in the face. How dare she walk into my shop and spew such word vomit at my
feet. She had some real nerve.


While anger flushed my face, my heart was breaking, a little bit
for each second I stood in her presence. Before Alek started acting funny, I
would have said she was crazy. There was no way in hell he’d ever take her
back. He hated even talking about her. But my head was telling me to be
careful. There was something amiss, and I needed to find out exactly what it
was.


Don’t show all your cards. Don’t
let your guard down.


“I don’t believe you. He would never take you back, especially
not after what you did to him,” I spat, backing up. If I didn’t put some
distance between us, I was going to be hit with assault charges. 


A quick look of shock crossed her face but was quickly replaced
by disgust, as if I was nothing, and even having to explain anything to me at
all was beneath her. 


Completely ignoring my statement, she glanced around my shop in
boredom. Finally, she turned her stare back in my direction. 


“Woman to woman, I’m giving you the courtesy up-front to let you
know Alek is done with you because he’s come to his senses. Finally. He’s done
slumming,” she declared haughtily. 


It took all of my reserve not to jump on her and tackle her to
the ground. I envisioned snatching her by the hair and punching her in the
face, maybe even breaking her perfect little nose. My thoughts ran rampant
inside my head, helping to contain some of my anger. I couldn’t be arrested for
merely thinking it.


“Are you done?” I was able to pull off a calm tone, even though
inside I was a mess. As she flicked her hand in my direction, I caught sight of
the huge rock on her ring finger. She noticed, the smirk on her face proving
so. 


She rotated her hand back and forth, allowing the ring to catch
the light and practically blind me. “He gave this back to me last night. He
said he carried it with him at all times, hoping I would come back to him
someday.”


When she saw my face fall, she grinned. She was done. She had
accomplished what she set out to do, which was to hurt me. 


 “You need to leave now. Don’t
ever step foot in my shop again.”


“Fine by me, as long as you stay away from my fiancé.”


“Get out!” I shouted. She laughed as she sauntered out the front
door.  


As soon as she was gone, Megan walked into the front of the shop,
no doubt having heard some sort of commotion. “Are you okay, Sara?”


“I will be, Megan. I will be,” I repeated, not entirely believing
my own words. Grabbing my purse and keys from the back room, I rushed to leave.
“Megan, can you ask Matt to close up for me when he comes back? Please. Tell
him I’ll talk to him later.” 


“Sure thing,” she answered as the door closed behind me.


Rushing to my car, I immediately dialed Alek’s number. It went
straight to voicemail. When I tried his office, his secretary told me he was in
a meeting and wasn’t to be disturbed for any reason. 


I raced home in hopes Alexa was there so I could tell her
everything. 



 

I needed someone to talk to and since I couldn’t reach the one
person I needed most, my best friend was the next best choice. 
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Alek



 

Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. 


What the hell is that
sound?  Still groggy from passing out
drunk, I couldn’t wrap my head around where the irritating noise was coming
from. I closed my eyes again in hopes it would stop.


Buzzzzzzzzzzzz.


My lids parted again, trying to figure out where I was before I
even attempted to get up. Taking a few deep breaths, the room spinning around
me, I made to stand up but instead fell on my ass. 


Goddamn it! That hurt. 


Buzzzzz. I glanced over
at my phone, but it wasn’t making any noise. The only other thing it could be was
the front gate.


Buzz. Buzz.


Scrambling off the floor took every ounce of energy I had left in
me. Whoever was out there was going to surely get an earful from me. Unless it
was Sara.


Shit! I wasn’t ready to
deal with our relationship yet.  


I shook my head as I reached for the intercom. “Hello,” I
mumbled.


There was a crackling sound before I heard a woman’s voice. “Hi,
sweetheart. Can you let me in, please?” I couldn’t place who it was, not at
first, but knowing it wasn’t Sara gave me a fleeting feeling of relief.


“Who is this?”


“It’s me, silly. Cora. Can you please open the gate so I can come
up?”


What the hell is going on?
Was I still dreaming? Cora? No, it couldn’t be. Why would she come back here
after all this time? And why the hell was she calling me ‘sweetheart’ and
acting as if we were still on good terms? I made it clear the last time we saw
each other I wouldn’t be held responsible for my actions if she ever came near
me again. 


Even though more than a year had passed since I laid my eyes on the
despicable woman, my hatred for her was still as intense as the day I found out
she aborted my child. 


“Go away, Cora. I’m not letting you in.” I walked away from the
intercom but she was relentless.


Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. Buzz. 


“If you don’t let me in, Alek, I’ll stay out here and lay on the
horn, disturbing whatever neighbors you have.”


“What do you want? Why are you here?” I mumbled. 


“Let me in so we can talk, then I’ll go if you still want me to. Please,
sweetheart.”


“Don’t fucking call me that,” I barked. I reached up and grabbed
my neck, pulling down to assuage the tension which was quickly building. If I
didn’t let her in, she would definitely cause a scene, which would only make
things worse. It was already almost midnight and I was fucking cranky and tired,
never mind a pulsating headache was already starting to rattle my brain. 


Deciding to find out what she wanted, I pushed the button to open
the gate. The quicker I let her in, the quicker I could kick her out.


My doorbell rang thirty seconds later and I was instantly
enraged, mainly because she was forcing me to deal with my past. Seeing her
again was going to put me in a dark mood for a while to come, and I had enough
on my goddamn plate.


Looking back on my time with Cora, I realized I never truly loved
her, not like I loved Sara. There was simply no comparison. Which was why when
she cheated on me, I was able to cut ties without a second thought. But when I
found out she killed my child on purpose because I wouldn’t take her back, that
was the clincher which pushed me from not loving her to full-on hating her. 


Ready to engage the crazy bitch, I flung open the front door. I
knew I looked like I was hit by a train, but I didn’t care. I was far from
trying to impress her. Hell, she was lucky I didn’t reach out and throttle her
right where she stood.


Our eyes connected but neither one of us spoke. I was instantly
hit with all of the bad memories of the last conversation we had. After a
minute of simply standing there and staring at each other, she decided my
rudeness was no longer tolerable. She smiled and pushed past my foreboding
body, entering my personal space.  


I think I was still drifting between reality and drunken stupor,
the alcohol wearing off a little the more I was forced to be in Cora’s
presence. 


After I shut the door, I turned around and realized I was only
half-dressed. I’d quickly thrown on my jeans which had been tossed over the
edge of the couch. They weren’t even buttoned all the way, for God’s sake.  


She was busy taking in every facet of my home, her eyes widening
the more she looked around. She was definitely impressed. If she’d only kept
her legs closed, she could have had it all. But thankfully, she and my cousin
Cameron were cut from the same cloth. 
Her betrayal essentially forced me to find my one true love.  


Sara.


My thoughts flitted to the woman who was going to hate me soon
enough. 


“What do you want, Cora?” I pulled her attention to me, and it
was a mistake. The way she drank me in actually gave me chills. I hated I was
standing in front of her, shirtless and pants half-undone. 


“I’ve come to win you back, sweetheart.” She took a step toward
me but I held up my hand. One look in my eyes and she knew she would be in for
it if she came any closer. 


Teeth clenched and jaw squared tight, I yelled out again. “Don’t
fucking call me that, Cora.” My sudden rage startled her, and she took a step
back. As I was about to tell her there was no way in hell I would ever take her
back, my doorbell rang.


Now who the hell is here? 


I turned back toward the door and as I tried to control my anger,
I gripped the handle and swung it open. Standing there on my doorstep, at
midnight, was Sara. She looked a little worse for wear but still stunningly
beautiful. Her eyes were red and puffy. There was no argument she’d been
crying. 


“Sara, what are you doing here?” I was shocked she’d showed up so
late but then again, I didn’t blame her. It wouldn’t have taken me long to
barge in on her if the roles were reversed, and she was the one who was constantly
blowing me off. I knew she wanted to give me some space, most likely believing
the whole time I would work through whatever shit I was dealing with. “How did
you get past the gate?”


Clearly my question was rude because the look on her face told me
so. “It was open." Taking a deep breath, she continued with, “I
know we haven’t spoken a lot recently, but we really need to talk, Alek. Enough
is enough already. I need to know what the hell is going on between us.” A
brief look of relief washed over her, and I was positive it was because she’d
finally been able to broach the subject I’d been avoiding. I remained silent,
not quite sure what to do or say. 


She started to speak again but stopped abruptly. 


Sara was no longer looking at me but instead at something behind
me. Or should I say someone behind
me? It was then I realized Cora was the someone she was staring at. 


Sara’s body instantly tensed, her breathing becoming shallow and
rushed. Her hands clenched at her sides as she tried to control the wave of
emotions rushing over her. She glanced back and forth between Cora and me,
stopping to take in my half-naked, disheveled body. When her eyes finally
rested on my face, she silently pleaded for an explanation. However, I couldn’t
give her one. I had no idea what Cora was doing there, but it didn’t really
matter. Knowing what was obviously running through Sara’s mind was enough to
put a shadow of doubt on our relationship. And in that moment, I did something
I would soon regret. 


I let her assume the worst. 


It was a coward’s way out, I knew. But I thought if she hated me,
it would make it easier on her in the long run. Anger was always better than a
broken heart. While fury would fuel her to push forward, a broken heart would
devastate her. 


It didn’t take long before her eyes turned cold.


Hurt and resentment danced with sadness and rage. 


The woman standing before me was quickly becoming someone I didn’t
recognize, and I hated the fact I was the man responsible.


“Sara…” I only called out her name. Nothing more. There was so
much I wanted to say to her, but I didn’t. 


While I knew her heart was breaking, she remained stoic, simply
stepping closer. Tears had broken free and cascaded down her cheeks. Then I saw
the emotion in her eyes switch to full-on anger. “I hate you!” she seethed
before turning and fleeing to her car. 


I knew she meant what she said. She truly hated me.


Join the club. I hate
myself right about now. 


My soul ached. None of my actions could justify hurting her the
way I had, and it wasn’t only that night. I’d slowly been withdrawing from her,
tearing open her heart and confusing the hell out of her. I made her second-guess
our relationship. I even made her second-guess my love for her. 


I flip-flopped back and forth so many times about what I should
do.


Well, it seemed my decision
was just made for me.  


I could only hope in time she would forgive me, and although
anger was the better emotion to have then, I hoped it didn’t end up consuming
her. 


Once I closed the door, I spun around only to catch Cora leering
at my naked chest. The woman was unbelievable. I was still in shock she showed
up at my house. 


Without giving me the time to mourn the loss of my relationship,
Cora started in with her shit. 


“You should know Sara and I had a little chat today.” She
smirked.


No. She didn’t say what I
think she did. The alcohol is messing with me. 


The sneer on her face challenged me. 


“What the fuck did you
say?”  


Noticing the look of pure rage on my face caused her to retreat. She
stuttered over her next words. “I went…t…to see her today at her little s…shop.”
She was pissed I’d made her stumble over her words, so she squared her
shoulders before continuing with the rest of her story. “I told her we were
back together, so she should leave you alone.” 


She knew her mistake as soon as the last syllable left her lying
lips.  


My movements were too quick for her to react.  Snatching her up, I crushed her bony body to
mine. We were practically nose to nose. Gripping her arms tight, I yelled in
her face. “You…bitch! Don’t you EVER step foot near her again. Do you
understand me? EVER!” I’d never raised a hand to a woman in my life, but I was
finding it difficult to control myself. All I wanted to do was squeeze the life
from her. After everything she’d done to me, she added hurting Sara to her
list. Although, I could add myself into that category, as well.


“Alek, you’re hurting me.” She tried to struggle in my grasp, but
it was useless. I made sure to hold on to her longer so she knew how serious I
was. 


As soon as I released her, she stumbled backward. “Alek, baby. I
think we owe it to ourselves to give our relationship another try and work this
out. We were so good together. And I’m sorry…about everything. Please.”


This bitch is crazy. 


I shook my head in amazement. I actually felt sorry for the
pathetic woman standing in front of me. Not only was she delusional, but she
was insane if she thought I would ever take her back. 


The longer she stood in front of me, the more I suspected
something else was up. There was no way she truly thought she could win me over.
So, what else could it be?


I was lost until something occurred to me. I saw the way her eyes
lit up when she walked into my house. She came from money, so she shouldn’t
have been so impressed. 


 Then a light bulb went
off.


“You need money, don’t you, Cora?” My words made her turn away
for a split-second. Bingo. She was here
for a handout. But something else didn’t add up, either. No way would Cora show
up at my house, unannounced in the middle of the night, confess she told Sara
what she did and still expect me to give her what she wanted.


No. Someone put her up to it. Someone had convinced her that her
crazy plan would work. Someone who knew how desperate she was. 


And I had an idea exactly who it was. Only one other person I knew
had the balls to back such a foolish plan: the guy who was still trying to mess
with me. Well, I’d had enough. I was going to take care of him once and for
all. 


 “Cameron put you up to
this, didn’t he?” She looked stunned I’d actually figured it out. “Didn’t he?”
I roared. 


I didn’t give her a chance to deny it before I seized her wrist
and dragged her toward the front door. As soon as I opened it, I shoved her
outside.  She didn’t fall, but she did
stumble. “Go fucking ask him for a
handout because you won’t get one from me. And Cora? If you ever come near me or Sara again, you’ll
regret it.  Trust me.” 


As the door latched shut on my past, I couldn’t help but wonder
what my future would bring.


~~~~


For two months I’d been drowning in grief, and I couldn’t take it
any longer. Sara missing from my life was like my heart being torn from my
chest. I knew I was the one who sliced it out, but at the time I thought it was
for the best. For her. I wasn’t so sure anymore. 


I’d witnessed her version of living over the past eight weeks. I
didn’t even know if she was aware I was watching, but I was. Of course I was; I
had to make sure she was all right. Well, physically, at least. It was the
whole reason I’d basically broken it off with her.


A reason I’d instantly regretted.


She was sullen and removed, never venturing out except to her
shop then back home again. I didn’t even think she went to the grocery store,
most likely relying on Alexa to take care of all the mundane daily tasks. 


Physically, although still the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid
eyes on, she lost weight. Her face was forever saddened and most times, her
eyes were reddened and swollen. I hated I was the person solely responsible for
turning her into a shell of her former self. 


Amongst her sadness, however, was deep-seated anger. I had no
doubt in my heart she hated me. She told me so. And even if she hadn’t meant it
that night, enough time had gone by for those feelings to have been cemented
deep inside of her. I would rather her hate me than be torn apart by what I did
to her. Yes, anger was a much better emotion to wrangle with. It provided a
blanket of comfort, something to ward off the knives trying to weave themselves
into one’s very soul. 


I knew of such things because anger sheathed me every day. I
hated myself and tried to find comfort in the bottom of a bottle. Each night,
I’d drown my sorrows with the burning liquid. It lasted for only a short while,
then I was back to harboring regret and anger in the morning. I was slowly
killing myself; every day I didn’t redeem myself was another proverbial nail in
the coffin. 


One day, I’d finally woken up with hope in my heart. I was going
to attempt to see Sara. I needed to try and explain why I’d done what I did. Knowing
her, she definitely wouldn’t make it easy for me and I wouldn’t want her to. Hell,
I didn’t know if she would even talk to me again. Ever. But I had to try. 


The tracking device on her phone was still active. I didn’t know
if she forgot about it or if she secretly hoped I’d use it someday. I was
hoping for the latter. I wouldn’t show up at Full Bloom or her apartment. I
didn’t want to disturb any kind of solace she’d been able to find at either
place. I was admittedly an asshole, but I wasn’t cruel. Although some might beg to differ. 


The next time she ventured anywhere else, though, I was going to accidentally
run into her. I was hoping she still had love in her heart for me, even if she
hated me. The connection we shared was too powerful for her feelings to
disappear altogether. 


 It was what I would keep repeating
to myself until the day I’d finally be able to see her again.
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Sara



 

Three months had passed since I’d seen or heard from Alek. It was
a struggle each single day to try and function like a normal human being. With
every ounce of strength I possessed, I’d drag my sorry ass out of bed in the
morning. No more than four hours of sleep rescued me from my reality, so not
only was I an emotional wreck, but my physical self had taken a beating, as
well. I’d lost weight, my hair wasn’t as vibrant and there were dark circles
under my eyes. Thank God for concealer. But
I didn’t care. I was simply living to exist.  


There were many times I’d chastised myself for ever becoming
involved with Alek. Going in, I knew it was too good to be true. I feared he’d
break my heart…and he did. He was good, though. Telling me he loved me, acting
as if my safety was his number one concern…I felt like a fool. 


The last time I’d seen him played over and over in my head. That
awful woman standing in his house, him practically naked. What were they doing
before I rang his doorbell? The mere thought was torture, so I tried not to
think about it but sometimes, when I was feeling really low, I took it there. 


Seeing the anger laced in his eyes had confused me, though. I
wasn’t sure if he was upset before he opened the door or once he’d realized it
was me on the other side. There were too many what-ifs. I would never truly
know the full story, and I had to chalk it up to nothing more than an extremely
heartbreaking life lesson.


Don’t fall for hot, rich
men. And surely don’t give that same man a second chance after he reveals he’d
been watching you for eight years. 


But even that, I came to understand. After he’d explained
everything, mentioning his promise to my grandmother, a woman who I loved more
than anything, I saw the situation for what it was. A young man trying to help
ease an elderly woman’s heart, but also trying to make up for not being able to
save his own sister.


Confusion had become my go-to emotion as of late. It was better
to hide behind than devastation and raging anger. 


Alexa was the only one I’d truly confided in. Matt wouldn’t
understand. All he would want to do was hunt down Alek and try to teach him a
lesson, and I didn’t want to put him in any kind of situation where he could
possibly be harmed. Alek had grown used to Matt’s place in my life. Dare I say
he even began to like him? I wasn’t sure how he would react if Matt came at
him, though, and it was a risk I wasn’t willing to take. 


The more days that crept by, the more numb I became. I didn’t
know if it was my survival instincts kicking in, but I feared if something
didn’t change soon, I would simply die inside and never feel anything ever
again. 


No happiness. 


No anger. 


No sadness.


Nothing.   


I smiled politely to those around me and uttered “Fine” when they
asked how I was doing. But I never told the truth. I always lied.


~~~~


“Are we still going out tonight, Sara? Please, tell me you’re not
going to back out again. You haven’t been out of this house, besides to work,
in way too long.” Alexa stood by the couch with her hands on her hips, glaring
down at me. I knew she was upset with me, but I couldn’t find it inside me to
care much. 


She was doing her absolute best to help pull me from my dark
depression. Because I was so thankful to have such a wonderful friend in my
life, I decided to stick to our plans for once. I couldn’t imagine having any
fun, but I would fake it like I had been for the past few months. 


“Sara? Did you hear me? Are you going to cancel on me again?” My
dear friend was frustrated, and I didn’t blame her.  


I tore my eyes away from the mindless TV show and looked up at
her. A small, forced smile tipped my lips. “Yes, I’m still going.” She acted as
if I’d told her I cured cancer. Her smile was huge, but she quickly regained
her composure. 


Sitting down next to me, she placed her hand on my arm. “Don’t be
mad, but you need to eat. You’re losing too much weight, and it isn’t healthy.”


Gingerly glancing down at my thinner frame, I half-smiled. I had
lost at least twenty pounds because I didn’t bother to nourish myself. There
were days when I hardly ate anything at all, waiting until dinnertime to have
something simple, like a piece of fruit. Both Matt and Alexa took turns trying
to force-feed me, but their efforts were wasted.


“I know, Lex. I promise I’ll eat something before we go.”


“Not a piece of fruit, Sara. I want you to eat something real,
something nutritious. You have to stop abusing your body like this or you’ll
end up really sick.” 


She was a thousand percent right and I knew it. I had no energy
as it was. My hair and skin looked dull, and there was a constant beat-down
look in my eyes.


“I’ll eat a good meal, I promise.”


She looked skeptical at first, and then a smile encroached on her
beautiful face as she sat there grinning at me.


“I know you will. Because I’m going to make us both something to
eat. Plus, if our stomachs are full, we can drink more.” She laughed as she
made her way to the kitchen and started pulling ingredients from the
refrigerator.  


She ended up making us chicken francese, veggies and a side salad
with all of the fixings. I tried to muster enough of an appetite to eat all of
it, but my stomach had shrunk drastically and I could only manage half.  


I sat back after eating and had to admit I felt a little better already.
A small surge of energy pumped through me because of the meal she’d forced me
to eat. 


“Thanks for dinner. I’m going to take a shower now and start
getting ready. You don’t plan on staying out too late, do you?”


“Sara…” she warned. “Don’t worry about how late we’re going to
be. The only thing I want you to focus on is enjoying yourself. For once.”


“Okay, okay. I promise I’ll try and enjoy myself. ‘Fake it till
you make it’, right? Isn’t that the saying?”


“Yes, it is,” she replied, giving me a hug before she turned
around to clean up from dinner.
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Sara



 

We ended up at a smaller, local bar. I told Alexa I wasn't
ready to be around a large group of people. She understood and was grateful I’d
ventured outside our apartment at all. 


An hour in and I’d already consumed a couple of drinks. I wasn’t
drunk by any means, but the familiar twinge of lightheartedness was upon me and
I welcomed it with open arms. 


Alexa and I were in mid-conversation when Braden came walking
through the front door. Since there weren’t too many patrons, he’d been able to
locate us rather quickly. 


“Hi, Sara. How are you?” he greeted. An undercurrent of sympathy
swirled around his words as he addressed me.


“Fine, Braden. How are you?” Simple pleasantries passed between
us as usual. I liked him. Besides being a nice guy, he was head-over-heels for
my best friend. He was intense, but his love for her was undeniable. 


I had that once. Or so I
thought.


“Good, good.” He locked eyes with his woman and I knew something
wasn’t right. Palpable tension enveloped them, but neither one gave way to what
was wrong. After more uncomfortable silence, she was the first to speak.


“I thought you said you were working late tonight,” she said with
an air of aloofness. 


“Yeah, well, I figured you were more important than the papers I
was going over with my assistant.” He tried to smile but faltered.


“I’m surprised you were able to tear yourself away from her.”


Oh, no.


Braden’s hand rested on her elbow. Leaning in, he softly spoke. “Can
we not do this here? In public? If you still have an issue, I would be more
than happy to go somewhere more private so we can discuss it like adults. Instead
of throwing out insinuations.” Her breath paused as she quickly made eye
contact with me. 


Apparently, there was some sort of issue going on between them,
and I was guessing it had everything to do with his assistant. 


“I’m not going anywhere with you. Sara and I were having a great
time until you showed up to dampen the mood.” 



He turned toward me and tried to force yet another smile before
he focused all of his attention on Alexa. He leaned in close and whispered
something in her ear. She had no reaction until suddenly a blush crept up her
neck and broke out across her cheeks. He leaned back and cocked his brow,
waiting for her to make a move. Within seconds, she hopped off her seat. He
reached for her hand and she swatted him away but continued to allow him to
usher her into a private hallway. 


I remembered being in similar situations with Alek. Damn it. Why did thoughts of him have to
infiltrate my brain? I’d been doing well so far, only thinking about him twice
before Alexa was able to successfully distract me. But she left me alone to
dwell on the one man who had consumed me for months. 


Glancing toward the hallway where they had disappeared, I prayed they
would settle their issue and come back out to join me. A couple of minutes
passed and still nothing. Running my fingers over the coolness of my glass, I
picked it up and took a sip. The drink soothed my worries, allowing me some
time to swallow its tantalizing numbness. 


Deciding to take in my surroundings, my eyes roamed all over the
small space. There weren’t many people there, but that was fine with me. Two
guys were playing pool in the far corner. Four women were sitting in a booth,
laughing as if they didn’t have a care in the world. One guy was trying to
score for the evening, running his finger up and down a woman’s arm. She looked
interested. 


Lucky bastards. I miss him.
I miss being wrapped in his arms. I miss the way his lips taste. 


Deciding more liquor would squelch those insane feelings, I
gulped down the rest of my drink. As I placed the glass back on the bar, I caught
movement to my right, near the front door.


My eyes grazed over the man leaning against the wall. Even though
I’d only looked at him for a split-second, I knew who it was immediately.


I blinked repeatedly, praying the alcohol was causing me to
hallucinate.


But he was real.


Just when I’d started to feel a bit of humanity pulse through my
veins, it was destroyed by the mere sight of him.


He didn’t see me at first because he was busy checking out the
other patrons. . Was it a mere coincidence he was there? Was he waiting for
someone else? Another woman? Was he meeting Cora? The thought alone broke my
heart all over again. 


A crazy thought entered my mind, but I quickly shoved it aside. I’d
totally forgotten about the tracker he installed on my cell phone after the kidnapping.
There was no way he still kept tabs on me. Are
you kidding? Look who you’re talking about. The thought he was there for me
was ludicrous. But why, then? After
months of silence, why now? 


Then a thought barreled forth, almost knocking me off my stool. That
night was the first time I’d gone out since our relationship ended—other than
work, of course. 


Hope filled me but quickly dispelled any such feeling. I wasn’t
going to allow him to play with my emotions any longer. 


 “Sara? Are you ready to go
home now?” Alexa asked, barreling out from the back of the hallway. She was
still upset. It was obvious the issue between her and her man hadn’t been
resolved. If anything, it had only intensified. Braden was but a few paces
behind her, looking none too pleased.


Swinging my head around, I locked eyes with Alek. He’d heard Lex
call my name and honed right in on me.  


I was way too fragile to have any kind of communication with him,
verbal or otherwise. I broke eye contact, seized Alexa by her wrist and leaned
into her ear, shaking the whole time.


“Help me,” were the only words I spoke.  


She turned her head so she could look at me. “What’s the matter,
Sara? Why are you shaking? Did someone say something to you?” Forgetting her
argument with Braden, she summoned him closer to us. 


“What’s the matter? Is there anything I can do?” he asked
pensively. Reaching out, he touched my shoulder, trying his best to comfort me.
 


I must’ve looked like a fool, shaking for what appeared to be no
reason at all. But there was a reason,
and he was standing across the bar staring at me. He was also looking at
Braden, boring holes right through him. Clearly he wasn’t sure if Braden was
with me or Alexa. Although Alek knew of Alexa’s boyfriend, he’d never met him
before. 


Every fiber of my being wished Alek was being bombarded with
thoughts of me having sex with the man touching me. Sorry, Lex. I would love nothing more than for him to be racked
with images of us writhing around together. I hoped he envisioned me screaming
out in ecstasy as Braden made me come. 


A small smile crooked the corners of my mouth. I must have looked
like a crazy person, but I didn’t care. I would grab on to anything if it meant
saving me from completely shutting down.


“Sara? Can you hear me?” Lex shouted. 


Coming back into my tortured reality, I answered her. “Yeah,
sorry. I want to leave. Now!” 


I glanced back toward Alek and my best friend followed to see who
I was looking at. She gasped as she leaned in closer, throwing her arm around
my shoulder. 


Taking a deep breath, I straightened my spine and prepared for a
confrontation. There was something about the way he was staring at me which
told me there was no way I was going to walk by him without him saying
something. Why did he have to be near the front door, of all places?


 “I wonder if there’s a
back way out of this place,” Alexa muttered. She knew exactly why I was acting
weird. She wanted to save me from having to walk past him, as well. 


“No, that’s okay. I have to face him sooner or later, I suppose.”
My words sounded strong, but I was anything but. I was quaking inside, fearful
I would break down in front of him and scream for him to give me an
explanation.


Braden continued to stand next to me, but he looked confused.  I saw Lex mouth ex-boyfriend as we advanced toward the door. 


Alek shifted from one foot to the other the closer we got. His
eyes switched from looking at me to the ground, then to the other patrons
before landing back on my face. He’s
nervous. The simple fact he didn’t know how to act around me either gave me
some comfort. 


As I approached him, my heart hammered away inside my chest. Beads
of sweat broke out along my forehead and my hands were suddenly clammy. I found
it difficult to breathe, and I was praying I didn’t experience a panic attack
right in front of him.   


Suddenly, I found myself standing inches away from him. Part of
his body was blocking the exit and while he continued to shift from side to
side, he never moved enough for me to walk out the door.


Then he spoke.


“Sara. How are you?” The deep timber of his voice cut straight
through me. Damn him.


I honestly didn’t know what to say to him, so I remained silent. It
was safer that way. 


He didn’t utter another word, but he didn’t move, either. A look
of pain cascaded over his gorgeous face. His eyes slowly roamed my body, but
not so slow as to be disrespectful. No doubt he’d taken notice of my weight
loss.  


Blowing out a breath of frustration, I sternly commanded, “Move.”
I couldn’t even say his name aloud. 


“Sara, please, can I talk to you?” He reached out to touch me,
but I moved back. His bottom lip disappeared between his teeth, a nervous habit
he’d picked up toward the end of our relationship. 


“Move!” I shouted that time, hoping he would have the decency to
let me pass. But still, he did nothing. Until Braden interfered. 


“You heard her. Get the fuck out of her way.” 


Glancing to the side, I witnessed the tick of Braden’s jaw as he
fought the urge to tackle Alek. He loved Alexa, and since I was her best
friend, he believed he had a duty to protect me, as well. 


“This doesn’t have anything to do with you, so back off!” Alek
shouted, the look on his face suddenly changing. He was gearing up for battle,
sizing up who he probably thought was his competition. The fact Braden wrapped
his arm around my waist and pulled me into him certainly sealed any ideas Alek
had about the man. 


Alek didn’t miss a thing, recognizing the sign of possession
right away. He knew it all too well. 


I’d have to thank them both later on for letting the charade
continue, although I was sure Braden thought he was doing nothing more than
protecting his girlfriend’s best friend.  


“If you don’t move out of her way right now, you and I are going
to have a real big problem.” Braden straightened himself to his full six- foot-three
frame. He was pretty much head to head with Alek, in height, weight and
presence. 


I had to dispel the situation before anything escalated.


“It’s okay,” I assured them both, all the while continuing to
look directly at Alek. “He’ll move because he doesn’t want to cause a scene and
upset me. Right, Alek?” His name sounded foreign on my tongue.


“Yeah, sure,” he asserted. A few seconds later, he moved over and
allowed all of us to pass by. Braden knocked into Alek’s shoulder, sneering at
him the entire time.


Note to self: don’t get on
Braden’s bad side. 


Once outside, Braden informed us he was going to bring his car
around. Thank goodness we didn’t have to wait for a cab. The faster I got out
of there, the better.


We weren’t outside for twenty seconds before Alek came sauntering
out of the bar, walking toward me with an intent look on his face. 


Oh, God. I can’t do this. I
can’t do this. 


Reaching for Alexa to help steady me, she looked confused until
she saw what was happening. She was on him faster than I could even say
anything.


 “Alek, don’t you dare,”
she warned. “Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage? Do you get your kicks
out of hurting my friend?” She took a step closer, the look on her face set to
kill. “I suggest you leave before Braden gets back.”


Thank the heavens above Alexa didn’t reference him as her
boyfriend. She let it hang out there as if he might’ve been with me. 


“I need a minute to speak to you, Sara.” He didn’t even bother
responding to Alexa. He was solely focused on me, and nothing else.


I knew it was only a matter of minutes before we took off for
home, so I cut Alexa off before she started in on him again.         


“It’s okay, Lex. We’re leaving soon anyway, so I’ll be okay.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks.” I gave her a faint smile, but the look
in my eyes told her I needed to talk to him. 


“Okay. I’m right over here if you need me.” She squeezed my
shoulder before turning her gaze back on the man in front of me. “I got my eye
on you, Devera, so don’t try anything funny.” She stepped back to give us some
privacy. 


Standing up straight, I inhaled a big breath of air, hoping it
would give me the strength I needed right then. It was hard to look directly at
him, but I mustered the courage in order to have my say and be done with it. “What
could you possibly have to say to me?”


He dove right in, realizing he didn’t have much time at all. “Sara,
first I want to tell you how sorry I am for hurting you. I hope you believe it
was never my intention. I swear. Hurting you was the last thing I wanted to
do.” When I opened my mouth to interject, he cut me off. “I know it’s so cliché,
but it’s true. But I promise you there is
a good reason for it.”


“Yeah, what might that be? What possible reason could you have
had to cut my heart out and stomp all over it?” Anger gripped my insides,
threatening to explode all over him if he didn’t end our little conversation
soon.  


Having the decency to know I was ready to erupt, he looked away
quickly before catching my eye again. “Do you think we can go somewhere and
talk? If you give me a chance, I can explain everything.” When he saw the blank
look on my face, he faltered. But it didn’t last long before he was back at it.
“I’m so sorry,” he said, reaching out to touch my hand. “If you just give me
the chance to explain, I can make it all right.”


Instant flashbacks bombarded me. I was in the same exact
predicament with him before when he was begging for a chance to explain why I’d
found a file full of pictures of me in his possession. “Boy, isn’t this déjà
vu?” I chided, a disgusted look contorting my face.


He at least had the decency to look embarrassed, knowing full
well he was always asking a lot from me, putting me through the emotional wringer.



“I know…I know. But please, I need you to trust me.”


I’d had enough, and if I didn’t tell him exactly what I thought
of him, I was going to end up taking out my anger on everyone else besides the
person who deserved it.


“Trust you?” I bellowed. “Why the fuck would I ever trust you again? You can rot in Hell for all I
care. The hate I have for you helps me sleep at night.” Somewhere along the
way, my hands had clenched into tight balls, my fingernails digging into the flesh
of my palms in order to keep from ripping his face off. “How about you, Alek? How
do you sleep at night knowing you messed up the best thing to ever happen to
you?” 


I was lying. I didn’t hate him. I loved him, but I would never utter
the words. I would not play the victim and let him see how much he hurt
me.  No, I wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction. I cried in front of him once when he broke my heart, on the steps
of his home three months back. I wouldn’t do it again. Anger was my new best
friend, and I was going to lean on it to help me through my encounter with him.


Not knowing what else to do, he crushed the distance between us,
all the while whispering, “I’m so sorry, baby.” I knew if I ever allowed him to
touch me, I would be in big trouble. I talked a good game, but I was a mess on
the inside. And like a predator, he knew it. For every step he took toward me,
I took one back, until eventually my body was pressed against a car parked on
the sidewalk.  


Great! I’m trapped.


He placed an arm on either side of me, resting his hands on the
hood of the vehicle, effectively caging me in. He was so close to me, his warm
breath fanned across my heated face. I’d cried too many tears over Alek only to
be undone with one of his soul-searching stares. 


“Baby,” he pleaded, his eyes offering up his sincerest apologies.



Don’t look at him. Averting
my eyes, I glanced everywhere but at the man in front of me. But there came a
point when I could no longer ignore him. When my eyes locked back on his,
something happened. Something I was trying to avoid but was powerless to stop. The
way he looked at me washed away the past months without him. My entire world
ceased to exist, ultimately leaving me defenseless against him. He was my drug,
and I hadn’t realized how much I was itching for a fix until he was so daringly
close to me.


Without warning, he leaned in as if he was going to kiss me. My
body was rigid, my mind warring between allowing him to consume me and slapping
him across the face. Thankfully, neither of those scenarios happened. As he was
effectively pinning me against the car, a thought raced through my head. Yes, I
still loved him, but did I believe he still loved me? How could someone dismiss
another from their life so easily if they were, in fact, in love? It’s not possible. No, he still desired me; that much was true. But love? He didn’t love me. And once the acknowledgment
sank in, I found the strength I needed to push him away from me.


Once my hands found their way to his chest, he looked like he’d been
shocked.  A shudder vibrated through his
body as his breath caught in his throat. I found my opportunity, pushed him
back a step and escaped his emotionally torturous imprisonment. “I won’t do
this to myself again, Alek,” I yelled over my shoulder as I rushed toward
Alexa.  


 “Sara, please. I promise
I’ll make it up to you. I’m sorry!” he shouted as the distance separated us
from each other.  


I made sure not to make eye contact with him as we passed in the
car. He was still standing on the sidewalk, but I wouldn’t allow any more
vulnerability to corrupt me. 


My body ached for his touch. 


But my brain told me I did the right thing. Breaking away from
him was the only way the rest of my fragile heart could heal. 


Finally.
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Sara



 

 “I don’t want to talk
about it, Lex. Please…let it go. I know you’re worried about me, but it’s
better if I work on forgetting.” I was trying to busy myself with folding my laundry,
but she was making it near impossible, standing in my bedroom in full-on
interrogation mode.


“Sara, it’s been a week since you saw him and you haven’t said a
single thing about it. I’m thankful you’re not sitting here crying over him, but
it’s kind of freaking me out you don’t want to say anything at all about what
happened. Don’t you need some kind of closure or something?”


“That was my closure. It
was my final goodbye to the man who both saved and destroyed me. He made me
feel again after so long, but he also tore my heart out after he had his fill,
tossing me aside once he had no more use for me.” My mind instantly reverted
back to the night I showed up at his house and caught him with her. 


“Well, I’m here if you need me,” she offered, picking up one of
my shirts, making a face and tossing it back on my bed. Good ol’ Lex. She made
me laugh right then, and it was something I definitely needed.


I walked toward my dresser to put some of my clothes away. Reaching
for her hand, I drew her close to me and gave her a big hug. “Thanks for
worrying about me. Love you.”


“Love you, too, girl.” She walked across the room and was awkwardly
quiet. At first, I wasn’t paying much attention to her but when she simply
stood there staring at me, it became a little weird. 


“Are you okay? Did you want to talk about something else?” I
prodded before heading into my closet to hang some of my shirts. 


“Remember you love me,” she teased.


Oh, Lord. 


“What did you do?” Before I let her answer, I spouted, “You
better not have been in contact with him, or so help me, God, Alexa
Bearnheart.” 


“Who are you talking about?”


“Alek,” I gritted through clenched teeth.


There was no hesitation on her part. “Fuck no. I learned my
lesson the last time. I told you I would always take your side, no matter what.
Fool me once…” she chanted. 


“Then what is it you have to tell me?”


“Um…nothing big. Just…uh…” She stumbled over her words, which was
so unlike her.


“Spit it out, Lex.”


And spit it out she did, all in one quick breath. “Braden is bringing
a colleague of his to the restaurant opening on Saturday night.” 


“What?” It took me a minute to try and figure out why she would
be so nervous, and then it dawned on me. “I hope you guys are not setting me up
on a blind date.” When she averted her eyes, looking anywhere and everywhere
but at my stunned face, I knew it was true. Sure, I admitted closing the Alek chapter of my life, but I was in no
way ready to date anyone else. Not for a very long time to come. 


When she still didn’t speak, I made sure to crowd her personal
space, forcing her to give me an answer. “Is it a blind date, Alexa?”


“Yes.” One simple word, but one I didn’t want to hear. 


“Does this guy know it’s a blind date?”


“Well…sort of. Hell, I don’t know. I don’t know what Braden told him
exactly. But I’m sure he hinted at it, Sara.”


“Well, I’m not going now, so you can forget about it.” I stalked
away from her and into the bathroom. It was late and I needed to take a shower
before bed.


“You are going because
I’m not allowing you to chicken out.” When she sensed her words were falling on
deaf ears, she followed me into the bathroom and was the one crowding my
personal space in return.  “You listen
here. I love you as if you were my own sister, but I’ve listened to you cry for
three months over that asshole. I’ve been your shoulder to lean on, talked you
down from your bouts of hysteria, and have been there for you in every other
way possible. Even force-feeding you so you didn’t starve to death. I was happy
to do it. All of it. But right now, you have an opportunity to start living
again and meet some new people, and damn it, you’re going to do it. You don’t
have to marry the guy, you don’t even have to sleep with him, but you will put on your big-girl panties and enjoy
one night out with friends. See where the night takes you.” She stunned me
speechless. “Do you understand me?” she demanded.


How could I argue with anything she’d said? I couldn’t, so I gave
in. “Fine.”


“Good. Now, is there anything else you want to talk about?” She laughed,
knowing she’d essentially trapped me into a night of forced fun.


“Nope, I think you about covered it.” I quickly learned it was
best not to fight her. She’d made some really good points, and because she was
such a great friend, I decided to go along with her plans. Humor her. Who knows? Maybe I’ll actually end up having
a good time for once. 
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Alek



 

Drunk.


I was drunk yet again.


It seemed the only thing I was good at following through with
recently was downing large amounts of alcohol. As I lay on the couch, I
couldn’t help but think back to the previous week. Apparently, I loved to
torture myself.


It’d been seven long days since my planned encounter with Sara. She
looked beautiful, of course, but her distress enveloped her, making her look
tired. Weight loss was the first thing I noticed. She was too thin, obviously
the result of her not eating. When I was close enough, I saw the dark circles
hovering under her eyes. She did her best to cover them up, but it didn’t
really work.


My heart leapt when she finally made eye contact with me. I lost
my breath for a few seconds. No matter how much time went by, it would do
nothing to squelch the sizzling desire which passed between us whenever we were
close. I knew my presence was going to affect her. Hell, it affected me more
than I ever wanted to admit. But I had to see her. I was going out of my mind
not being able to talk to her. I wanted to beg for forgiveness so many times
but never found my opportunity until that night.


I knew I was a dick for trapping her the way I did, but she
wouldn’t listen to me otherwise. Seeing the anger in her eyes was a good thing;
it meant she still had some sort of feeling toward me. When I leaned into her,
I thought I caught a glimpse of desire there as well, but I didn’t have enough
time to find out before she started yelling at me. I wouldn’t lie and say her
words didn’t hurt me, but I deserved all she had to give and then some. Wanting
nothing more than to tame her rage with a kiss, I knew better than to push her too
far. 


Winning her back again was going to be my biggest feat. I wasn’t
sure if she would even give me a third chance, because that was exactly what it
was. 


My third chance.


I tried my hardest not to think about it, but I couldn’t forget
the way that asshole claimed Sara…right in front of me.  Who the hell did he think he was, touching
her so intimately, clearly showing his sign of possession? I knew what he was
doing because I’d exhibited the same behavior when she was mine. I knew it was
Neanderthal-like but I was letting every other man in the room know she was
taken. 


She was mine.  


Except she wasn’t mine anymore.


I was forced from my thoughts when the sound of my phone cut
through the air. My hand dangled over the couch, desperately trying to search
for the damn thing. Once I’d found it, I did my best to see who was calling,
but my vision was blurry. Fuck it! I’ll
answer it blind. 


“Hello,” I slurred down the line.


“What the fuck, man? You missed our meeting. Again,” Kael berated
on the other end. I heard him huffing into the phone. What? Did he miraculously
think I would get my shit together simply because he was annoyed with me? “You’ve
haven’t been yourself ever since you made that stupid, self-sacrificing choice.”
He remained quiet, clearly trying to give me some time to react. I chose not to
respond. “I told you not to do it, Alek. I told you not to make any rash
decisions, to think about it before you decided to cut her out of your life.”


“I did think about it!”
I finally yelled in response. “It’s all I fucking thought about, drunk and
sober, night and day. It was the best choice for her. At the time.”


“Yeah. You keep telling yourself that. Keep trying to convince
yourself what you did was the best thing for her.” Kael was obviously pissed
off at me. He knew I was hurting, trying to assuage my pain with alcohol. Which
was exactly why I missed yet another one of our meetings.


“I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Kael. She won’t even
talk to me. I’ve tried, but she hates me.” I blew out a drunken breath of air.
“She hates me, Kael. What am I going to do?” 


“Wait. When did you try to talk to her?”


“Last week, but some asshole had his hands all over my woman. He
didn’t want her to talk to me, but I fooled him. I made him disappear so I
could pin her against the car.” The scene played out in my head, but the words
spewing from my mouth made everything sound weird.


“Jesus Christ, Alek. Did you attack her? So help me, if you
harmed her in any way, I’ll kick your ass myself.” He was seething, his anger
palpable even through the phone. 


“How could you think I would ever do that?” Even drunk, I was
offended he thought so little of me. But then again, I’d been drunk for the
majority of the past three months, so it seemed he had cause to worry. “I love
her, Kael. I love her so much,” I cried into the phone. If I knew anything
about my good friend, I knew he was shaking his head at me. 


“Listen. Here is what you’re going to do. And so help me, if you
don’t, I’m coming over there and we’re going to have it out.”


“You can’t take me,” I teased, a smile on my drunken face because
I knew he was being funny.


“Yes, I can, especially since you’d probably be in one of your
stupors.”


“Whatever. What do you want me to do?” Grasping the back of my
neck, I pulled at the tight muscles, throwing my head back to try and relieve
some of the pain. My little movement almost caused me to fall over. 


“I need you to sober up. I had to delay the designer again and
she didn’t seem too pleased, muttering something about other jobs and shit. I
can’t move it again. If we want this place up and running by the projected
date, you have to get your priorities straight and put down the damn bottle.”


I pulled the phone away from my ear because all of a sudden, he
was yelling. Or had he been doing that the entire time? “I know. I got it. I
heard you.”


“Good. Now, what time are you swinging by my office today? We
still have to go over a couple more items before we can even give her the green
light to start.”


“I’ll be by around two.” I was so done with our conversation. If
I heard one more of Kael’s lectures, I was going to lose it.


After hanging up the phone, I stumbled over to the desk, put the
lid back on my new best friend Jack and headed upstairs to clean up.


~~~~


I arrived at Kael’s office with five minutes to spare. I felt
like shit and was sure I looked like it, too. If given the opportunity, I was
sure my dear friend would be the first to point it out to me as well, trying to
solidify his point about how out of control I’d become.


His office door swung open and I was surprised to see Adara
sauntering my way, a satisfied smile spread wide across her beautiful face. When
her eyes met mine, her smile faltered for a brief moment. Still walking toward
me, she opened her arms without hesitation and I walked right into them. It was
nice to feel a woman’s touch again, although her embrace was in no way sexual, simply
comforting.


“Oh, Alek, honey.” She kissed my cheek and hugged me tighter. “How
are you?”


“I’m fine.” When my simple statement did nothing to satiate her,
I tried to lie to her again. “Really.”


“Uh-huh,” she appeased. “You have to come over to the house. We
would love to have you.” We were still wrapped up in our embrace when her
husband strode out from his office, stopping for a split-second when he saw us.
I knew he trusted me a thousand percent, but the sight of another man touching
his wife was enough for him to still become a little riled. I didn’t blame him,
either. I would have reacted the same exact way if he was touching Sara, even
though she wasn’t mine any longer.


“All right, all right. Enough groping my wife, Devera. Hands
off.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He’d broken out the tough love
bit with me earlier, so as payback I decided to have a little fun with him. 


I grabbed Adara, pressing my hands to the small of her back, and
drew her closer to me. None of our intimate areas were touching, but he got the
message. “I’m only too happy to accept the kind of comforting your wife is
willing to give me,” I taunted. I saw the look of irritation flicker in his
eyes, but I kept going. Plus, Adara was chuckling the whole time I incessantly teased
her husband. “Be a friend, Kael. I’m hurting here. I need this.” As I leaned
closer to whisper something in her ear, our hug was ripped apart.


“Not fucking funny, man.” He shot a disbelieving look at his wife,
but it did nothing to squash the laughter which emanated from her lips. “Maybe
if you weren’t such an asshole, you would have your own woman to molest.” I
knew he was trying to bait me, but I was too wrapped up in the teasing moment
to reflect fully on his words. 


“All right already. Stop fighting over little ol’ me.” Adara laughed.
She reached up, cupped the side of Kael’s face and tenderly gazed at him. “I’ll
see you at home, honey.” Giving him a quick kiss, she turned around to walk
away but not before giving me a friendly wink over her shoulder. My friend sure
was one lucky son of a bitch.  


If I waited for him to stop leering after his own wife, I’d be
there all day. Pushing past him, I walked into his office, grabbed a bottled
water from his fridge and plopped down on the couch. 


We only had a limited amount of days left to hash out all the
details before our newest project was set to go. So I’d better put my head on straight before Kael makes good on his
promise and tries to kick my ass. 
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Sara



 

The night had finally arrived. I’d reluctantly agreed to
accompany Alexa and Braden to Verdana’s new opening, where essentially they
were setting me up on a blind date. At
least I’ll eat some good food. 


I’d been taking better care of myself, eating more to help
replenish the weight I’d lost. I’d even started running. Each time my foot hit
the pavement, it helped to clear away the cobwebs from my head. Running had
quickly become an escape for me. Plus, it was great exercise.  


“Girl, are you almost ready?” Alexa yelled from the living room. “Braden’s
gonna be here any minute to pick us up.” Hell must have frozen over for her to
actually be ready before me. But then again, I was taking my sweet-ass time, as
I did with most things lately. 


What’s the rush? What am I
hurrying toward?


“I’ll be right there.” Semi-satisfied with the image staring back
at me, I snatched my purse off the bed, flicked off my bedroom light and headed
out to the front room.


We arrived at the newest grand opening right on time, bypassing
the long line of patrons patiently waiting to enter. Braden was able to secure
us VIP status, something I didn’t even know existed for restaurants. We were
led right to a private section, a waitress in tow as we ordered our drinks, and
settled in for what would hopefully be a good night. Braden’s friend James was
going to be joining us in a little while. At least I had some time to loosen up
before my nerves took hold.


“This place is amazing,” I raved, my eyes roaming over the
fixtures of the expansive building. We were surrounded by white and stainless
steel which was quite masculine, but there were splashes of sensual colors
mixed throughout. Beautiful artwork decorated the walls while exquisite candles
complemented the center of each table. The flickering flames added to the
ambiance of the restaurant, making it appear more cozy and intimate.


“Yeah, a buddy of mine is co-owner in this little endeavor, so of
course I agreed to come out and support him.” His arm was slung over Alexa’s
chair, stroking her shoulder as he glanced around the room. I was so happy my
best friend found love. She certainly deserved her happily ever after. But
sometimes her happiness drove home what I’d lost. 


Plus, I forever felt like a third wheel, even though both of them
assured me it wasn’t the case. I knew they were concerned about me, but I
declined most of their invitations because I not only wanted to be alone, but I
also wanted to give them some time together. I knew, as much as anyone, how
important the first stages of a new relationship were. Getting to know each
other, even learning how to deal with the stubborn parts of the other person’s
personalities were obstacles best done alone. 


And those two sure had their work cut out for them. Braden was a
kind man, but he was pretty intense, sometimes acting as if his word was law. Alexa
was stubborn in her own right, sticking to her guns each time he was acting
like an ass. Yeah, they definitely had their trying times to deal with but they
seemed to really care about one another, despite all of the other noise. 


“Well, it’s a great place. Your friend should be proud of his
accomplishment,” I offered.


“Speak of the devil and he shall appear. Here comes the man of
the hour now.” I wasn’t paying attention until Braden stood from his seat, walked
away from our table and shook hands with someone. When he moved out of the way
and I’d gotten a glimpse of who he was talking to, I’d felt as if I’d been
sucker-punched in the gut. 


My eyes were as big as saucers, but they were nothing compared to
how far wide my mouth had fallen. 


Kael was staring right at me as he approached our table. What the hell? How does Braden know him?
The next thought in my head, of course, was if Alek was there, as well. I knew
what good friends they were so I wouldn’t be surprised to see him, even though
it was the last thing I wanted. 


“Sara, how are you?” Kael politely asked.


“Fine, thank you. And you?” I fidgeted in my chair, glancing
around everywhere to see if he was there.



In the midst of my roving eyes, I landed on Alexa’s face, which
was one of pure confusion. She leaned over the table, curiosity getting the
better of her. “How do you know Braden’s friend?” she whispered.


I wasn’t sure if I could answer her while holding back the rush
of emotion which was sure to spill over. Trying to calm myself, I was able to finally
give her something. “Kael is good friends with Alek.” I blew out a nervous
breath so loud, I was surprised no one at the table made a comment. 


“Oh,” was all she could say, obviously realizing the same thing I
did just moments before. The enormity of the situation wasn’t lost on either
one of us. 


Once the introductions were finished, Kael asked to speak to me
in private. 


He started first, mainly because I didn’t even know what to say. “How
are you doing, Sara? Really?” Such a loaded question. One I wasn’t comfortable
answering. His loyalty fell to Alek and the last thing I wanted to do was put
him in an awkward position, finding himself on the side of defending his
asshole of a friend. But he was going
out of his way to talk to me, so the least I could do was give him a truthful
answer. Maybe I’ll leave the name-calling
for another time.


“Honestly?” He nodded. “I’ve been better.” It was all I was
comfortable saying right then. My curt response said enough. I wanted so badly
to ask him if Alek was going to be there, but I didn’t want him to think I was
still hung up on him. Not knowing what guys talked about, I worried he would
run back and tell him everything I said.  


“I told him he was making the biggest mistake ever letting you go,
but he didn’t want to listen to me.” He looked a little uncomfortable, but he
started it, so I was going to finish it. Plus, it would be nice to release some
of my anger onto someone other than poor Alexa.  


“Well, I’m sure Cora was only too pleased he broke it off with
me.” Saying her name was torture on my tongue, acid to my ears. 


“Cora? His ex-fiancée? What does she have to do with any of
this?” The look of confusion on his face was priceless. His good pal obviously
didn’t tell him everything.  


“She was at his house the night he broke up with me. Well, he
didn’t actually say the words. No, he wasn’t man enough. He simply stood there,
not saying a damn thing. I left and never heard from him again. Well, up until
a week ago when he apologized but not saying exactly what for. Thankfully, I
was able leave before he humiliated me with more lies.”


Kael still looked confused, not quite sure what he should and
shouldn’t say to me. I understood, guy code and all that. He didn’t want to
overstep, but at the same time he looked like he wanted to offer me some
comfort, a small slice of revelation and relief. 


“He’s not back with Cora, so I’m not even sure what all that was
about, Sara.” He glanced around, making sure there was no one else nearby to hear
our private conversation. “He broke it off with you because the sheer guilt about
the things which have happened to you while he was in your life, up-close and
personal, were too much to bear. He thought by letting you go, he could better
protect you. Like he did before he met you.” Before I could even comprehend the
impact of his words, he blurted out, “That’s why you guys are no longer
together. I tried to talk him out of it numerous times, mostly when he was
slumped over his couch, drunk as a skunk. He’s not doing well, Sara, and if he
sees you here tonight, I fear something bad will happen.”


Was he telling me the truth? What reason would he have to lie to
me? But more than anything, the one comment I chose to focus on was He’s not doing well, Sara, and if he sees
you here tonight, I fear something bad will happen. “Well, I’m not going
anywhere, Kael. I don’t owe him a damn thing, so I couldn’t give a rat’s ass if
he’s pissed I’m here.  What’s he going to
do? Throw me out? He doesn’t own this place, you do.”


“Well…” Oh, no. Please,
don’t say it. Please, don’t let what
I think he’s going to say leave his mouth. “He’s the other owner of Verdana,
so he can do whatever he wants.” Before I panicked, he calmed me down by
putting my mind at ease. Well, kind of. “He’s not going to kick you out, Sara. That’s
not what I meant. I meant, once he knows you’re here, he’s probably going to drink
too much and do or say something stupid. But it’s not anything I can’t handle. God
knows I’ve had enough practice over the past few months.”


He reached out and touched my arm, giving me a half-smile to let
me know he realized what an ass his friend was, but all the while being
compassionate to the situation. Why was
Kael always the one telling me the important info? First, about Alek having
been engaged before and now, the reason why he pushed me out of his life.  


“I have to return to my table.” Our conversation was over. I saw
no need to drag it out any further.


“Sure thing.” He huffed out a quick breath, fidgeting a little before
speaking again. “I’ll do my best to keep you two apart from each other so
tonight goes off without a hitch.”


“Thanks, Kael. Really, thank you. For everything. I know Alek is
your friend, and I appreciate the kindness you’ve shown me. It means more than
you’ll ever know.”  And it really did. He
was a good man. Adara was a lucky woman. Then it hit me. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t
thought about her before. “Is Adara going to be here tonight, as well?” I was
hoping for a familiar face, someone who would no doubt take my side. 


“She’ll be here but not until later. I’ll be sure to tell her to
find you if you guys are still here.”


“Okay. Thanks again.” I turned and walked back toward our table,
my energy level fully depleted. Once I sat down, Alexa was all over me,
desperate to find out what happened. 


“Are you okay? Is there going to be a problem? Should we leave?” She
was so anxious, not wanting to expose me to another situation so soon after our
last encounter.


“No. Everything is fine. I’m okay and we’re not going anywhere. I’m
not going to let him run me out of here.” She had no idea what I was talking
about. The only thing she knew was that Alek was friends with Kael, who also
happened to be Braden’s friend. She didn’t know Alek was co-owner, as well. And
I wasn’t about to tell her right then because she would insist we leave. Braden
would no doubt agree with her. 


No, I wasn’t going anywhere. If he didn’t want to see me then he would
have to avoid me. He’d had enough practice so far.  


Once we settled back into our conversation, we were once again
interrupted. But that time it was from Braden’s colleague, James, who had just
arrived. He took the empty seat next to me, smiling as we shook hands. It was
easy to return his enthusiasm because he was quite easy on the eyes. I wasn’t
typically attracted to blonds, but I made an exception for him. He was quite
handsome in his designer suit, hair just so and a sexy smile which certainly
turned many heads. He was no Alek, no man was, but he would be the perfect
distraction for the evening.  


“So, Sara, tell me, what do you do for a living?” He seemed
genuinely interested in what I had to say, so I indulged him.


“I own a little flower shop.”


“Don’t be so modest,” Alexa interrupted. “Her shop’s so busy she’s
probably going to have to expand soon.” She winked, smiling at my sudden
shyness. 


James jumped back into the conversation, smiling at me to ease my
trepidation some. “I like flowers.” I don’t know why but his statement made me
laugh, and apparently it had the same effect on the rest of the table because
they soon joined in.  “What? I do,” he
retorted. 


I laughed harder.  “I’m
sure you do, James. That’s not why I’m laughing. It’s the way you said it, all
eager to compliment what I do for a living. It’s sweet. Really, it is.”


“Well, then we’re off to a good start,” he replied, resting his
arm on the back of my chair, quickly brushing my shoulder with his finger as he
settled in. I froze for a second then mentally berated myself for being too
reserved. There was nothing wrong with enjoying myself, which included letting
a handsome man flirt with me. I wasn’t going to go home with him, so what was the
harm? 


From the outside, it looked as if I was truly having fun, but the
fact was I was still miserable on the inside. Yes, I smiled at the numerous
tales being passed around from person to person, laughing when appropriate, but
I was numb inside, not really letting the fun of the evening bleed through. All
of my thoughts were of Alek and whether or not I was going to lay eyes on him soon.
I tried, I really did. I wanted to like James. I wanted to be open to the good
times the night was trying to bring, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t do any of it. 


 I excused myself, needing
to buy another drink to help with the sadness eating me up from the inside. As
I approached the bar, my heart stopped. At the far end was the one man I’d been
looking for all evening but secretly hoped wouldn’t show up. 


He was leaning against the bar, laughing with some of the people
surrounding him. Kael was there, too, and when I caught his eye, he shifted, no
doubt trying to block Alek’s view of me. But he overdid it because he ended up
bumping into Alek, pushing his arm and knocking over some of his drink. I saw
Alek say something to his friend, looking confused for a second before his eyes
darted around the room, taking in all of his immediate surroundings. 


Then he locked eyes with me.


And I froze like a deer in headlights. I knew I didn’t have the
strength to confront him again. So what did I do? I hurried back to our table,
forgetting all about my liquid courage, and took my seat next to James. I was
so afraid to look up, only glancing over at Alexa trying to garner her
attention with Morse code, rapidly blinking like some sort of crazy woman. 


Then I heard a gasp. It was Alexa.


“Sara. He’s coming over here,” she mumbled, trying her best to
keep her voice down. Before I could react, he was standing by our table.


“How are you folks enjoying your evening?” Alek asked our group. He
was standing right next to me, his thigh almost touching my arm. I could smell
him. I was innately drawn to him whenever he was near.  


I raised my head and stared at Alexa again, my breaths coming in
shorter, more rapid succession. Then I glanced over at Braden, and I saw the
moment the recognition hit him. He remembered Alek from the bar, no doubt
wondering what the hell he was doing at the restaurant opening. 


“Fine,” Alexa said curtly.


Before anything escalated, Kael appeared out of nowhere to save
us. To save me. He stood next to Alek and gripped his shoulder, silently
warning him not to cause a scene. When I finally dared to look up at him, I
could see his jaw was already ticking, glancing from James to me then back to
James again. Well, clearly he knew Braden wasn’t with me, but I was sure he was
wondering about the man sitting next to me. Because James was oblivious, he
reached out and grabbed my hand, and I let him, partly because I was too
wrapped up in the intense moment to move, but partly because I wanted Alek to
see me with someone else. To realize who he threw away.


Kael broke the uncomfortable silence first. “Braden, this is the
other co-owner of the restaurant. Alek Devera. Alek, this is Braden, the guy I
was telling you about.” They politely nodded at each other, never extending
their hand for a hello. 


“We’ve met,” Braden said. Short
and sweet.


The air around our table bristled with tension. The only thing I
could think of was to escape and draw away the one person who was causing the
issues. 


“I’ll be right back.” I stood up, prompting James and Braden to
rise from their seats, as well. I wasn’t ten steps away from the table before I
could sense Alek following behind me. Resting my hands on the edge of the bar,
it was mere seconds before his warm breath cascaded over my neck. But I never
turned around. I wasn’t strong enough to fight him off again.


“Sara, we need to talk.”  His
hand was against my side. 


“We don’t have anything to talk about. Please, leave me alone.”


He didn’t. “Did you know I would be here tonight?” he asked,
sounding hopeful. “Is that why you came? Were you hoping to see me?” I didn’t
have to face him to know he had a smirk on his face, goading me into a conversation.



What an arrogant ass. He really knew how to push my buttons. I
stayed strong, however. I fought every instinct I had not to turn around and
smash my lips against his. 


“Can you please leave me alone, Alek?” I asked him again.


“Answer me first. Were you hoping to see me tonight, Sara?”


“No,” I whispered while keeping my head down. 


He shifted behind me. Then he grabbed my waist, squeezing me to
get my attention.


I’d had enough of his little games. He tossed me aside like
yesterday’s garbage, for whatever reason, and didn’t contact me for three
months, then ran into me twice in one week. Trying to persuade me to talk to
him like I owed him something. It’s not
enough he devastated me twice already, but he wants to do it again? 


No, I won’t allow him to
hurt me anymore.


I flipped my body around and faced him head-on. We were so close
our breaths mingled, our lips temptingly close.


“Baby, please talk to me. I can’t take it anymore.”


“You can’t take it
anymore? You?” I yelled a little
louder than I’d intended. Thankfully, I captured Kael’s attention, who was on
his way over. Hopefully to intercede and not just be a bystander to the war
which was undoubtedly going to erupt between the two of us if we continued our little
charade. 


“Please, can’t we go somewhere and talk?” Alek persisted. His
teeth captured his bottom lip, chewing on it in his uneasiness.


Kael strode up behind Alek and calmed the volcano before it
erupted. That volcano was me. I was about to go off on him and cause a scene
because I was on the verge of a breakdown. 


He seized Alek by his shoulders and tried to pull him away. “Come
on, man. Let’s go. Don’t do this here.” When Alek didn’t budge, he gripped him
tighter.


“Fine!” he yelled. What the hell was he so angry about? The only
person who had any right to be upset was me. The two men walked away, never
looking back in my direction. I saw Kael lead him toward the back of the
restaurant, disappearing around a corner and out of sight. The next thing I
knew, Alexa was standing beside me, doing her best to make sure I was okay. If
you didn’t know the whole situation, it would have looked like we were all simply
having a conversation. But Alexa knew every little detail of our drama, so she
was right there to offer her support. Yet again.


“I want to go home, Lex.” I closed my eyes to hold back the
tears. The last thing I wanted to do was break down in the middle of the
restaurant. 


“Don’t let him win, Sara. Don’t let him force you out of here. Normally,
I would agree with you and take you home myself, but you’re going to have to
get used to running into him. And as much as you won’t like it, you have to be
able to deal with him and not let him dictate where you’ll be or for how long. Don’t
let him have that control over you. Don’t give in. Don’t let him win, Sara,”
she repeated. 


 As much as I wanted to
argue with her, I knew she was right. I couldn’t let him command anything in my
life anymore. With that realization came an unwavering resolve to toughen up,
if only for one night. When the bartender finally refilled my drink, we made
our way back to the table, our arms linked in unison. 


The next hour flew by in a blur. I tried my absolute hardest to
ignore Alek, but he was staring at me from across the room. 


Because I wanted to goad him, I shamelessly flirted with James by
touching his arm and allowing him to grab my hand whenever he wanted. 


At one point, I thought Alek was going to run at him, but he
didn’t. Then I saw the reason he restrained himself.


It was Kael, talking in his ear the entire time. 











~25~


Alek



 

I couldn’t take my eyes off her. Being unable to think straight
around her had become my new normal. So conflicted with guilt and pain, I
failed to tell her why I’d initially pushed her away. Needing to explain myself
drove me to invade her space. She was stubborn, though, and I knew she wouldn’t
hear me out unless I found a way to force her to listen to me.  


When I’d made the decision to back away from her, I thought it
was the best choice, the responsible choice…for her. But it was killing both of
us—me more than her, I thought. She had obviously moved on, not having a care
in the world as to whether or not she flaunted another man in my face. Who was
he? Was it serious? At first, I thought she was involved with that Braden guy, but
I came to find out he was with Alexa.  


I was relieved at first, until I learned there was someone new I
had to worry about. Well, he wasn’t really competition for me. If I could garner
her attention, entice her to come over and talk to me, if I could show her
there was still an undying connection pulsing between us, I think she would be
game for giving us another chance. 


Was I being delusional? Probably.


Did I care? Not really.


The question was how could I draw her away from her table? If I
approached her again, Kael was going to no doubt punch me. Not that I was
afraid of him, but causing a scene was the last thing we needed on opening
night. I wasn’t that much of a dick, no matter how much pain I was in. 


“Hi there,” the redhead next to me purred. I was so focused on my
agenda I hadn’t even realized anyone was next to me. She rubbed my arm, trying
to draw my attention. 


I was nothing if not polite. “Hi.” My greeting was simple but
curt. I smiled but didn’t want to lead her on. Moving my arm away from her, I
signaled to the bartender. When I happened to look down at the other end of the
bar, I saw Sara. She was leering at me. 


She was pissed, a scowl making her lips turn down in disgust. What
was she upset about? I was leaving her alone like she asked. 


The woman next to me didn’t catch on to my subtle hint, instead
placing her hand back on my arm. As soon as she made contact, I witnessed the
sour expression on Sara’s face again. A lightbulb went off. She was angry some
other woman was flirting with me, and she thought I was flirting back.


Looks like I found my new
ammunition. The thing I found funny was the fact she thought it was okay to
allow some guy to paw at her but the first time she saw another woman vying for
my attention, she didn’t like it. 


I hated playing games, but I found they were my only option
available. 


I turned my head toward my neighbor and gave her my full
attention. Flashing her the Devera, panty-dropping smile, I acted as if I was
interested in her advances. I said something witty, making her throw her head
back and laugh. She was rather quite beautiful—no comparison to Sara, but a
delight on the eyes nonetheless. 


After ten minutes of us flirting back and forth and having Sara
witness the whole thing, I moved in for the kill. 


“What’s your name, sweetheart?” I leaned in close, whispering my
question in her ear. The whole time I crowded the woman, I was searching for
Sara. Our eyes locked, and she was seething. She slammed her drink on the
counter and started walking in my direction.  


It’s working. She’s coming
over. My heart hammered against my chest, my cock hardening in anticipation
for whatever she chose to do or say.


“Tina.”


“What?” 


“You asked me what my name was. It’s Tina,” she offered.  


Oh, yeah, I did just ask
her name. I tried my hardest to keep my attention on Tina, but I saw Sara
approaching and I became more excited. She was so close. Only a few more feet
and she’d be standing right next to me. When I’d thought she was going to stop
and say something, anything, she walked right on by. But not before calling me
a dick as she passed. 


I couldn’t help it. I laughed. I was happy to evoke any kind of
reaction from her, even if it was anger. Any emotion meant she still cared, and
I wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass me by. Enough was enough already. I
had to fix us, and there was no time like the present. 


“Will you excuse me please, Tara?”


Her smile faltered from my dismissal. “It’s Tina.”


“Sorry,” I apologized, heading toward the women’s restroom. 


I had to be careful on how I approached her.  I had to let her know I was sorry for
everything, and I wanted to try and work it out. I thought I made the right
decision by backing away from her, from us. But clearly, I chose wrong. I figured
the pain would eventually go away, that my love for her would weaken, but it
didn’t. Both the anguish of our separation and my love for her were growing
stronger as time passed, not weaker.


Pushing open the door to the restroom, I didn’t see anyone at
first. I leaned against the counter, clearly noticing there was only one stall
in use. It had to be her. Please, let her
be in there. If not, I was going to be a tad embarrassed. 


A couple of minutes passed before I heard what sounded like
crying.  Maybe my ears were playing
tricks on me. Why would she be crying? She
was pissed not five minutes ago. The stall door opened and out stepped the
woman who was going to be the death of me if I didn’t find a way to resolve our
predicament.


“Alek? What the hell are you doing in here?” Once I realized we
were truly alone, I reached behind me and locked the door. Her eyes followed my
hand and widened at the brazenness of my presumption. It was with my bold move
I realized the only way to break through her cold exterior toward me was for me
to have my hands on her. All over her, to be exact. 


“We need to talk. And since you won’t listen to me otherwise, I’m
locking us in here until you hear what I have to say.”


“Of course you are. Because everything has to be on your terms. Nothing’s
changed, has it?” She flipped on the faucet and washed her hands. Grabbing a
paper towel, she did everything she could to avert her eyes from me. “Well,
it’s not going to work. I have nothing to say to you. So why don’t you go back
out there and put your charms to good use on the skank at the bar.” There was
no denying the venom in her voice, and it made me happy. She still felt
something for me; she couldn’t deny it no matter how much she tried.


“I’m not interested in her.” I took a step closer. “I only want
you.” I took another step in her direction, forcing her to look up at me.


“Since when?” she barked. “Since when do you want me, Alek? Because
you’ve made it very clear the opposite is true.” She backed up when I took
another step forward, forcing her against the edge of the vanity. “What
happened to Cora? Couldn’t convince her to stick around?” 


The simple mention of her name instantly put me on guard. I hated
that she hurt Sara with her confrontation and lies, but at the time, it seemed
the best way to push Sara away, to make her angry with me, thinking I was
leaving her for my ex-fiancée. Obviously, it was the wrong path to take. I had
to tell her the truth.


“I never had any intention of getting back with her. She showed
up out of the blue. You have to believe I had no idea she would show up at my
house or that she ever had a conversation with you. She didn’t tell me about it
until after you left.”


“I don’t believe anything you say to me. Once upon a time, I did.
But not anymore.” Her body betrayed her words, her heaving chest playing a
different tune than what she was saying. Nervously, her tongue wet her bottom
lip and it drove me insane. All I wanted to do was bite it, begging for
entrance to taste her one more time. 


It’s now or never. 


I was quick. I pinned her against the counter so she couldn’t
move. My mouth was on hers before she could even protest. Trying to push me
away, she struck my chest with her fists, but I didn’t budge. 


I couldn’t back away. 


I had to make it right again.


“Please forgive me, Sara,” I said, breaking our connection for a brief
moment. “I thought I was making the right choice to keep you safe.” Never
giving any indication she heard my pleas, she continued to fight me. I had no
choice but to grab her flailing hands and pin them behind her back, forcing her
breasts to jut out with the re-positioning of her arms. 


“Get off me. I don’t want you, Alek. Let me go.” She was so angry
with me but I knew if I was able to convince her to be with me, to have her
crave our connection again, she would change her mind. But I wouldn’t force
her. She had to want it as much as I did. It didn’t mean I’d release her hands,
though; it simply meant I had to seduce her into submission. 


“I know you want me deep inside you, baby. Please, let it happen.
Let me show you how much I’ve missed you,” I whispered in her ear, nipping at
her lobe before I ran my tongue down the side of her lovely throat.


Her only response was to throw her head to the side, exposing more
of her neck to me. I smiled. It was a start.


I moved in closer, pressing my cock against her belly, trying to
find some sort of comfort, but the only thing I found was frustration. When she
felt me against her, she wriggled, a moan escaping her luscious lips. I
released her wrists while still lavishing her neck with my mouth, nipping and
sucking as if I couldn’t get enough. My goal was to place her on top of the
vanity, a perfect position for me to slide inside her. But my trust she would
give in faltered when she reached out and slapped me. It came out of nowhere. The
look of surprise on my face was telling. I never saw it coming, not even for a
second. 


I knew I’d hurt her so badly, and if she needed to strike out at
me to help release some of her pain then I would gladly allow her to do so. I
took a step back, resting my hands at my sides and nodding in understanding. 


She struck me again, the sting from her slap settling into my
skin like the punishment I deserved. My jaw tightened and my nostrils flared,
but I would stand there and take as much as she had to give me. 


Preparing for more of her hurt to lash out at me, I was stunned
to find she was finished. Her face was expressionless, the only indication she
was hurting was the buildup of tears in her eyes. Hitting me again was a much
better choice than having to witness her tears. Physical pain I could deal with;
it was the emotional pain that tore me up inside.


“I’m so sorry for hurting you, baby. More than you’ll ever know.”



One tear escaped and slid down her cheek. She was gripping the
edge of the vanity so tight her hands were turning white.


I dared to move in closer still, nuzzling my head into her neck.
Inhaling her sweet scent almost undid any amount of sanity I was holding onto. 


“Please, forgive me.” I kissed her throat. “If you give me one
more chance, I promise I’ll never disappoint you ever again. I swear on my
life. Please.” I rained kisses all along her jaw, slowly inching closer to her
mouth. “I love you, Sara. I thought it was the right choice. I now know what a huge
mistake it was.” I nipped at her bottom lip, running my tongue over the slight
sting. “I can’t breathe without you.” 


More tears escaped as she stared at me. Brushing my thumbs across
her cheeks, I did my best to wipe them away. Each one sliced through my heart. I
vowed right then and there to never make her cry ever again.


Resting my lips over hers, I waited for her to make the next
move. It took her a minute, but she pushed her lips to mine, all the while
still holding steady to the marble vanity. I was beyond thrilled she’d finally
allowed herself to react to me, in a good way. 


I claimed her mouth nice and slow, teasing her as my tongue
savored her. We provoked each other for what felt like forever. In reality, it
was but a few minutes.


The woman standing in front of me drove me out of my mind. Thankfully,
I knew I was going to enjoy the ride. 
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Sara



 

I tried my best to hold on to the last shred of my control.  But it was wavering, slowly dissipating with
each passing second. I didn’t want him. To be more accurate, I didn’t want to want him. Being next to him,
having him invade my personal space, hands touching me, mouth claiming me, he
was making me feel again. I wanted to stay numb. It was so much easier to
function, to go through the mundane parts of everyday life, if I remained emotionless.


His pleas tore me apart. I knew he was sincere when he spoke and
I wanted to forgive him. I really did. But he’d hurt me so badly, I knew it was
going to take more than a simple I’m
sorry and a few minutes of enrapture to convince me to give him another
chance. 


He’d finally broken the kiss and I didn’t press any further. I
wanted to see what he was going to do next. What I should’ve done was push him
away and walk right on out of there, but I didn’t. I couldn’t find the strength
to walk away from him again. Not until there was some sort of resolution, or at
the very least a promise to…to what? I didn’t even know. I was so confused. He
knew what he was doing by locking us in the ladies room together. Alone. Where
he could break me down with something as simple as his touch. 


“Sara,” he said, gripping my waist as he pulled me into him. “Please
give me another chance. I swear you won’t be disappointed.” 


His tongue slipped from his mouth to wet his bottom lip. I didn’t
think he even knew what he was doing to me with that one simple action. My eyes
were fixated on his mouth. I loved the taste of him. Hungry for more, I tilted
my chin up so his mouth hovered over mine but he never moved, which was
surprising. Believing he was letting me lead, I trusted he wouldn’t push me too
far. Not before I was ready. 


He pulled back, and the look he gave me held such intensity I
almost forgot why I was ever angry with him.


Almost.


“Do you want this?” he asked, hands moving around to my lower back,
sliding down and cupping my cheeks as he slowly grinded against me. “Do you
want me?” The regret in his eyes told me everything I wanted to know. He was
truly sorry for hurting me, and I believed he would never do it again. 


I never directly answered his questions, instead telling him
something I wanted to say a week before but never did. “I missed you,” I
whispered, placing my lips back against his. 


A groan fell from his mouth as he kissed me again, this time with
an undeniable fervor. His hands slid underneath my dress, his fingers teasing
my inner thighs until I widened my stance, allowing him the access he needed. 


I was done with hurting. 


I was done with the numbness. 


I was done with denying myself the smallest bit of pleasure. 


I gave in to him. 


To us.


Grabbing my waist, he hoisted me onto the vanity, hiking my dress
up so I was exposed. Palming me over my panties, he teased me until I became slick
with arousal. Shifting the lace material to the side, he pushed a finger
between my swollen folds but didn’t go further. He was allowing me to lead. I
would give him consent when I was ready. Little did he know he wouldn’t have to
wait long at all.


“Please,” I begged, running my hands through his hair and pulling
him closer. “Alek, please.” My begging broke him. He thrust two fingers deep
inside me, wasting no time by curving his fingers to rub against the sweet spot
he knew would drive me crazy. 


 “Goddamn it, Sara,” he
moaned. “I can’t take much more.” He cradled his head into the crook of my
neck. “Please, tell me I can have you. Please, tell me you’re not going to
torture me and make me wait to claim what’s mine.” His free hand moved up my
body and pulled down the top of my dress. With the skill only he possessed, he
freed my breast and teased me first with his fingers then with his glorious
mouth. 


It was too much. Everything hit me like a tidal wave all at once.
The hurt and despair etched into my very existence, all came crashing down on
me. Then there was the pleasure, overshadowing anything I’d felt over the past
three months. Seeing Alek again was almost surreal. I never thought I would lay
eyes on him ever again, and there he was, looking for me at the bar a week ago.



Then I walked into the same restaurant he owned with Kael. What
the hell were the chances? 


I was thrown from my thoughts when the familiar pull coiled in my
belly. His thumb was stroking my clit as his fingers thrust inside me. “Fuuuuuuck,”
I moaned. “Faster. Do it faster.” There was no time for shame or shyness. I had
one goal in mind, and I was going to claim it no matter what. 


He strummed me faster, giving me exactly what I cried for. Gripping
his shoulders, I spread my legs wider and pumped against his hand. My walls
tightened and he knew what was happening. He barely latched onto my mouth to
swallow my screams as I came. He never let up, simply slowing down his
movements as my orgasm subsided. 


“I want you to take me, Alek,” I demanded, reaching down and
unhooking his belt from his pants. 


“I can’t believe I’m going to ask you this, but…are you sure?” He
smiled, but there was no denying the serious tone to his question.


“Yes, I am.” 


I was tired of overthinking everything. 


I wanted him to move inside me. 


I wanted him to continue to devour me with his kiss. 


I wanted to be his very lifeline, his only breath. 


Moving my hands away, he ripped off his belt, unhooked the button
and slid his zipper down. Pushing his pants and boxer briefs down his thighs, I
was left with the sight of his thick cock in his hand. It always excited me and
I made a mental note to demand he pleasure himself in front of me, exactly like
what I’d done for him. 


“Are you all right? You seem overly flushed.” His brow arched as
he drank in my wanton state. 


“You know damn well what you do to me. Now, will you please ravage
me?” I tempted. 


“Well, when you ask like that…”                


Leaning back on the vanity, I raised my legs so my feet were
resting on the edge as well, fully exposed and ready for him to do whatever he
wanted. He lowered himself until his face hovered over my slick need. One swipe
of his tongue and I was a goner. To add to his sweet torture, his thumb lightly
grazed my clit, the smallest touch setting off fireworks. He continued to rub my
sensitive bundle of nerves, his mouth closing over me until I was set to
explode. Soft mewls escaped me as he continued to work my body. 


The image of his head buried between my thighs was enough to make
me combust but before I even found my rhythm, he retreated. Hoisting me up, he
lowered me back down, never taking his hands from me until my feet were firmly
on the ground. 


Looking perplexed, I asked, “What are you doing?” Without
answering, he gently turned me around to face the mirror.


“I want you to watch yourself as you come all over me, Sara.” Flipping
back up my dress, he pushed me forward so I was bracing myself on the counter. I
heard the noise from the condom wrapper before he positioned himself at my
entrance. I looked up into the mirror and his eyes instantly found mine. He
smiled as he slid inside me, inch by inch, until he was in so deep he pressed
against my womb. 


At first he moved slow, relishing finally being able to take me
again after so long. But the more time passed, the more his grip on my waist
tightened. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, leaning his head into the side
of my neck. His breath tickled my skin, his kisses driving me beyond the brink.
“Look at me, baby. Look at what you do to me.”


My eyes fixated on our reflection and what I saw was my absolute
undoing. His eyes were laced with desire, his teeth clenched in anticipation of
our unraveling. Together.


His gyrations stroked the simmering burn, tightness curling its
way down my belly and unfolding at the apex of my thighs. 


He knew I was close. 


He knew the changes in my breathing when I was right on the edge.



“Alek…I’m there,” I panted. “I’m right there.” My grip on the
counter intensified, allowing me to meet his every thrust.


Our dance was perfect. 


With each stroke, he managed to tear down another piece of my
fortress, an invisible structure I’d built to protect my heart. 


During the height of our joining, I’d absently closed my eyes. Resting
his hands on my throat, he whispered in my ear, “Look how beautiful you are,
baby.” Once I’d locked eyes on him again, on us, I willfully dove off the
cliff, free-falling into the pleasurable abyss he was raining all over my body.



“Fuck!” he panted. “I can’t hold out anymore.” With a few more
punishing drives, he shouted out his own release. His forehead rested between
my shoulders. Clearly he was spent, but I never stopped moving. I wanted to slowly
milk every last bit of his pleasure. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to be ready
to go again in two minutes.”


“Two minutes? Really? That long?” I teased.


“That’s not long, considering I’m still not done coming inside
you.” Wow!


Once he’d finally slipped from my body, something changed.  I hadn’t regretted what we’d done, but a wave
of unexpected emotions washed over me. I needed time. Time by myself to sort
through everything and make sure I was making the right decision by giving him
a second chance. Or should I say third
chance?


Fixing my dress, I disappeared into the nearest stall to clean
myself up before going back out into the restaurant. Surely, Alexa was
wondering what had happened to me. Although I’d only been gone twenty minutes,
it was enough of an absence to garner questioning.


As I washed my hands, I made sure to avoid looking at him. If I
made eye contact or touched him in any way, I would throw all caution to the
wind and take him back without question. Although it was a path I was almost
certain I was going to take, I needed some time to be certain.


“I have to go, Alek.”


He moved closer, reaching out to try and pull me into him. When I
moved back, the look on his face almost killed me. He thought I was slipping
away again, and it almost crushed him. 


“Why are you pulling away from me, Sara? I told you how sorry I
was. I meant it,” he pleaded. “I’ll do anything you need. Just tell me. Please.”


I was going to release his worry right then but I decided to let
him wallow in a little bit of doubt. For a while. He deserved it after what he
put me through. 


“Give me the night to sort through everything.” They were my parting
words to him. As I brushed past him on my way to the door, our hands touched,
sending a bolt of electricity through both of us.


There was no way I’d ever be able to break the hold which locked
us together. I knew it, and so did he. A slight smile graced his mouth as I
disappeared from his sight. 


Rushing toward our table, all eyes were locked on me as I
approached, and guilt swirled up inside me. “Are you okay, Sara?” James asked
as he stood to pull out my chair. But I wasn’t staying.


“I’m not feeling too well.” I looked first at my date, giving him
a slight smile before locking eyes with Alexa. “Can you give me a ride home,
please?”


“Of course.” There was no hesitation on her part as she leaned
over and whispered something in Braden’s ear before grabbing her things and
ushering me out the door. 


I filled her in on everything, from my little talk with Kael to
having sex with Alek in the ladies room. To say she was shocked was an
understatement, but as she made her way to our apartment, she smiled, knowing
her best friend was coming back to her.


As I laid my head on my pillow and drifted off to sleep, I
couldn’t help but wonder what the following day would bring. 
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Alek



 

What the hell happened?
One second, I was buried in her sweet body and the next, she ran from me. I
thought we were making progress, yet she said she needed the night to think
things over. 


Sara liked to overthink, and it could mean the difference between
me living again or wasting away without the love of my life next to me. I
wouldn’t push her, though. As hard as it was, I was going to give her the time
she needed. But rest assured, I’d be on her doorstep come early-morning light.


I cleaned myself up and gathered whatever was left of my
composure before exiting the bathroom. As soon as I walked out, Kael was
standing directly in front of me, blocking my path to the bar. 


Maybe I should give the
alcohol a rest. 


“What did you do to her?” he hissed, clutching my shirt in his
fists. “She rushed out of here so fast, as if someone had done something to
her,” he repeated slowly.


I shoved him away from me, straightening myself before answering.
“I didn’t do anything to her. Well…” I smirked, but apparently it was the wrong
move. 


“So help me, God, Alek.” My dear friend was more worried about
Sara than he was about me. I liked it. He knew how to keep me in check, and I
appreciated him even more for it. “Don’t hurt her again.”


“I’m not going to. I promise. Things happened between us,” I
said, subconsciously rubbing my palm over the front of my pants, “and I think
she’s coming around.” My eyes lit up for the first time in months, and nothing
Kael could say would diminish it.


Settling in at the bar, I ordered a club soda. I knew we still
had hours to go before closing up and I needed to give our restaurant’s opening
some much needed attention. Leaving everything to my friend and partner was a
shitty move, but I was there and I was finally ready to deal with whatever he
needed from me. 


I’d noticed Braden and the guy who was sitting next to Sara were
still at their table. Thankfully, they didn’t stay too much longer, paying
their bill and disappearing twenty minutes later. I knew Alexa had been the one
to take Sara home because she was missing, plus those two were like sisters. Alexa
would never let her leave alone. 


An hour before closing, an unwelcome sight walked through the
door, throwing me into an instant fit of rage.


Cameron.


I’d been planning on paying him a visit but I never found the
time, what with me being mostly drunk over the past few months. 


He never saw me approach, too busy chatting up the unsuspecting
female bartender. I quickly snatched him by the neck and dragged him outside into
the alleyway next to the building before he even knew what was happening. His
reaction was slow, and once I turned him to face me, I realized it was because
he was on something. He wasn’t drunk, and he was lucid, but there was a
blankness to his stare which told me he’d taken some kind of drug earlier.


“Well, well. If it isn’t my favorite cousin,” he sneered, pushing
me back as his false sense of strength took hold. Cameron was no match for me
when we were kids, and he still wasn’t as grown men. Because I wasn’t in the
best of moods, I decided to toy with him a little, taking out any and all of my
frustrations on him. He deserved every bit of what I was going to give him. He’d
fucked with me, and with Sara, for the last time. Even if Sara hadn’t walked
into my restaurant that evening, contemplating giving me another chance, I
still would have delivered his punishment for his past behavior. 


I’d always brushed off my cousin’s antics in the past because I’d
learned to tolerate him, thinking because he was family I had to. But the older
we got, the more I realized I truly despised him. He didn’t possess one good
quality—none I knew of, at least. Then again, I chose not to interact with him
unless I absolutely had to. 


The only thing I knew about my dear cousin was that essentially
he was alone, never having found anyone to connect with and share his shitty
life with. He had money and the Devera looks, but he was an asshole. 


Selfish. It was one of the best words to describe him.


I rolled up the cuffs of my sleeves, never saying a word as I
tackled him to the ground. Surprise lit up his face as we rolled around
together, my fists landing everywhere on his unsuspecting body.


His grunts only fueled me more. “Don’t you ever go near Sara
again,” I bellowed, my fist splitting the side of his lip. “Or I’ll kill you. Do
you understand me?” I gripped him by the shirt, raised him up and landed
another hit to his jaw, throwing his head to the side with the force of my
blow.


Something inside me snapped and I took it out on Cameron. Most of
it he deserved, but some of it he took because I couldn’t control myself. 


My fist was pulled back, ready to unleash another wave of anger
when all of a sudden, a quick surge of energy pulsed through him and he managed
to throw me off him. 


Then he attacked. 


While his moves were all over the place, effectively from
whatever he was on, he managed to catch me in the face. In the eye, to be
exact. It hurt like a bitch, and I knew I was going to have one hell of a
shiner for sure. 


But for every one of the hits he’d been able to land, I returned
ten. He was going to look pretty battered and bruised when I was done with him.
 


We went at it for what felt like forever, but only five minutes
had passed since I’d dragged him outside. Thankfully, no patrons were milling
around outside the restaurant, so our scuffle was done in private. Or as
private as a dark alleyway would allow.


Cameron never said a word while we went at each other. I think he
was still in shock I’d actually attacked him. Whatever the reason, his silence
was the smartest decision he ever made, because his voice alone would only fuel
his beating.


Finally, after I’d expended all the energy I had in me, I
staggered to my feet and stepped back. Glaring down at his battered body, I
dragged him out of the alleyway and propped him against the far end of the
building. It was late, but someone would surely find him. While he was out
cold, he was nowhere near death’s door. Just a good ol’-fashioned beating was
what he’d endured. 


Entering the restaurant through the back entrance was a smart
decision. I didn’t want to listen to Kael lecture me. Plus, we still had
customers, and how would it look if one of the owners appeared back inside
looking the way I did?


My hair was mussed. 


My shirt was splattered with blood. 


My knuckles were raw, and my eye was swelling. 


Disappearing into my office, I cleaned myself up quickly and
changed my clothes. The only evidence I’d been in a fight was from my eye, but
it wasn’t too bad yet. 


How it would look in twenty-four hours would be a different
story.


~~~~


I couldn’t wait any longer. After giving her the night to think
things through, I walked toward her apartment. Waiting longer than I normally
would have, I knocked on her door. Pacing back and forth, I prayed she didn’t
send Alexa out to tell me she didn’t want to see me. 


We had an unbreakable connection, and I only hoped Sara realized
what a rare thing it was. I knew I messed up. Big-time. But I vowed to make it
up to her for the rest of my life, if she only gave me the chance to do so. 


I wasn’t sure what more I could say to convince her how sorry I
was for everything I’d put her through.  All
I knew was I couldn’t wait one more second to see her, to breathe her in and
hold her in my arms.  


I knocked on the door one more time, waiting for my future to
greet me on the other side.











~28~


Sara



 

Soft rapping on the front door tore me from sleep. Looking over
at my alarm clock, I saw it was eight in the morning. There was no doubt in my
mind who it was. He’d technically given me the night to think things over, so I
couldn’t be too upset with him.


As I headed toward the front room, thoughts of the previous night
bombarded me. To think, the only thing I was nervous about was being set up on
a blind date. Never in a million years did I imagine Alek being one of the
owners of Verdana, let alone seeing him there then ending up having sex with
him in the bathroom. Granted, it was extraordinary, but still one of the
biggest shockers of my life thus far. 


I took a quick breath as my fingers clutched the handle. Pulling
the door open, I was hit with his presence, so powerful and a bit overwhelming.
As I looked him over from head to toe, my eyes instantly flew to his face. More
specifically to his eye. 


Reaching for his hand, I pulled him inside. “What the hell
happened to your face?” I asked, rushing toward the freezer to grab an ice
pack. Wrapping the compress in a towel, I walked back over to him and gently
pressed it to his face. His hand covered mine as we both held it to his eye. The
connection wasn’t lost on me, but I pushed it aside for the time being.


I stood in front of him, waiting for him to answer me, my
curiosity killing me the longer he remained silent. Finally, he spoke up. 


“Cameron.” One word and I knew it was pretty bad. The only
evidence Alek had was a black eye and a small cut in the corner of his mouth. I
could only imagine what his cousin looked like. 


“Oh, my God, Alek. What happened?” I asked, ushering him toward
the couch to take a seat. 


“I don’t really want to talk about it.” Wrong answer. The look on my face said as much. If there was any
hope for us, I needed him to tell me everything, even when he didn’t want to. “Sorry,”
he grumbled before he regaled me with the entire story. 


I couldn’t say I didn’t see it coming sooner or later. Relief
washed over me I wasn’t there to witness it, though. Watching two grown men go
toe-to-toe, especially when one of them was Alek, was too much for me to handle.


Taking his hand away from his face, he placed the ice pack on the
table beside the couch. Silence fell between us as we continued to stare at
each other.


“Sara,” he started. “I came here to end our separation. I made a huge
mistake, and I fully intend on making things right between us again.” Scooting
closer, he placed his warm palm on my thigh. “I promise I’ll never hurt you
again.” He looked down at his lap. “Please, forgive me.” 


I hooked my finger under his chin and coaxed his head to look up.
Normally, I was the one averting my eyes from him, not the other way around. Knowing
his heart was breaking, the fear in his stare telling me he was afraid I wasn’t
going to give us another chance was enough for me to move toward him and place
my lips against his. 


My one small gesture was what he was yearning for. Expelling a
quick rush of air, he stood from the couch, reached forward and tangled his
hand with mine. Once I was standing in front of him, he pulled me into his
embrace, burrowing his face into the crook of my neck. I heard him inhale and
knew he was trying to breathe in as much of me as he could, afraid I would back
away from him any minute. 


“I love you,” he whispered in my ear. His body tensed as he
waited for me to say something. Anything.


Drawing away from him, I saw his face fall until he heard my
words. “I love you, too, Alek. Sometimes more than I want to, but I do.” 


All fear and reservation floated away from him as he smiled wide
and crushed me to him. Peppering kisses all over my face causing me to laugh. “I
swear, baby, never again. Never again will I make you cry.” He kissed the
sensitive spot under my ear. “Never again will I make you doubt my love for
you.” Gently biting down on my lobe sent a pulse of pleasure straight through
me. “Never again will I make you angry.”


Still smothered in his embrace, I called him out on his lie. “Now,
you know that one’s not true.” We
both laughed at his choice of words. 


“Okay, how about this? Never again will I purposely make you
angry.” I furrowed my brow. “Okay, I’ll try again. How about I’ll do my best to
take your thoughts and feelings into consideration before I place any crazy demands
on you?” I smiled. “Better?” he asked, still snuggling me into his body.


“Better,” I replied. 


After hours of catching up,
we talked late into the evening. He explained in better detail his reasoning
for pushing me away, as well as his interaction with Cora and his fight with
Cameron. He vowed to never lie to me again and to always come to me first with
anything that was bothering him before he made any life-altering decisions.  


After listening to everything he had to say, I understood him a
little more than I had before. Obviously, some of his decisions were wrong and
I made sure to tell him so, to which he simply replied, “I know. I know.”


There was a lot we still had to work out, but I finally agreed to
give him his third and final chance.  











~29~


Sara



 

Tap. Tap. Tap.       


What is that noise? Is it
raining?


Still lost in a haze of bliss and sleep, my brain took extra time
to catch on to what was going on around me. 


Tap. Tap. Tap.       


“Hmmmm…” I mumbled, gently stretching out my limbs. Lying on my
stomach, I gathered the pillow in my hands as I pressed my face into the soft
cloud of goose feather. It took me a little while to realize it wasn’t raining
at all, that the tapping sound I thought I heard was coming from someone
lightly smacking my ass. Over and over again. 


Tap. Tap. Tap.


“What?” I whined, wanting nothing more than to fall back asleep. 


 “Wake up, sleepyhead.”  Tap.
Tap. Tap.


The only reason Alek would have to wake me from a sound sleep
would be because he was hungry again. For me. Although the thought was
tempting, I hadn’t been asleep for long, the night’s activities surely going
into the late hour. 


Against my protests, he tried to rouse me again. 


“Hmmmmm. What are you doing?” I said in my sleepiest voice.


“Come on, baby, you have to wake up now.” Alek’s voice was but a
whisper, almost as if he was trying not to alarm me, but instead to wake me
very slowly. 


I twisted my body toward him, still half-asleep. Stretching out,
I draped my arm around him, pulling my body so close I was able to wrap my leg
around his waist. 


He laughed as he kissed my temple.


“Make love to me, Alek,” I murmured before clutching him even
closer. 


“For as much as I would love to, sweetheart, you’re going to be
late. You have to wake up. Now.” His warm breath tickled my ear, making me
think naughty thoughts.  


Wait…what does he mean I’m
going to be late? 


I tried to rub myself against him one more time, but
surprisingly, he unhitched my leg from his waist and hopped out of bed.  


Hmph! Well, if he
didn’t want to give me some lovin’, then I was going back to sleep. I rolled
over on my side and closed my eyes, but not before catching a glimpse of the
time glaring at me from my alarm clock. My eyes snapped open as I threw the
covers off me. Hurrying toward the bathroom, I shouted over my shoulder, “Why
didn’t you wake me up, Alek?” I never heard his answer as I slammed the door
and turned on the water.


Taking the fastest shower known to man, I ran back into my
bedroom, threw on some clothes and gathered my hair into a messy bun. The whole
while, Alek lazed across my bed, resting on his elbows as he watched me run
around like a crazy person. His eyes never left me, the corners of his lips
turned up as if he was privy to his own inside joke.  “What’s so amusing? Do you like seeing me run
around like a nut job?”


“No, of course not. It’s just I’m the happiest man alive today.” There
was such sincerity and love laced in his sentiment, it made me stop for a
second and take it all in. I never thought I would ever see him again, yet
there he was, back in my life. It was all a little surreal. We still had a long
road ahead of us, but I was willing to try again. 


I sidled up next to him, rested my hands on his thighs and leaned
in close to give him a kiss. “I’m going to be late for work.” 


He followed me outside where we said our goodbyes, making plans
for dinner later that evening. A huge smile was plastered on my face as I headed
to the shop. I knew I should enjoy every second of it because if life had taught
me anything, it was that happiness was fleeting. There was always something
unexpected lurking around the corner. 


~~~~


I muddled through my normal routine at work, the only difference
being I was smiling and laughing more, and apparently people took notice. 


“My, my, my. Aren’t we in a good mood today?” Megan commented. It’d
been over three months since I’d hired her on a temporary basis. She was
working out well, so I’d taken her on permanently as a part-time employee. Her
personality really jived with not only mine and Matt’s, but the other
part-timers, as well. She was a good fit. 


“What’s the occasion?” she asked, looking me over as if the
answer was somewhere on my person. 


“Let’s just say my love life is back to where it should be.” I
found I was almost giddy with excitement. 


“Ohhhh, you met someone,” she cooed. Cradling her head in her
hands, she leaned forward on the counter. “Tell me all about him. Where did you
meet?” Before I could answer, she blurted out, “Wait, is it the guy your friend
set you up with last night?”  I forgot I
even mentioned my plans to her.


“No, not exactly. It’s an ex-boyfriend I’ve re-connected with
recently.” Recently as in last night.
“Everything happened so fast, but it’s official.” I was smiling so big I didn’t
even notice her face at first. 


“Tell me it’s not the jerk who came in here the first day I
started.” Her lip curled up in disgust at the mere thought of him, which
instantly put me on the offensive. I think she realized what she’d said because
she tried to smooth things over. Well…sort of. “Sorry, I don’t like him. He
rubs me the wrong way, Sara.” 


“Well, Megan,” I started, reminding myself everyone was entitled
to their own opinion, even if it was the opposite of every other red-blooded
woman out there who ever came in contact with the man. “Yes, Alek and I are
back together. I’m simply curious. Why don’t you like him? Was he rude to you
or something?”


“Not per se. I don’t know. I have a bad feeling about him, that’s
all.”


“Well, I can assure you he’s a good man. A bit intense sometimes,
but a good man nonetheless.”


“If you say so,” she mumbled, making her way toward the back of
the shop.  I wasn’t going to let anyone
dampen my mood, especially someone who didn’t even know him. 


Reveling in my own glee for once proved to be an effective tool
for making the workday fly by. 











~30~


Sara



 

After dinner, I agreed to accompany Alek back to his house. I hadn’t
been there since that night. Pushing
all unpleasant thoughts from my mind, I forged ahead with the continuation of
our lovely evening.  


“I meant to ask you this at dinner, but I forgot,” I purred as he
kissed my neck. We were relaxing on his couch in the den when I decided to
broach the subject of Megan.


“You did?” he teased, pulling my earlobe gently through his
teeth. He couldn’t care less what I was trying to ask him, his only concern
surely to rid me of my clothes. 


The fact my newest employee couldn’t stand him was weighing on me
more than I thought it would.  “What did
you ever do to Megan to make her not like you?” I plucked a piece of lint off
his sweater as I waited for his response.  


“Who’s Megan?” 


“She’s the new girl…you were giving me a hard time about…when you
decided to drop by that one day.” I couldn’t believe he didn’t remember. It
wasn’t as if I hired new people all the time. He shrugged as if he had no idea
who I was talking about. “Well, she sure doesn’t think much of you at all. You
must be losing the old Devera charm,” I teased as I playfully tapped his cheek.



“Never.” He laughed, digging his fingers into my sides as he
tickled me. I fell back on the couch, trying to break his hold, but it was no
use. He laid his body over mine and kissed me, his fingers poised to dig in
again at the moment of his choosing. “Besides, I don’t care what anybody else
thinks about me, except you.”


“But for her to not like you is weird, don’t you think?”


“Well, yeah. But I didn’t do
anything to her, so I can’t really say why she’s turned off by me.” He pushed
his arousal into my belly, stopping all conversations about Megan. “Wanna go to
bed?”


How could I ever say no to that question?  


Alek was not two steps over the threshold of the bedroom before
he was stripping off his clothes.  He was
only a couple of paces in front of me, but it was enough of a head start for
him to hop in bed and nestle in.  


“Hurry up, baby. I’m getting lonely over here.” He flipped the
covers back as I turned off the overhead light, licking my lips in anticipation
of what was to come. Thankfully, the bedside lamp was still on because I almost
tripped over his damn shoes. 


Alek insisted there always be some sort of light on while we had
sex. He said he loved to watch my body tremble under his touch, and watching my
face as he made me come was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. 


Who am I to argue? 


After quickly discarding my clothes, I snuggled in close, throwing
my leg over his waist and rubbing the neediest part of me against his excitement.
I was tracing the lines of his chest when his voice startled me. “You know
what? I do remember who you’re
talking about.”


“Hmmm…” I panted, kissing his neck and inhaling his intoxicating
scent. 


“Sara? Did you hear me?” My answer to his question was to
straddle his waist, grinding myself on top of him. But for some reason, he
wasn’t having any of it. He pushed me back so I was sitting upright, his hands
on my bare breasts as he held me in place. “Now that you mention it, I still want
you to give me her information so I can do my own background check.”  


Of course, he would pick right then to act like…himself. “Alek,
we already discussed this before. I told you then and I’ll tell you now…I’m not
giving you her information. It’s insulting you don’t trust I’ll do my
homework.”  


“But you don’t have the same experience I do when it comes to
dealing with shady people, Sara. I know what to look for that you don’t.” The
whole time I was sitting on top of him, his fingers played with my breasts, gently
pinching my nipples between his fingers. 


“Did you buy a P.I. firm I don’t know about?” 


“Ha, ha. Very funny.” He flipped me onto my back, spreading my
thighs with his leg. His fingers danced over my skin, goosebumps popping up the
lower he ventured. Kissing my belly, he mumbled, “It would make me feel so much
better if you just let me handle this.”


Swiveling my hips, I weaved my fingers through his hair as I
pushed him lower still. “You’re doing perfect,” I moaned, “handling…this.” 


Pressing my thighs wider apart, he tasted me. His tongue lavished
me while his lips locked around my clit. Sucking gently, I thrust toward his
face as I chased my orgasm. Just as I was on the brink, he pulled back. “What
are you doing?” I cried out. 


“Please, let me handle this.” He sat back on his knees as he ran
his finger through my swollen folds. 


“I was letting you handle
it until you stopped. Now please, stop teasing me,” I pleaded, squeezing my
nipples while he looked on. 


“I’m not talking about this, Sara,” he said as he palmed me. “I’m
talking about letting me do the background check.” 


“Are you serious right now?” I asked, a little more than baffled
he was still trying to convince me to give in. 


Refusing to answer the obvious, he pushed two fingers into my
tight heat, crooking them until they flicked over my G-spot. My back instantly
arched off the bed and I cried in pleasure. “Yes…do it again.” He did. His
actions were deliberate, partly in hopes I’d allow him to check on my new hire.



“Tell me what I want to hear, sweetheart,” he pressed, stroking
the sensitive spot over and over. “Come on, tell me.” 


“I’m so close, Alek.” Gripping the sheets, I rotated my hips,
trying to garner any additional friction I could to push me over the edge.  


“Tell me.” 


I stopped listening to him, instead focusing on what my body
needed right then. “Yes…Yes…Oh, God…I’m coming!” I screamed, my cries tearing
from my throat as my entire body shuddered under his touch. 


As my heart finally slowed its beating frenzy, my desire for the
man in front of me was my only focus. I wanted him to take me fast and hard, to
which I knew he wouldn’t have a problem. 


Extending my arms, I tried to entice him to lie on top of me. Missionary
was one of my favorite positions because it allowed me to feel the weight of
him as he ravaged my body. I loved the sensation of his skin against mine,
being able to clutch onto his arms as his muscles tensed from his exertion. 


Instead of covering me with his body, he pulled me up until I was
resting on my knees. “Do you want to try something new?” he asked, drawing
circles around my nipples with the soft pad of his fingertip.


I wasn’t quite sure what he had in mind, but I trusted him. Knowing
he wouldn’t ask me to do anything I wouldn’t like gave me the courage to go
along, nodding when he cocked his eyebrow in question.  


Spinning me around so I faced away from him, he leaned over and
kissed my shoulder. “This isn’t new,” I said pensively. “We’ve had sex doggie-style
before.” As I turned my head to see him, my hair fell in my face, blocking him
from view. Pushing the annoying strands out of the way, I was able to finally
see his reaction, a mischievous grin plastered all over his face. 


“We’re not going to fuck doggie-style,” he assured me. 


Pulling on the drawer of his bedside table, he reached in and
grabbed something. I naturally assumed it was a condom, but instead a small
bottle was held tight in his grip. 


“What is that?” I asked, thoroughly confused.


“Lubrication.” 


I blew out a breath of relief. He must have bought the wrong box
of protection and needed to use something extra to coat it. “Did you pick up the
wrong condoms again?” I teased. 


“It was one time, and you know damn well I was willing to go
without.” He laughed, wiggling his eyebrows to make me smile.


“Alek,” I tested. “Don’t even start, because it’s never going to
happen.”


“Don’t say never, baby. In fact, we don’t need to use condoms
tonight.”


“Yeah? And why is that?” 


“Because the kind of sex we’re going to have will definitely not result
in you becoming pregnant.”


Having a conversation with him while my ass was in his face was a
little awkward. I still didn’t understand what he was talking about, though. What
kind of sex would never get me pregnant? Why was he holding a bottle of lube in
his hand? And why was I on all fours?


Closing my eyes, my head dropped in realization as to what he was
essentially asking me to do. It took me a little while to catch on because he’d
never even so much as mentioned wanting to have…anal sex.


Alexa had told me once she’d tried it before and really enjoyed
it, but only after she got over the initial pain of it.


“You wanna have sex that
way?” I asked, doing my best to control my nervous breathing.


“I’d like to try it with you, yes.” He
fisted himself and pressed against me. “I’ve claimed your mouth.” He slowly raked
his fingers down my back. “I’ve claimed your sweet pussy.” The tip of his cock pushed
against my clit. “Now it’s time I claim that luscious ass of yours.” Something pressed
against my puckered hole and I instantly clenched up.


 Slowly, he pushed the tip
of his finger inside me. It felt so foreign and…odd. 


 “You have to relax.”


“I’m trying to, but we’ve never done anything like this before.”
I swung my head over my shoulder again. I had to see his face when I asked him,
“This is going to hurt, isn’t it?”  


“Yes.” Well, don’t sugarcoat
it for my benefit. “At first, but once I’m in, you’ll love it. Trust me.”


Trust him? On this? He’d
obviously forgotten I knew how large he was. He was most likely going to do
some damage, but he was trying to convince me I’d love it? All of my paranoia
caused me to clench up even more.  


“Sara, you’re tensing again. Relax, sweetheart.” 


“I’m trying,” I hollered. “But the anticipation of what it’s
going to feel like is not helping.”


“Okay. Well then, how about this?” I waited for him to say
something else, but instead he withdrew his finger, and the next thing I felt
was his tongue as he licked my pussy. Then he slowly made his way toward the
part of me he wished to claim. 


I stilled all movement. 
His touch was faint, at first, but the more he teased me, the more I
relaxed. Leaning back into his mouth, I allowed my body to feel, shutting off
any and all reservations I had about such an intimate act.


 “Alek,” I cried out,
rocking against his mouth a little faster each time.


“That’s it, baby. Do you like that?” His voice was so damn sexy,
turning me on even more, if it was even possible.


“I love it,” I answered breathlessly. 


“Good.” He moved off the bed and stood behind me, pulling me back
toward the edge until I was positioned where he wanted me. 


I heard the click of the bottle as he opened it, then a few
seconds later, I heard the same noise as he sealed it shut. 


My breathing suddenly picked up pace, nervousness racking my
entire body. 


Something cold pressed against my virgin area, and before I could
say anything, his finger slipped inside once more, that time with a little more
ease.  The feeling was certainly strange
but the more he stretched me, the less it hurt. 
Until he added a second finger. 
Tensing up again, I tried to wriggle away but his hold on my waist was
firm. 


“Sara, you’re never going to become used to my touch if you try
to move away from me.”  I knew without
even looking at him he was smirking.  


“Easy for you to say,” I huffed.


He slowed his intrusion until I released some of my anxiety. The
more he pumped in and out of me, the more I loosened up, which was quite a
relief.  


“I’m going to add another finger.”  His words instantly had me clenching.  “Relax, sweetheart,” he soothed, leaning
forward to kiss my neck.  “You’re doing
so well.  You’ll be able to take me much
easier when I’m done.” 


After he was finished preparing me, he withdrew his fingers and
grabbed my waist.


“Are you ready?” he asked as he pulled me toward him.


I wasn’t going to lie. I almost freaked out when he seized my
hips and pushed the tip of his cock near my tight entrance. “Please go slow,” I
pleaded. Maybe I was making more out of it than I should. Maybe I’d end
up loving it, like he said.


Maybe…goddamnit! He
pushed past the exterior, a burning sensation radiating all through me. Squeezing
my eyes shut, I tried to breathe through the pain and not focus on the strange
feeling of being stretched apart.


There was certainly pain. He hadn’t lied about that part. 


 “That’s it, baby. You’re
doing great. Try and relax some more. Then I’ll be able to push in the rest of
the way.”  


“Oh, God, Alek. I think you’re going to rip me in two.” He was so
large the burning sensation was only getting worse. Trying to focus on something…anything
else proved to be quite difficult. I was about to tell him I couldn’t do it
when I felt his finger start to stroke my clit.  By re-directing my focus, he’d distracted me
enough to relax, essentially decreasing the pain from him pushing further
inside me. 


The more pleasure his fingers coaxed from me, the more my muscles
stretched around him, pulling him in and contracting around the thick steel of
his erection. 


 “I’m in all the way now, but
I won’t move right away. I want to give you time to adjust to me.” His hold on
my hips was almost as fierce as his entry. I knew he was on the verge of losing
control and he was trying to rein it in until he made me explode. “You’re so unbelievably
tight, Sara,” he groaned. “Luckily, it won’t take much for me to come this
way.” As soon as he moved, I instantly tensed back up. His hand worked me
faster, his fingers pinching and rubbing my clit until I couldn’t see straight.
It was hard to figure out where to focus, the pain or the pleasure. Which one
was greater?  


“The more I move, the more your muscles will accept me and loosen
up, giving you the pleasure I promised.” God,
I hope he’s right. The burning had lessened the longer he was deep inside
me, but for the life of me, I couldn’t imagine it actually being enjoyable.  


As he moved again, a tickle of pleasure soon shot through me. “That
feels…” I couldn’t even find the right words.


“What does it feel like?” he asked, rocking back and forth behind
me. Suddenly, my head was pulled back as he captured my hair in his hand. “Fuck
me, Sara,” he moaned. 


Before long, I shouted out something I never thought I would have
five minutes earlier. “Harder,” I panted. “Alek…please…fuck me a little
harder.” Intense pressure was building, and I wanted to ride the wave all the
way to the end. 


“Like that?” he asked, slamming into me with a little more force.
“Does that feel good?” He thrust in two more times.  Animalistic sounds tore from his throat as he
fought not to lose control. 


“Yes,” I whimpered. My words escaped me. Hell, I could barely
breathe from all of the different sensations firing off inside me. I was so
close, so near the precipice of release, the only thing I could do was lean
down and bite the pillow, pushing my ass higher in the air for him. 


Each stroke of his touch, both inside and outside of my body,
sent me on a rollercoaster ride of desire, threatening to careen off the rails
at any second. It was by far the most erotic thing we had ever done. 


“I’m gonna come, Sara.” He pushed himself in and out with two
long strokes. “Come with me.” He caressed me with such precision I had no
choice but to allow my orgasm to rip through me.  


I screamed out my release as he let go of my hair, grasped my
hips and chased after his own pleasure. 


A short while later, he’d withdrawn from me and immediately
asked, “Are you all right? How do you feel?” After his initial desire had
lessened, a look of worry shadowed over him.


“I’m fine, Alek,” I assured him. “We just won’t be doing that again for a while.”


He chuckled. “Fair enough.”


Following his normal after-sex clean-up ritual, he crawled into
bed behind me, pulling me into his body so he could hold me tight. Inhaling my
scent always relaxed him. I wasn’t sure why, but it did. 


“Love you, baby,” he whispered, quickly fading into sleep.


“Love you, too,” I answered, squeezing his hand in mine as I
followed him into dreamland.   
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Sara



 

I finally decided to take Megan up on her offer to grab a drink
after work. She’d been asking me for months, but I’d been too depressed to even
entertain the thought. Normally, I wouldn’t go for drinks with an employee, other
than Matt, of course, but I liked her. I was her boss above all else, and she
knew it, but she was someone I could see having a long-term friendship with. 


 Alek was already aware I
had plans for the evening. He’d tried to persuade me to go to Throttle or even Verdana,
but I didn’t think it was a good idea. We wanted to go somewhere low-key,
somewhere we could sit down and actually hear ourselves think.


 He never forced the issue,
which was quite an improvement. Curbing his overbearing ways was doing wonders
for our relationship. Even though he was impossible sometimes, he was trying. Plus,
he realized the one person who had been the biggest threat to me was dead. He
would never harm me again. 


Megan was shaping up to be a great new addition to the shop,
proving she took her job seriously, coming up with new ideas all the time. She
asked if I ever considered expanding, maybe adding on to the existing building.
Coincidently, there was an empty lot next door, but I didn’t have the money in
the budget to do anything so grand yet. I refrained from mentioning her idea to
Alek because I knew he would buy it before I even had the chance to dispute it.
Full Bloom was my baby, and I needed to nurture it my way. I wanted to do it on
my own. 


We decided to meet at Laverty’s, a nice, quaint Irish pub. I’d
only been there once, but the finger food certainly left an impression. 


The evening was shaping up to be a fun time out, the conversation
flowing between us as the hours ticked by.


“So, Megan, did you like living in North Carolina? I’ve always
wanted to visit but never had the opportunity.” 


She hesitated for a brief moment, looking away as if she didn’t
know how to answer. Being someone who had skeletons in her own closet, I
recognized the fleeting look on her face. Maybe she moved to Seattle because
she was trying to escape something, or someone. Much like I had.  


Taking a sip of my drink, I allowed her the time she needed to
answer me. “I did, although I didn’t live there for too long.” She avoided my
eyes once again, staring instead at the glass of wine in front of her. Deciding
best not to push her, I changed the topic.


“Do you have any siblings? Are both of your parents still living?”
My questions were innocent enough, but again she looked uneasy. Something about
her reactions piqued my curiosity. I’d told Alek I’d done the background check
on her, but I didn’t. It was on my to-do list. I had, however, called all of
her references, and they had nothing but nice things to say about her. I didn’t
lie about that part, at least.


“Both of my parents are still alive. They’re actually still
married, if you can believe it.” A faint smile spread across her face.


“That’s sweet.”


Squirming in her chair, she turned the questions on me, “So, what
about you, Sara? Does your family live close by?” she asked, bringing her drink
to her lips. Her study of me was quite intent, more so than usual. 


Maybe I was reading too much into her behavior, Alek’s insistence
about her background check playing over and over in my head.  


Before I could answer, my phone vibrated on top of the table. Taking
a quick peek, I saw it was Alek. “Sorry, one sec, Megan.” Turning my head to
the side, I answered. “Hello. Hey, babe. Yeah, we’re having a great time,” I said,
glancing back at Megan as I spoke. A pissed-off look washed over her face as
she realized who I was talking to. 


 When she saw my questioning
look, her scowl quickly switched to a strained smile. I turned my
body to the right as I answered him, doing my best not to witness any more
of Megan’s facial expressions. “Yeah, I have. One. Don’t start,” I huffed. “Fine.
Okay, I’ll call you when we’re done. Love you, too.” I turned to face her again
as I disconnected the call. “Sorry. Alek was just checking in.”


“You mean checking up, don’t you?” she argued. “Why do you let
him get away with that type of behavior?” Draining the rest of my drink, she
held my stare and waited for an answer. 


“He’s not doing anything but looking out for me. I’ve been
through a lot and he’s concerned.” I didn’t particularly care for her tone when
she was prying into my business.


“Oh?” she probed. “What happened to you, Sara? Do tell.” There
was an air of cockiness surrounding her. Or was I reading her wrong? We were having
a great time until she started with her interrogation. 


“I’m not comfortable talking about it, so let’s change the
subject. Okay?” Once she realized I wasn’t going to divulge something so
personal, her demeanor changed a little. 



“Sure. Sorry, I don’t mean to be so pushy. I think I’ve had a bit
too much to drink.” She genuinely smiled that time. 


After another half-hour of chatting about clothes and movies, we
decided to call it a night. I texted Alek the name of the restaurant, but told
Megan if she was ready to go, I would be fine waiting by myself until he got
there. 


“Actually, Megan, if you want, we can drop you off at home. I
don’t really think you should be driving.”


“Oh, please, this is nothing, girl. I’m completely fine.” When I
quirked my brow, she said, “Really. I’m fine. I wouldn’t drive if I didn’t
think I could.” Knowing she had two glasses of wine was concerning but not
overly so. She was a grown woman and I couldn’t force her to do anything. Besides,
if she was in the same car with Alek, something bad might happen. Her dislike
for him continued to baffle me.


“Okay, but only if you’re sure.” 


“I’m positive. I’m actually going to stay for a bit
longer anyway. There is a handsome man at the bar who has been checking me out
all night.” She subtly pointed toward the guy she was referring to. He was quite the looker. I didn’t blame
her. “He looks like Mr. Right Now.” She laughed. Gathering her things, she
winked at me as she wrangled herself out of our booth. 


As we said our goodbyes, Alek called to tell me he was waiting
outside. “Okay, well, I had fun, Megan. We’ll have to do this again sometime
soon.”


“You bet we will,” she agreed before pulling me in for a quick
hug.


Touching her arm, I pleaded, “Please, be careful.”  


“I will. Don’t worry about me. I control my life and everything
in it, Sara. Remember that.” Before I could dissect her words, she smiled and
made her way toward the man who’d caught her attention.


Heading outside, my thoughts were suddenly bombarded with images
of my man. I was already excited and I hadn’t even laid eyes on him yet. 


When he saw me coming, he immediately opened the passenger door
for me. Always the gentleman. 


“I’ve missed you, babe,” he groaned before gathering me in his
arms for a heart-stopping kiss. His hands lowered to grip my ass, pressing me
firmly against his body.  


“I missed you, too, but if you don’t stop it, all these people
are going to watch a show.” Giving him a quick kiss, I backed up because what I
had planned for him should only be done in private. 


“Okay, okay. Let’s get you home then.”
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Alek


It’d been a couple of weeks since Sara and I had officially
rekindled our relationship and I couldn’t be happier. We were even better than
before because we didn’t take anything for granted. Mainly because we both knew
what it was like to lose the other. 


Running from meeting to meeting did nothing to calm the incessant
need I had to check on something. Or should I say someone? I tried to ask Sara
nicely for Megan’s information but she refused to give it to me, trying to play
the ‘It’s insulting you don’t trust I’ll do my homework’ bit. Yeah, I wasn’t
buying it. I vowed the day she took me back I would never let anyone or
anything harm her again. 


I couldn’t pinpoint what it was about Megan that bothered me. Yes,
I found it odd she disliked me so much, especially since I didn’t even know
her, but it was more than that. There was an uneasiness, trying to tell me there
might be trouble ahead.


Call it paranoia. 


Call it my innate need to protect my woman. 


So, Sara could be upset with me, but I was going to get my hands
on that information somehow. And if it wasn’t going to be from her, then I was
going to approach someone who was as concerned about her safety as I was. 


Matt. 


I arrived at Full Bloom when I knew Sara was going to be out
running some errands. She made sure to keep in touch with me, especially when
she wasn’t at the shop. Controlling her wasn’t my objective. Not at all. I made
sure to answer my phone each time she called me, in case she needed me, for
whatever might come up.  


Walking inside the shop was kind of weird at first, knowing I
wasn’t there to see Sara. There were only two other customers inside, both of
whom were men. I didn’t even dwell on the fact my woman was sometimes
surrounded by other guys, most of whom came in because they fucked up with
their own women. Pushing my crazy thoughts aside, I approached the one person I
was curious about. 


Megan.


She didn’t see me at first because her eyes were glued to one
guy’s ass as he bent over to select an arrangement from the bottom shelf of the
cooler. 


To look at her, one would think she was attractive. She was
taller than Sara with a little heavier build, blonde curls lying above her
collarbone. She was plain, but pretty. Nothing compared to Sara, of course, but
I was sure she didn’t have an issue garnering a man’s attention.


There was a big smile on her face as she continued to watch the
man standing to my left. Only when I cleared my throat did she swing her eyes
to me, an instant look of disgust contorting her face. 


In turn, I chose not to hide my annoyance with her rudeness. “Megan,
is it?” I asked, striding toward the counter. Admittedly, I wasn’t used to
women not fawning all over me. Not that I wanted her to act in such a manner,
but it was always easier to obtain information when people were tripping over
themselves merely because I paid attention to them.  


“Sara’s not here,” she sneered, focusing her attention back on
the computer and completely ignoring me.  


 She obviously thinks she’s done talking to me.
 


“Have I done something to offend you?” I asked in the most
sincere tone I could muster, making a real effort to find out what her problem
with me was. My instinct was to be rude and condescending, but I knew it
wouldn’t work to my advantage. 


“Nothing to me,” she scoffed.
She finally lifted her gaze from the screen and glared at me. She literally
glared at me. “I don’t like you, and you’ll reap what you sow.”


What the fuck does that
mean?


Her unnerving statement solidified she was certainly a little
unstable. She may have been able to hide it well from Sara, but she’d shown me
her true colors. 


Not wanting to entertain her any longer, I walked toward the back
of the shop. 


“Hey, you can’t go back there!” she yelled, rushing to catch up
with me.  She was close on my heels as I
rounded the corner to the prep room. “I said you can’t come back here.” I
whipped around so quickly she had to take a step back.  


“I can come and go as I please. Just ask your boss.” Thankfully, Matt was coming out
of the restroom, saving me from telling her to go to hell. He looked quickly
between the two of us, clearly confused why we were shouting at each other.


Matt and I hadn’t always gotten along. Actually, that was an
understatement. We almost came to blows a couple of times, mostly because I
overreacted to certain situations. My feelings for Sara were so new and
confusing, they twisted me up inside. 


Matt still looked confused as he started to speak. “Sara’s not
here right now, but she’ll be back soon. I can tell her you stopped by,
though.” He glanced down at the sheet in his hand, figuring our conversation
was done.


“Actually, I came to see you.” I didn’t even have to look behind
me to know Megan was still shooting daggers at me. “I was going to head over to
Verdana later tonight and wanted to know if you could meet me
there? I thought we could grab a beer and chat.”


Yes, my request was out of left field, and it wasn’t lost on
Matt.


“Uhhhhh,” he stammered. “Yeah…I suppose.” His brow furrowed as he
asked me, “What time?”


“Meet me there at seven. Do you know where it is?” 


“Yes.”


No other words were necessary. 


The plan was set. 


~~~~


I was sitting at the bar drinking a beer when Matt walked up
behind me. He was nothing if not punctual. Even though I was going to pump him
for information, essentially asking him to go behind Sara’s back, I was going
to make a real attempt to try and get to know him.  


After ordering a draft, Matt took a seat next to me, still trying
to figure out why I’d asked him to join me. Sara was shocked as hell when I
told her, so I could only imagine what was running through Matt’s head.


I wasn’t one to beat around the bush, so I got right to it. “Matt,
I’m sure you’re wondering why I asked you to meet me tonight.” 


“I was wondering…yes,” he
replied, taking another drink as he waited for my reason.


“Well, as you know, I’ll go to extremes to make sure Sara is
safe, even when they’re things she objects to. We clash heads a lot because of
it.” I laughed, picturing the many times Sara and I bickered over my antics and
her stubbornness. 


Matt smirked, because he knew I spoke the truth.  He’d been privy to a few of those disagreements.



“What do you need from me?” He sure got right to the point. I
liked it. Placing his drink back on the bar, he swiveled around until he was
fully facing me. As I attempted to answer his question, his mouth fell open and
he rushed to ask, “She’s not in any more danger is she?” His voice took on a
panicked tremor, and I knew right then how much Sara meant to him. He’d become
so worried about his friend, it physically shook him.  


“I’m not sure yet.” Shaking my head, I tried to clarify. “What I
mean is I don’t know anything about this new employee of hers. This Megan
Smith.” I tried to hold back my contempt but it spewed forth, out of my
control. “I’d like to do a thorough background check, but of course, Sara
refuses to give me her information.” Taking another tug off my bottle, I
grasped his shoulder. “This is where you come in.”


It took him a second to figure out what I was asking him. “Wait,
you want me to go behind her back and give you Megan’s information?” He blew
out a breath and grabbed the back of his neck. “I don’t know, man. I don’t want
her to think she can’t trust me. What if she finds out?”


“If she finds out, I’ll
deal with it. I’ll make it so you’re not to blame at all.”


We sat in silence for what seemed like forever. Begging wasn’t my
style and he knew it.  My hope was that
he would see the importance of doing the check and agree without any further
argument.  


“I don’t think you’re going to find anything more than Sara did. Megan
seems harmless to me.” He downed the rest of his beer and motioned to the
bartender for another. Our conversation was going better than I thought it
would. Matt was a pretty good guy after all. “The only issue I had with Megan,”
he continued, “was convincing her I wasn’t interested.” He laughed as he took a
big swig of his beer. 


A couple of minutes passed as we sat in a somewhat-awkward
silence. I was giving him time to think on it while I enjoyed the new foreign
beer we were trying out. “So…what do you say, Matt? Will you help me? 


Thankfully, he didn’t make me wait long for an answer. “Yeah,
okay. I’ll text it to you tomorrow.” After exchanging information, I sat back
and breathed a sigh of relief. 


Leaning over, I bumped his shoulder with mine and asked, “So,
Megan was really barking up the wrong tree, wasn’t she?” My laughter caused
Matt to relax even more.


“Yeah, she was.” Then all of a sudden, his brow furrowed in
confusion. “Wait. What?”


“You’re not interested in Megan, correct?” Shit! I didn’t mean to call him out. Obviously, he wasn’t ready to
make it known he wasn’t attracted to women.  


“No, I’m not,” he answered flatly.


“Well then, she’s barking up the wrong tree, right?” I asked him
again, hopefully that time a little less obvious.


“Yeah, you’re right.” He gulped down the last of his drink and stood
up. “Well, I have to be going. I’ll send you her info tomorrow.”


“Great. Thanks, Matt,” I said, shaking his hand. 


My fears were soon going to be laid to rest.
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Sara



 

A week had gone by. Work was busy, as usual, thank God. Alek and
I had been spending all of our free time together. Life was good. But it became
even better…when Alek proposed.


That we live together. 


For good.


It was a no-brainer. 


I said yes right away. 


I’d been staying at his house almost every night, so the move
made sense. 


We were it for each other. 


At first, I was hesitant to broach the subject with Alexa, even
though I was sure she knew it was coming. I still felt bad leaving her all
alone in the apartment. As soon as I found enough courage to talk to her about
it, she shut me down, telling me it was about time. 


Figuring it was as good a time as any, she informed me she and
Braden were having the same exact conversation, with one minor difference. She
wasn’t quite sure if she wanted to take the leap yet. Braden was pushing for it,
but my dear friend was afraid of losing herself in the relationship. She wanted
to still keep her independence, something Braden was trying to be understanding
about. 


I was lost in thought when a voice startled me. 


“Sara? Did you hear me? Did you want to go?”


I turned around to see Megan hovering over my right shoulder,
watching me put together an order for a delivery.  


“Huh?” I asked, continuing to arrange the gardenias until they
were perfect. “Sorry, Megan. What did you ask me?”


She sighed, almost as if she was annoyed. But her tone when she
spoke again was anything but. “I asked if you wanted to go to Throttle tonight.
There’s a new band playing I’m dying to check out.” Rocking back and forth on
her heels, she asked, “So, what do you say? Are you in?”


My first thought was that Alek might end up showing up at the
club, being the owner and everything, and what kind of tension it would cause
between the two of them. But the bigger Megan’s smile became, the less I
worried about it. 


 “Sure. Sounds like fun. Why
don’t we invite Alexa and Matt to go with us? They love Throttle, and I’m sure
they would be up for some new musical talent.”  


Again, she looked annoyed, but as soon as she smiled, I thought
I’d misread her.  


“Great. You can let them know we’ll be meeting up at eight-thirty.
The band doesn’t go on until ten, but I thought we could relax and hang out before
they start.” Our conversation ended when she took off to help the customer who
had walked in.  


~~~~


The night had been going well. Everyone was laughing and telling
stories, mainly about some asinine customers who had come into the shop. Thankfully,
there weren’t too many of them to regale. 


“Then, as he was asking me to fill out the card for him—for his
wife, mind you—he asked if I was free later that night.” Megan grimaced as she
told us her story. 


“What an ass,” Alexa bemused. “Guys are creeps.” 


“Hey,” Matt fussed. “Not all of us are creeps. Some of us are
good guys, you know.” Even though Matt was smiling, he looked as if something
was bothering him. Matter of fact, he’d been wearing the same look on his face
for a while now. Trying to convince him to open up and talk about it was like
pulling teeth. Worse even. He’d shut down if I pressed too much. I assumed he
would talk when he was ready. 


“Some of you are all right,” Megan chirped, smiling wide in
Matt’s direction. I’d seen her curiosity at the way the three of us interacted
together. 


Matt was like our brother, warning off unwanted attention. There
were obviously no romantic intentions flitting around our group. Well…with the
exception of Megan, I supposed. The way she watched my friend was a little sad,
only because she seemed to really like him. The one thing he did open up to me
about was when he had to shoot down her advances toward him, an awkward situation
for sure because he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. But she was always
touching him and asking if he wanted to grab drinks after work. He let her down
easy, though, stating he only viewed her as a friend and nothing more.


But tell that to her heart. Or was it another body part which
needed to be told? 


 She watched him when he
flung his arm around Alexa’s shoulder, pulling her in close to give her a kiss
on the cheek. He’d done the same thing with me earlier. 


As the night wore on, the more Megan’s mood seemed to sour. I
didn’t know if it was because Matt wasn’t paying her as much attention as he
was to Alexa and me, or if there was something else bothering her altogether. 


 “Can we move closer?”
Alexa asked as she grabbed my hand, already pulling me forward before I even
answered. “I hear these guys are amazing!” she shouted over her shoulder. 


Megan and Matt followed us as we approached the stage. The band
was busy chatting with some patrons while they set up their equipment.  


An hour into the show, I suddenly became a little woozy. I tried
to blame it on the alcohol, especially since I hadn’t eaten in hours. Drinking
on an empty stomach was never a good idea. Taking some deep breaths, praying it
would do the trick, I fumbled to find something to lean against. There were so
many people crowding me, it was hard to breathe. Add in my sudden attack of
dizziness and it didn’t make for a good time.


Staggering toward the edge of the bar, I accidentally bumped
into Megan, spilling a bit of her drink on the floor. My other friends were
turned away from me, thoroughly enjoying the music to even notice I wasn’t
okay. She looked annoyed at first then concern washed over her as she saw me
swaying where I stood. And it certainly wasn’t because of the music.  


I knew something was wrong. My mind instantly flew to thinking
someone had spiked my drink. But I reasoned it was impossible since the only
people who had touched it before me were the bartender, Matt and Megan. They
had each bought a round for the group. In fact, it was Alexa’s turn to buy
next. 


“Sara, are you okay?” Megan asked, shoving her shoulder under my
arm to try and keep me steady. Her support of my body was a relief, and I
leaned into her even more. I was terrified I was going to face-plant right
there, in front of everyone.  


My head spun. 


My muscles were like jelly.


My body started to heat up and my vision became cloudy. 


My eyes glanced over at Megan, and in a split-second I saw a
strange expression cross her face. I didn’t have the energy to read into it
because it was gone not a moment later. 


Suddenly, pain radiated across my cheek. Confusion swept over me
as I stared at the woman holding me up. She’d slapped me in an attempt to keep
me coherent.  


“Sara, you don’t look well. Do you want to go home?” I heard Alexa’s
voice behind me, but she sounded so far away. It was almost as if I was
dreaming. I couldn’t focus on anything, all of the people around me blurring
into one large mass. 


In a way, I was frozen. 


I was unable to turn around. 


I couldn’t speak to tell my best friend something was wrong. 


The last thing I heard was Megan telling her she would take me
outside, that she lived around the corner and would pump me full of coffee,
sobering me up and returning me to our night out. 


Promising we would be back in an hour, Megan ushered me from the
club. 


It was the last thing I remembered before darkness dragged me
under.
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Alek



 

It was past midnight and I hadn’t heard from Sara yet. Nothing. Not
a text or a phone call to let me know she was all right. Didn’t she
know what a mess I would be, leaving me totally in the dark as to what was
going on with her? I wasn’t asking her to call me every hour or anything so
extreme, but a simple check-in every five hours wasn’t asking too much. I
didn’t think so, anyway.


As I picked up my phone to try her, it rang. Thank God. I glanced down at the name displayed across the screen
and my heart picked up speed. 


It wasn’t Sara at all. 


It was Calvin. 


I was still waiting on information about Megan. The strange
feeling I’d been harboring simply wouldn’t go away. Instinctually, I knew there
was more to her story than she revealed to Sara. I was hoping it was something
small, but my gut was telling me I should be wary. 


And I always followed my gut when it came to the woman I love.


 “Devera,” I practically
shouted into the phone. I was already pacing back and forth and he hadn’t even
uttered a single word.


“Alek,” he said pensively. “Is Sara with you right now?” The
tremor in his voice made my heart constrict. There was obviously something
wrong if the first words out of his mouth pertained to Sara’s whereabouts. 


“No, she’s not. Why? Tell me what you know.” I was becoming
increasingly agitated, my fear overwhelming me to the point I could barely
catch my breath. 


“I did a thorough background check on Megan Smith and at first,
there wasn’t anything alarming. She had no priors. Nothing unusual. Until I dug
further back and realized she changed her name eight years ago.” The silence
was deafening. I had no idea where he was going with his story, but mentioning eight years ago instantly raised the
hair on the back of my neck. “Alek, her name used to be Denise Colden.”


The world spun around me. 


There was no way. It had to be a coincidence. Don’t freak out. As much as I tried to
convince myself there had to be another explanation, I knew better.  


 “Is it her?” I asked, my
voice dripping with worry. “Is Megan Samuel’s sister?”


I knew the answer, but hearing him say it was still a shock.


“Yes.”


All those years before, I’d done my research. I knew everything
about Samuel Colden, mainly in part due to Calvin’s expertise. I knew
everything about his family, including his sister Denise. Or should I say Megan? I knew his family received death threats for
what he’d done to Sara. I was assuming it was why she changed her name, but who
the hell knew. 


I should have been more persistent in finding out about her. Or at
the very least, I should have asked Matt for Megan’s information immediately
after Sara’s refusal.


“I don’t understand, Cal. What could she want with Sara?”


“Not sure. Maybe she blames Sara for her brother’s death? All I
know is that she changed her name right after he was put away for kidnapping her,
probably because her family was receiving death threats.” Bingo. “Their parents passed away a few years back, so Samuel was
the only family she had left. And now…” 


We both knew what came after and
now. 


And now, she blames Sara
for her brother’s death. 


And now, she is going to
exact revenge. 


But I was the one
responsible for killing Samuel. Me. Not Sara. So why not come after me?


A sickening thought rattled my brain as I tried to take in
everything. She was coming after me. By
tricking Sara into thinking they were friends, she was going to use her as
bait. To get to me. 


The realization both infuriated and relieved me. If Megan’s attention
was truly aimed at me, then Sara would still be alive. 


If my hunch was
correct. 


Quickly ending the call with Calvin, I grabbed my keys and rushed
out of the house. 


I had to find her, before it was too late.


Trying to call her proved futile. 


There was no answer, as I knew there wouldn’t be.


Racing toward Throttle, I prayed no harm had come to her. I
didn’t think I would survive another devastation. 


I barely held it together last time when she’d been shot. 











~35~


Sara



 

What was with me waking up with mind-splitting headaches? I made
sure not to overdo it, but there I was again. Temples throbbing and a dizziness
which instantly made me sick to my stomach.


It took me awhile to realize I wasn’t lying down. Instead, I was
sitting upright on something cold and hard, my limbs immobile. My eyes were
still closed and I couldn’t really hear anything. It was quiet.


Eerily quiet.


Where the hell am I? How
did I get here? The last memory I had was getting ready to go out, to meet
everyone at Throttle.  That was where the
recollections became fuzzy.  


Finally, I heard a faint noise, running water off in the
distance. It was muffled but I could make it out. Definitely water. 


Then I hear a door open and close, someone slowly walking toward
me and then… nothing. Back to silence. I thought I imagined everything until I
heard a voice.


“Welcome back to the land of the living. For now, at least.” Megan
was the person behind the voice, but why was she speaking in such a hateful
tone? 


“Megan? Where are we? Why can’t I remember anything? Are you all right?”
I asked, my speech slurring with each syllable.  I knew something was seriously wrong, but I
held tight to the hope everything would be explained and there was a good
reason for it all. 


“I’m fine, Sara,” she said, my name disdainful on her lips. “You’re
the one who’s not.”


She moved around me with stealth-like precision. I barely heard
her footsteps before my head was violently forced back, my chair almost tipped
over with the force. I cried out, but it only fueled her anger more. She loved the
fact she was hurting me, but for the life of me I couldn’t understand why.


When she let go, I sprang forward and quickly righted myself.  I was so weak, but I forced my body to
cooperate. Forcing my eyes open proved painful, but I needed to see her.


I needed to see what she was going to do to me. 


As soon as my lids popped open, they closed just as fast. The
bright light was killing me, causing my headache to spike again. When I tried
to shield my eyes with my hands, I realized I couldn’t move them. They were
restrained behind my back. 


“I don’t understand, Megan. Please…please, tell me what’s going
on.” 


To say I was confused was an understatement. 


“You want to know what’s going on?” she asked, hitting me in the
back of the head with her hand. Circling around to stand in front of me, she
squatted and looked me in the face, her eyes so glazed over, I was positive she
had taken something. “Well, let me tell you a story. Once upon a time, there
was a little girl who had a big brother, a brother who did his best to protect
her. But there was something off about him, something everyone knew about, yet they
still made fun of him. But he couldn’t help the way he was. It wasn’t his
fault.” Her voice cracked, indicating this story was indeed a personal one. 


“Then one day, he did something beyond his control because he
thought he was in love. He took a girl to his house and because she was there
for a short time, everyone panicked and caused the situation to escalate. They
called him names and hurt him, locking him away for eight years, probing him
and forcing countless drugs down his throat. They even closed him off from the
only remaining family he had left. Me.” 


As I tried to listen to her story, the only person who popped
into my head was Samuel. But it was impossible. He only had one sister and her
name was Denise. The only reason I knew was because I was afraid his family was
going to retaliate on me somehow, so I asked the police for as much information
as they could give me. Thankfully, nothing ever happened.


Until now.  


My eyes had finally adjusted to the bright light in the room,
allowing me to see Megan standing in front of me, a knife held tightly in her
hand.   


I finally realized how dire my situation was right then. 


“Megan, I don’t understand what this has to do with me,” I squeaked,
afraid if I spoke any louder I’d set her off. 


She leaned down and pointed the knife directly in my face, so
close if I breathed the wrong way, it would poke me. “I’ll tell you how you’re
involved.” She took a deep breath before ranting on. “You were the one who led my
brother on. You were the one who gave him false hope. And at the first sign
things weren’t going your way, you decided to tell the authorities he kidnapped
you. You stole him away from me!” she hollered. “You did that.”


“Megan, please. I liked Samuel. I did. But he was sick. He
thought we were in a relationship, and he forced me to stay with him against my
will.” I didn’t even finish before she flipped out.


“STOP!” she roared. Before I could take my next breath, a burning
sensation ripped through my arm. Warm liquid seeped out and dripped to the
floor. She’d lost control for a split-second and cut me. “Stop telling me lies.
We both know what happened.”


My eyes cautiously studied her movements as she paced in front of
me. She wielded the knife as if it would deliver the truth. Her version of the
truth. Glancing down at my arm made me wince. It hurt like hell because it was
more than a superficial wound. Multiple stitches would be required to seal the
flesh back together. 


Another scar from the past
I can’t seem to escape from.


“The day they released my brother was the best day ever,” she
remembered, a small, crazy smile on her face as she thought of Samuel. She
looked away, lost in a memory which caused her to tear up. “I loved him, Sara. He
was my big brother.” She looked like the old Megan for a second. 


“I’m so sorry,” I said, my words having the opposite effect. 


“Sorry?” she screamed. “Sorry? Did you honestly just say that to
me, you deceitful bitch?” She swung her fist at me, hitting me right in the
temple and knocking me to the floor. “You and your bastard boyfriend are
responsible for my brother’s death,” she sneered, a look of pure rage
contorting her face. “And now both of you will pay.”


Lying on my side, I tried everything I could to remain as calm as
possible, doing my best not to pass out. I needed to remain alert, especially
since she mentioned exacting revenge on Alek as well as me.  


All of a sudden, my cell phone started ringing. Wasting no time, Megan
stalked toward my purse and grabbed my phone.


“Well, lookey here. It’s the man of the hour,” she taunted, preparing
to answer it. 


“Megan, what are you doing? Leave him out of it. You have me. If
you want to take out your anger on anyone, take it out on me. Please,” I cried,
but my pleas fell on deaf ears. She shot me an annoyed look, answering my phone
in the sweetest of voices. 


“Alek, thank God you called. Yes, Sara is with me. She wasn’t
feeling the best, so I brought her back to my apartment to sober up before we
went back.” She was silent as she listened to whatever he was saying. What the hell is he saying? 


Her next words broke me. “Why don’t you come and pick her up
then? Yes.” She glanced at me as her lips turned up in an evil smirk. “I’ll be
waiting for you.” She gave him the address before ending the call. We were ten
minutes from Throttle, which meant it would take him thirty minutes to arrive. She
could do all sorts of things to me in that time. 


“Megan, please, don’t do this. Please,” I begged her.  I
couldn’t bear to drag Alek into yet another dangerous situation, but my hands
were tied. Literally. I was still lying on my side when Megan advanced in my
direction. Seeing as how this wouldn’t be the best presentation for when Alek
arrived, she bent down and lifted me back upright.  


As soon as she turned her back to me, I fiddled with the rope which
bound my hands to the chair. Soon, I was able to loosen the knot she made. Not
enough to escape. Not yet, at least.  


“I knew Alek would come for you without question. He’ll always
come for his precious Sara,” she scoffed, hate laced around each word. 


“Please, don’t involve him. It wasn’t his fault. It was mine.”


“He shot and killed my brother. How is it not his fault?” She
breached the distance between us with a few angry steps. The knife was pointed
right in my face. “How? Tell me right now before I slice that pretty face of
yours.”


I trembled and hated myself for showing weakness. For some odd
reason, I knew my weakness would only fuel her vendetta even more. “I was the
one who misled Samuel,” I confessed, knowing I was only lying to try and buy
more time. “I was the one responsible for his death, Megan. It was all my fault
and I’m sorry.”


My lies permeated her crazy brain. I knew enough from watching plenty
of shows on people who have snapped to not stick with your version of the
story. If they believed it to be one way, you had to find a common link to keep
you alive. But how long would it work? I had no idea, but I had to give it a
shot. 


“He loved you, Sara. All he wanted was to be with you. You should
have stayed with him this time.” 


The bitch was stone-cold out of her mind. But at least I was
buying myself some time.  


She continued to shake her head in confusion as she made her way
down the long hallway. She entered what I could only assume was her bathroom
and slammed the door behind her. I went to work on the rope with enhanced
fervor, trying to give myself the best fighting chance, only stopping when I
heard a noise behind me. 


“Sara.” I heard someone whisper my name, but I thought I was
hallucinating. Whatever Megan gave me was strong enough to knock me out, then
keep my head fuzzy when I came to. I continued to work on my restraints. “Sara.”
I heard it again. I turned my head to the side and couldn’t believe who I saw.


Brian was crouched in the window, prying the rest of it open as
quietly as possible so as not to alert Megan. He must have been watching long
enough to know when to make his move. 
For a brief moment, I was brought back to the night Samuel had managed
to hit him in the head, before abducting me. 
I cringed at the thought he was putting himself in danger yet
again...for me.


“Brian,” I cried out, clasping my lips together as soon as I made
the noise. I turned my head toward the hallway to make sure she hadn’t heard
me. So far, so good.  He raised the
window the rest of the way so he could fit through. 


He was on me in two seconds flat, working the rope from its knot
in even quicker time. Once my wrists were free, I grabbed them and rubbed
feverishly, forcing the blood to flow freely. “How did you find me so fast? Alek
just called here.” As soon as I tried to stand, I fell right back down. I
wasn’t strong enough to move on my own. 


“Alek called me as soon as he found out Megan was Samuel’s
sister.” I looked on in confusion. “He told me what I needed to know. He gave
me your coordinates and I rushed right over. I was instructed to do everything
humanly possible to get you out of here alive.” Helping me to stand again, he
assured me Alek was going to be there any minute. 


It was an assurance which made me fearful.


As Brian tried to usher me toward the front door, Megan came
tearing down the hall, wielding that damn knife and threatening to do some
damage. 


“What the fuck are you doing? Move away from her before I kill
you both.” She advanced on us, anger and craziness mixed together to form the
most deadly concoction. 


The front door crashed open before she reached us. The loud noise
startled all three of us, and for a split-second, time stood still. 


Alek crouched in the doorway, assessing the situation for what it
was. Dangerous. He saw the knife in Megan’s hand then rested his eyes on my
arm. There was still a steady flow of blood dripping from my wound. 


Without hesitation, he pushed off the door frame and ran straight
at Megan.


“Alek, no!” I screamed, but it was too late. He had rushed her
and knocked her to the ground, her head bouncing off the hard floor before she
was knocked out cold.  


When I glanced back at Alek, I saw there was a confused look on
his face but I couldn’t figure out why. Until I ran my eyes down the full
length of his body only to come across a horrific sight. 


The knife Megan had brandished was plunged into his stomach. Only
the handle was visible. Screams tore from me as he fell to his knees. I tried
to rush to him, but my body wasn’t cooperating. Falling to the ground, I did my
best to crawl toward the man I loved.  


Toward the man who had given his life for me. 
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Alek




  Images of Sara in distress kept
flashing through my head. For a brief moment, I saw her slumped in her chair,
barely having enough strength to sit upright. Blood oozed from a pretty nasty
cut on her arm, dark liquid torturing me as it fell from her body. Her eyes
were hazy at best as she tried to take in the scene around her. 


Then I saw Megan. And the knife. Allowing my rage to take over
like a beast I’d tried to keep at bay for far too long, I lunged forward with
no regard for my own safety. My only goal was to ensure Sara made it out of
there alive. 


Thankfully, Brian had been able to at least untie her, even
though she could barely keep from falling over. Whatever that bitch gave her
was enough to slow down any natural reaction she would have normally had. Her
body wasn’t her own, and I was sure she was terrified.


I never made eye contact with her as I rushed to put an end to
Megan’s crazy rant. Knowing the pain and worry in her eyes would make me
falter, I focused on one thing and one thing only. 


Removing the threat from my woman. 


So many thoughts ran through me, almost like a bombardment of memories
since the first day I’d officially met Sara. They were all jumbled together,
though, and I couldn’t make sense of any of it. 


A searing pain shot through my stomach and I tried to clutch the
area with my hands, but I found I couldn’t reach it. In fact, there wasn’t a
single part of my body following my brain’s instruction to move. 


A faint noise sounded somewhere in the background, the odd pitch
of the beeping confusing me as to where I was. 


Is my alarm going off? 


Then I heard the sweetest voice. 


My Sara.


“Doctor, when do you think he’ll wake up?” I heard her say, the
fear in her voice instantly making me nervous. 


But why? 


I was only sleeping. 


Wait, why was there a doctor in my bedroom? 


Where the hell am I? All
of a sudden, everything came crashing back full-force, images hitting me so
fast I couldn’t differentiate what was real and what wasn’t.  I remembered busting down a door, my eyes
flying to Brian and Sara, before rushing forward. The next memory which
strangled me was being on my back and glancing at something sticking out of my
stomach. A silver handle, but I had no idea what it was. I didn’t remember
feeling anything. No pain. 


My body reacted to the intrusion all the same. Tunnel vision
racked my sight and before I could open my mouth to say anything, the cruel
grips of darkness dragged me under.  


Wherever I was, I was okay. At least I could still hear her
angelic voice, the lilt of her tone soothing my frantic nerves. Realizing Sara
was not only alive, but unharmed enough to speak on my behalf, gave me comfort.



“It’s hard to say. He had a close call, Miss Hawthorne. The
surgery went as planned, but now it’s up to him. Sometimes, a trauma such as
his causes the body to go into shock to protect itself.” There was a brief
silence and I swore I heard Sara crying. “We’ll have to wait and see what
happens. The good news is he’s stable and we’re keeping a close eye on him.” 


He must have walked out of the room because the only sound I
heard was the incessant beeping near my head. I’m obviously lying in a hospital bed. I wanted so badly to wake up
and hold her in my arms, professing everything would be all right. I wanted to
tell her how much I loved her and I would gladly risk my life over and over if
it meant protecting her. 


 But no matter how hard I tried,
I couldn’t move one single muscle. It was a funny thing to have your own body
betray you. Frustration mounted, but there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about
it.  


I was tired, even though I wasn’t technically awake. Using what
little mental energy I had sapped all of my strength. Instead of focusing on
the fact I couldn’t wake up, I chose to concentrate on Sara’s breathing.  Her fingertips drew nervous circles over the
top of my hand. All I wanted to do was grab her and pull her close. But I
couldn’t.


Over the next couple of hours, or it could have been minutes for
all I knew, quite a few people came into my room. Some of them I recognized but
some I did not. 


Sleep took hold when I couldn’t will myself to stay alert any longer.
Alert. I was far from it, but inside my own head, I was aware of everything
going on around me. Sara’s sadness washed over her. I swear my heart picked up
pace, but there was no outward indication of such. No monitors going off around
me to let her know I heard her voice or felt her sweet touch. 


I can hear you, baby.


Since I was powerless inside my own body, I gave in to the calm
and drifted off into dreams of holding Sara close. 
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Sara



 

I was going out of my mind. I prayed every day Alek would wake up,
and each day I was let down. I’d cried so much over the past week, helpless as
I saw him lying there, I didn’t think I had a single tear left. 


I was done. For the rest of my life, I would never be able to cry
ever again.


So many emotions whirled through me, threatening to take me down
if I didn’t get a grip. I was fearful I would never be able to tell him I loved
him again. Shutting down inside, I couldn’t face the fact I might never feel
his touch again. The only realization to come out of the situation was I knew
exactly how he felt when I’d jumped in front of him when Samuel had pulled the
trigger. He was so angry with me for putting my life in danger, an emotion I
returned ten-fold. I wanted him to wake up so I could tell him how upset I was with
him. I wished for him to argue right back with me. Giving anything to hear his
voice again, it would make me the happiest woman alive. 


Hope he would wake slowly diminished with each passing day, but I
kept on trudging through. I would never give up on him. Not as long as his
heart beat in tune with mine, or breath still filled his lungs.


The doctor told me they had to remove his spleen because the
knife had caused too much damage. There had also been some damage to his large
intestine, but they were able to repair the tear rather easily. Then, when I
thought he was out of the woods, an infection took hold, but thankfully they
were able to control it.  


I was constantly reassured his stats were stable. He just wouldn’t
wake the hell up. Only he could decide when it was time to come back to me.


It was all a waiting game.


Matt had been a dream. Not only had he spent countless hours at
the hospital with me, but he was running the shop all by himself in my absence.
We had some part-time helpers who also stepped up, working more hours to make
sure the business wasn’t negatively affected. When I told him I would have no
problem closing the doors of Full Bloom until Alek was better, he told me I was
crazy. He said he welcomed the distraction, a far-off look sweeping over him
before he pulled me into one of the many hugs we’d shared over the weeks. 


Everyone had stopped by the hospital countless times to check on
his progress, but the diagnosis remained the same. No change. Alexa was there
by my side more often than not, sometimes bringing Braden along with her for
her own support. It was all too familiar, because it wasn’t all that long ago I
was the one lying in the hospital bed.


When I laid eyes on Katherine as she walked through the door, I
about lost it. Not like it was a hard thing to do, given the situation. Her
kind eyes and warm smile made me think of my gram. My heart ached as she pulled
me into her embrace, stroking my hair and telling me everything was going to be
okay.


Kael and Adara visited their friend often. On many occasions, I
had to excuse myself because Kael’s grief was too much for me to handle.  


Brad and Natalie Collins, his parents’ friends who I’d met at the
charity gala, stopped by as well, making me promise to call them as soon as anything
changed.


When everyone had gone, and it was only Alek and me in his
hospital room, I gave in to my grief. Holding his hand in mine, I laid my head
down on the edge of his bed and prayed God would answer my prayers and bring
him back to me. 
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Sara



 

“Alek, can you hear me? Please, baby. Move your finger if you can
hear me.” I said the same thing day in and day out, but the results always remained
the same. Nothing ever happened. I wasn’t even sure if he heard my words.


Hardly ever leaving his bedside, I’d become a permanent fixture
there at the hospital. But the staff didn’t mind. In fact, it was the wonderful
nurses who gave me the extra strength I needed, their words of encouragement
boosting my saddened spirit.  


As my head rested on the edge of his bed, I heard someone walk
into the room behind me.  


“Sara? Are you awake?” Alexa whispered as she stepped closer. 


Picking my head up, I gingerly glanced to my left and saw my best
friend standing there, a change of clothes for me in her hands. I was a mess
and she knew it, eating and showering only when people vehemently urged me to
do so.  


My eyes were red and puffy, my hair its usual tangled mess. Sure
I was quite the sight; I couldn’t garner enough strength to care.  


“Unfortunately, yes, I’m awake.” Without warning, I burst into
tears. I was exhausted, both physically and mentally. All I wanted to do was
join Alek in his coma, only awakening when he’d finally come back to me. My
heart broke a little bit more each day he stayed wrapped up in whatever world
held him captive.


Alexa immediately approached, seized my shoulders and gave me a
big hug. “Come on, Sara” she pleaded, trying her hardest to convince me to
stand. “You need a break.”  


“No,” I said, fighting against her. But it wasn’t much of a
struggle. I barely had enough strength as it was.


“Yes,” she demanded more sternly. “I brought you a change of
clothes, and some toiletries. You need to take a shower and get yourself
together.” She plopped a bag full of stuff onto the chair behind her. “Is this the
first sight you want Alek to see when he opens his eyes?” she asked, waving her
hands up and down my body. 


“I’ll take one later, Lex.”


“No the hell you won’t. You’ll take one now. All you do is sit by
his bed, Sara. You don’t leave except when you’re made to. You don’t eat or
drink anything unless you’re forced.” She placed her hand on my arm in comfort.
“You’re not taking care of yourself, and it needs to stop.”


Before I could protest, she grabbed my arm and forced me to my
feet. Snatching the bag she’d brought with her, she dragged me into the small
bathroom, placed my necessities on the sink and pulled the door closed behind
her as she left me by myself. I heard her say something from the other side but
I couldn’t quite make it out. Maybe something about keeping watch until I was
done? 


I was hesitant to leave his bedside, but I knew if Alexa had gone
through so much trouble, I surely looked a fright. Glancing into the mirror, I
had my answer. 


Holy hell! I look like
shit!


I allowed the water to work its magic, washing away layer upon
layer of hurt and worry, pain and distress.  After ten long minutes, I finished up and
wrapped a towel around my thinner frame. 


As I brushed my hair in the mirror, I thought about how Alek was
going to scold me for not taking care of myself. But those thoughts gave me
instant comfort. I would welcome every last worried word which fell from his
lips if it meant he would wake up and come back to me. 


When I was finished, I headed back to his bedside.  


Nothing had changed. Alek was still the same. Still lost to me and
everyone else who loved him.  Alexa was
sitting in the chair I had vacated minutes earlier, holding his hand and pleading
with him to wake up, that her best friend was broken and she didn’t know what
to do. It was then I realized I wasn’t the only person who was affected by what
had happened. I had a family of friends who cared about me as much as they
cared about him. They all saw how much I was hurting, and it was devastating to
them they couldn’t do anything to help ease my pain.
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Alek



 

Dreams had quickly become my solace. In them, I would simply let
go and allow my unconscious self to run wild. I dreamt of when I was a boy goofing
off in school with my friends. But when the teacher turned around to scold us,
it was Sara. Then all of a sudden, the dream switched to my childhood home. Again,
Sara was there with me, holding my hand as we ran through the house. I thought
something was chasing us because I’d become panicky, clutching her fingers in
mine as I pulled her behind me from room to room. 


She was in all of my dreams, some of them in the past while
others were in what seemed to be the future. I saw her pregnant with my child,
which was odd because I knew how adamantly she didn’t want to have kids. I saw
her dancing around our kitchen to some crazy song she liked. As I was about to
engulf her in my arms, she would slip further and further away from me, calling
out to me while she continued to laugh and sing her song. 


But there was something wrong with her. She appeared to be in
good spirits, but her eyes told a different story. They were lifeless. All of a
sudden, my dream turned on me and I was the one sitting by her bedside, holding
her hand as I prayed for her to return to me. 


Was it a memory or a premonition? 


I heard her voice again, but I was no longer dreaming. I was
awake. Well…my version of awake, at least. Her smooth voice drifted over me as
she cupped my hand. Her touch was so cold I instantly became worried, but with
the state I was in, there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about it. 


I overheard Alexa practically yelling at her to take a shower. I knew
she hadn’t been taking care of herself, and I was going to make sure to give
her an earful the first chance I got. 


Hearing her friend plead with me to wake up was heartbreaking. She
whispered how afraid and worried she was about Sara, and assured me I was the
only one who could fix her. I wanted to scream that I was trying my hardest to
come back to her, but my treacherous body wasn’t listening to me.  


“Everyone keeps telling me I need a break, that I need to go home
and sleep, but I can’t,” Sara whispered, running her thumb over the top of my
hand. “What if you wake up when I’m gone, then slip away from me again?” She
broke my heart with every word.


I tried to will my mouth to move, to allow words to pass over my
lips and give her comfort, but nothing happened. I attempted to force my body
to move, but it betrayed me yet again. My efforts soon exhausted me and I had
to rest. I needed my strength to try again soon.  


~~~~


It was warm. I wanted nothing more than to throw the blanket off
me, but I couldn’t. I was restricted to endure whatever fate the doctors and
nurses deemed necessary. Being increasingly frustrated and angry was becoming
quite the norm for me now. If I didn’t wake up soon, I was going to be one
pissed-off man to contend with. 


Deep down, I understood my predicament was my body’s way of
protecting itself, but fucking enough already. According to my sweet angel, it
had been a week since I’d been stabbed. 


A week without touching her soft skin. 


A week without tasting those delectable lips. 


A week of not having her body wrapped around mine while we moved
in sync toward ecstasy. 


Sara was in the middle of telling me how much she missed me, including
my overbearing ways, when I tried yet again to communicate with her somehow. I would
take a stupid wiggling of one of my fingers if it meant she would gain the
comfort she so desperately needed. 


Then it happened.


A simple movement was all it took to break me out of my slumbering
world.  


My left pointer finger rose off the bed an inch, but it was
enough to push her fears away, bringing all hope of recovery forward. I did it
again, and again, until she noticed. She was in the middle of a sentence when
suddenly she became quiet.  


I’m coming back to you,
baby.


“Alek? Can you hear me?” she asked, hope laced around each word.
“Do it again. Raise your finger for me one more time.”


And I did. One more time. 


She squealed so loudly that within seconds, there was a nurse
rushing into the room. She inquired as to what was wrong, and when Sara explained,
the nurse laughed, patted my arm and told her I must’ve been done with my nap.  


She checked my vitals and reported everything looked good.  The next step was to wait. More waiting. But it was progress, and I
latched onto it with all I could. 


All of the excitement quickly wore me out, pushing me back into
my dreams once again. 
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It was the smallest of movements, but it made my heart soar. Even
though a full day had passed, my hope had been restored Alek was on his way
back to me. 


I was sitting by his bedside, as usual, when he squeezed my hand
right when I asked him to. His grip was weak at first, but it didn’t matter. He
heard me and his body reacted. 


His eyes were still closed, never giving way to the struggle he
might be going through. I hoped he’d heard each word I’d whispered to him. But
I wouldn’t know for sure until he woke up, giving me my opportunity to ask him.
 


I was walking back into the room from a quick bathroom break when
I saw his eyelids flutter. Rushing to his side, I stroked his jaw as I
encouraged the progress. One after the other, he slowly opened his eyes,
looking straight ahead, unable to focus at first.  


“That’s it, honey. Take your time. I’m right here when you’re
ready,” I cried, pure joy pouring from the depths of my soul.


His lips parted but no sound came out. It took him awhile before
he was finally able to shift his head to the side. The moment his eyes found
mine was glorious. I witnessed my undying love reflected back at me. 


How I’d missed those beautiful, soul-searching green eyes of his.
I was beginning to think I would never see them again. But there he was,
looking right at me, pleading with me to be more patient with him as his body
began the process of waking up.  


Refusing to overwhelm him with my incessant need to rain kisses
all over his face, I leaned over and pushed the button for the nurse. I caressed
his cheek again, a weeks’ worth of beard growth scratchy against my skin. The
nurses made sure to keep him looking as much like himself while he recuperated,
so they shaved him weekly, asking me multiple times if I wanted to do it
instead. But I didn’t trust myself. I knew from my lack of sleep and nutrition,
I wouldn’t be able to keep my hand steady enough to pull off the job. So I
relied on them for their kindness.


Alek had lost weight and looked like a paler, thinner version of
himself. To me, he was still the most beautiful man alive. I knew once he was truly
on the road to recovery, he was going to push himself until he was back to
normal. And I knew it was my job to make sure he didn’t overdo it. 


“Well, well. Look who’s awake.” The nurse startled me even though
I was the one who called for her. She glanced over at me and smiled, the
struggles of the eight days etched deep into the lines on my face.


“Obviously this means he’s out of the woods, right?” I asked,
hopeful she was going to soothe my tightly wound nerves. 


“Well, I don’t want to rush things, but yes, this is a good
sign.” She checked his vitals before typing in the results to the computer she
wheeled in behind her. “I’ll see if I can find the doctor so he can do his own
exam. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 


After she left, I placed my hand back in his and simply stared at
him. I was in awe. All I wanted him to do was speak to me, assure me he was
going to be okay. As I parted my lips to speak, his eyes fluttered closed, the
excitement obviously too draining on him. 


“It’s okay, sweetheart. Rest now. You’re going to need it.” I
leaned in and kissed his lips. When I moved back, I saw a small smile tip the
corners of his mouth as he drifted off to sleep.  


In the next couple of hours, I called everyone I could think of
to tell them the good news. They all wanted to rush right over, but it was
nearing eight in the evening and visiting hours were almost finished. Plus, he
had fallen back asleep, and I didn’t want to push too fast. 


The next day, Kael came strolling into the room as Alek was
waking up. 


“Well, my man, if you wanted this kind of attention, there are
better ways of going about it.” He strode toward me and kissed my cheek, and
for some reason, I glanced over at Alek. Sure enough, there was a look of
annoyance on his face. But he still wasn’t speaking, so he couldn’t voice his
displeasure. I smiled. He was coming back to me more each day. All of him. His
possessiveness over me was the most reassuring, proving we would be back to
normal very soon. It would annoy me later on but right then, it made me happy.


Kael caught his look, as well, and patted his arm. “Don’t go
getting all crazy on me. Actually, nix that. Go ahead, be crazy. At least that
way, you’ll yell at me, and I would like nothing more than to hear your voice.”
He moved in closer. “I’ve missed ya, buddy.” Kael had really been affected by
Alek’s condition. I hadn’t realized how close they were until he was hurt. Pain
and fear shone in his eyes as he stared at his longtime friend, lying helpless
in a hospital bed. 


I wanted to comfort him but I had no
words, slowly recovering myself each day.
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Another week had passed since Alek had officially woken up, and I
was on cloud nine. He was talking more each day, the sound of his voice like
music to my ears.


Friends visited but they were careful not to stay for too long,
realizing his recovery was in the beginning stages. I was acutely aware
whenever Alek’s eyes were following me, even in a room full of people. 


Sitting by his bedside for the past couple of weeks, I realized
his need to protect me would never go away. It was ingrained in him, even
stronger than his own need for survival. Once, he’d woken in a panic, his eyes
darting all over the room trying to search for me. His heart rate accelerated and
his hand clenched mine in fear.  I was
able to quickly calm him down, a look of peace restored on his face before he
fell back asleep. 


I wondered who plagued his nightmares. Was it Samuel or his
deranged sister?


Megan was no longer a threat. Kael had informed me after she’d
been hauled away, she killed herself a week later while waiting to meet with
her lawyer. Somehow, she’d gotten ahold of a small razor blade and ended her
life before she rotted away in some prison cell. 


No more looking over my shoulder, wondering if the whole tragedy
with Samuel was going to continue in some way. Megan was the last of his family
who would exact revenge for him. 


It was done.


Finally. 


“What are you so happy about today?” Alek asked, bringing me back
from my thoughts. I hadn’t even known he’d woken up.


“Isn’t it obvious?” I leaned forward and gently kissed him hello.
His tongue parted his mouth and ran along my bottom lip. It appeared he was
feeling better. 


“Are you happy because you have the pleasure of eating this yummy
hospital food?” he teased.


“Nope.”


“Are you happy because you’re driving my car while I’m laid up in
here?”


“I haven’t left the hospital at all, so no,” I answered.


“So, what is it? Tell me, my love,” he urged, a delicious smirk
playing on his lips.  


“I’m happy the man I love has come back to me. I can’t wait until
things are back to normal, including your crazy ways.”


“What crazy ways?” he feigned innocence. 


“You know exactly what I’m talking about. But never fear. I’m
looking forward to the amazing make-up sex we’ll have once we’re done arguing.”
I gripped his hand and leaned in. “I can’t wait until I have the opportunity to
show you how much I’ve missed you.”


His eyes sprung open like that was the last thing he expected me
to say. Well, I’m only human. I would
be a liar if I didn’t admit Alek still did things to me, invading my brain with
the naughtiest of thoughts, especially when he ran his tongue over his lips to
moisten them before he spoke. 


“The second we’re home, I’m taking you to bed and we’re not leaving
for two weeks. That’s the amount of time I’ve lost with you, so it’s how much time
I need to make this right.” 


I knew our separation killed him as much as it did me, but it was
no one’s fault. Okay…well, it was kind of his fault for lunging at Megan while
she was holding a knife. But then again, I’d done the same thing when I’d been
shot. Each of us was trying to protect the other, essentially protecting our
own hearts. 


We’d sure been through a lot during the course of our
relationship, but I wouldn’t change a thing if it meant we would always find
our way back to each other.  


I didn’t want to burst his bubble, but I didn’t want him getting
ahead of himself either. “Alek, the doctor said it would be another week before
you were able to go home, and once there, you have to take it easy until you’re
fully recovered. So, as much as I would love to spend weeks in bed with you, it
won’t be happening until I say you’re able to do so. Got it?”


He looked annoyed but gave in. “Got it,” he said, a wave of pain
ripping through him and reminding him it was going to take some time to fully
heal. 


Even pouting, he was gorgeous. 
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I was finally being released from the hospital. The doctor thought
I was well enough to go home and finish my recuperation there. I was going to need
physical therapy to make sure I was functioning and moving at full capacity. Sara
had already set everything up, asking for a male therapist to come in three
times a week until he deemed me well enough to stop.


I asked her why she hadn’t chosen a female therapist for me and
she narrowed her eyes. Her jaw clenched, and I knew exactly why. She was about
to give me a stern talking-to when I winked and she instantly relaxed, knowing
I was simply teasing her.


“Do you have everything, Alek?” Sara gave the room a once-over
before we headed out. I’d spent way too much time cooped up in there and I
couldn’t wait to breathe some goddamn fresh air.  


“Yeah, babe, I’m good. Let’s get the hell out of here already. I can’t
wait until we’re home and we can start my therapy,” I teased, slapping her ass.
She squealed in surprise. 


She turned around and crushed her body to mine, leaning up on her
tippy-toes so she could press her gorgeous lips to mine. “Don’t get cute, mister.
We’re not risking any further injury because we want to devour each other. Trust
me, I know it’s been a long time, but I refuse to be the reason why you don’t
fully recover.”


“We’ll see about that.” 


I took one step into the hallway when a nurse yelled at me. “Mr.
Devera. You have to wait for the wheelchair. You can’t just walk out.”


“I’m fine. My legs aren’t broken,” I argued, attempting to take
another step. I was a little more than aggravated, but Sara stopped me before I
bit the woman’s head off for simply doing her job. 


“We’ll wait for the chair,” she said, pushing me back inside the
room. As my mouth parted in protest, she whispered in my ear, “The sooner you
follow the rules, Mr. Devera, the sooner you can claim my body as your own.” She
licked the tender part of my lobe before nipping it with her teeth. 


I was instantly hard. 


I threw my hands up in mock-surrender and waited for the damn
wheelchair.


~~~~


The next three weeks flew by. Physical therapy kept me busy…and
frustrated. Thankfully, Kael had a great head for business. I’d asked if he
could oversee a few of my projects while I recuperated. He’d agreed with no
hesitation. 


Sara and I hadn’t talked about that night. I couldn’t bring myself to make her relive it. The only
part I still struggle with is the fact I should have found out who Megan was
way before I actually did. I didn’t know why I let myself slip. Actually, I did know. I didn’t want to push the
issue so soon after Sara decided to give me another chance. Even though I
eventually went behind her back anyway.


She was my life, my whole world, and there was nothing I wouldn’t
do to protect her. But never again would I ignore my gut feeling. She’d
promised to never argue with me again about the big stuff. 


The little stuff? Yeah, it was still going to be an uphill
battle, but there were ways around it. I could be quite resourceful when I
needed to be which, with her, was most of the time.


One day, toward the end of the day’s therapy session, Sara strolled
into the gym I’d set up. Michael, my therapist, was keeping a close watch over
me as I used the treadmill. Thank God, too. As soon as she walked in, my eyes
instantly found her and I almost lost my footing. Michael grabbed my arm to
steady me and shook his head because he knew what caused me to falter. It’d
happened quite often. 


I was still experiencing some soreness in my stomach, an occurrence
I thought would have dissipated weeks before. I knew as long as I still felt a
twinge of pain, Sara wasn’t going to let me touch her. I couldn’t fake it
either because she read it all over my face when I moved the wrong way. 


She did her best not to tease me, but my cock instantly hardened
whenever she was around. Shit, she didn’t even need to be in the same room with
me and I was throbbing. My imagination and memories were my worst enemies as of
late.  


“How much longer before I’m a hundred percent?” I asked,
increasing the speed on the treadmill. I was determined to push myself toward
the finish line. 


Michael leaned over me, saw the speed, and punched the button to
decrease it. “Longer if you keep pushing yourself too hard, Mr. Devera.” He shot
a displeased look my way as he wrote something down on that damn tablet of his.


“I don’t understand why the fuck I’m still sore,” I huffed,
clenching my teeth in aggravation.


“Sometimes, our bodies are the ones to decide when enough is
enough. And yours seems to be quite the stubborn one.” When I shot him an
annoyed look, he quickly faltered. “What I mean is you’ve been through quite an
ordeal, and you can’t expect to heal overnight. It takes as long as it takes.”


“Overnight? Did you just say that to me? It’s been almost a month
since I’ve been home, doing everything you’ve told me. I’ve been resting when
I’m supposed to, and doing this shit when I’m supposed to!” I yelled, waving at
the mass amounts of equipment spread all over the room. Overly irate, I slammed
my fist down on the treadmill, venting all my anger on the inanimate object.


“Alek, I know you’re frustrated, but please don’t take it out on
Michael.” Sara had walked up behind me when I was in the middle of my slight
meltdown. I locked eyes with her for a full ten seconds before I jumped off the
treadmill and slowly stalked her. She backed away, knowing full well what was
going to happen if I caught her. 


“Sara, come here,” I coaxed.


“We’re not alone, Alek. Stop it,” she whispered, but she was
weakening. I saw her glance back and forth between me and Michael, but I didn’t
care. She was mine, and I needed her warmth to calm me. And since I couldn’t
claim her like I wanted to, I would settle for the taste of her sweet lips.


Michael had been standing across the room, closer to Sara than I
was. He approached her, his arm stretched out as if he was going to touch her. 


He better not touch her. He
better not touch her. 


He fucking touched her. 


“Are you okay, Sara?” he asked, his hand brushing over her upper
arm. What is going on? He was acting
a little too familiar with my woman and it pissed me off. 


Before I even realized what was happening, my feet propelled me
forward. I might not have been a hundred percent better, but I was well enough
to kick his ass.  


Sara saw me coming, took notice of his hand on her shoulder and suddenly
looked slightly panicked. She knew what was coming and did her best to handle
the situation before it spiraled out of control.


Moving a little to the right, his hand slipped away. “Yes. Thank
you, Michael. I’m fine.” She shot me a look as I breached the space between us,
but no amount of silent pleading was going to stop me.


As I was about to reach out and throttle him, I heard him say,
“Don’t worry. Mr. Devera will be as good as new very soon. He’s making so much
progress already; it’s only a matter of time.” Michael still hadn’t realized I
was directly behind him. “I’m doing my best to make sure he doesn’t overdo it,
but maybe you could do your part, as well.”


Both of us looked on in confusion.


“What do you mean?” she asked, perplexed.


Michael had the decency to realize what he’d said, but he
continued on nonetheless. “It’s my job as his therapist to ensure his whole
being is in sync with itself. And sometimes…” He faltered for a quick second. “Sometimes,
it means certain needs have to be met so he can give his all to fully recuperating.”



I like where this is
headed.


My anger had suddenly disappeared, smug satisfaction taking its
place as I smirked at Sara. I’d been saying the same thing to her ever since I
came home, but she ignored me, telling me it would do more harm than good. Now that Michael said it, she’ll have to
take it more seriously. 


 “I….I, uh…I don’t know
what you mean.”


“We’re all adults here,” Michael responded. “Sex is the best way
to release the endorphins, which is vital for a positive attitude. Which, in turn,
translates to a quicker recovery.” He took a step back and bumped into me. Giving
me a faint smile, he finished with, “Don’t worry. He’s good enough for some
light activity.” 


My cheeks hurt with how big my smile was.  


“What are you grinning at?” She chuckled. I had to admit, seeing
Sara slightly embarrassed was adorable.


“You heard the man, baby. And he knows what he’s talking about.” I
breached the distance which separated us and pinned her against the wall. “I
want to start the other part of my therapy. Right now.” I crushed my mouth to
hers before she could utter a word.


For once, she didn’t fight me, knowing full well she needed me as
much as I needed her.  


Michael quickly gathered his things and left the room, not
wanting to bear witness to what was about to happen, even though, in part, he
had a hand in it. I had to make sure to give him a big raise.
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I think my face was still red, but I never had any time to dwell
on my reaction before Alek worked me into such a frenzy, I didn’t think I would
ever recover. 


Pulling me from the room, he rushed me up the stairs then down
the hallway to our bedroom. Once inside, he wrapped his arm around my waist and
pulled me into his hungry embrace. “I’ve missed you more than you could
possibly know. Finally,” he exhaled, “I’ve been given the green light to make
you scream.” He toyed with my lips, running his warm tongue over the top of them,
stopping once in a while to nibble on me as if I was his afternoon snack. 


When I tried to deepen the kiss, he suddenly backed away.


“What are you doing?” I panted. I was already squirming where I
stood, an intense ache spreading all over my body as he continued to stare at
me.


“I’m only doing to you what you’ve done to me for weeks.”


“You’re purposely teasing me?” I pouted. “What I did was because
of your health.” I retreated, his eyes intently following me. 


“Are you upset, sweetheart?” he asked, still confused as to why I
was putting distance between us. 


“No,” I said, a little too blasé. “I can always take care of
myself.” Fiddling with the hem of my dress, I said, “Do you want to watch?” Knowing
Alek loved to watch me touch myself, I heard him gasp at my brazen tone. Surely,
he thought he’d had the upper hand. Clearly, he was wrong. Pulling up the
bottom of my dress, I first exposed my white lace panties. His eyes widened. Drawing
the material up further, I flashed my taut stomach then my matching bra. A
garbled sound erupted from his throat, his satisfaction clear in the way he
admired me. Finally, I hoisted the damn thing over my head and tossed it to the
side, standing in front of him and waiting to see what would happen next. 


“What now?” he groaned, adjusting himself through his workout
shorts. 


Never taking my eyes off him, I slipped my fingers under the lace
material and slowly rubbed myself. “Are you going to make me finish myself
off?” My hips bucked forward as a small gasp fell from my lips.


Knowing it wouldn’t be long until he gave in, he removed his
shirt and shorts until he was standing in front of me with nothing but his
boxer briefs on. The outline of his steel cock made my mouth water. All of my
attention was fixated on him as I continued to stroke myself into oblivion. 


“Goddamn it!” he shouted. “You’re so fucking sexy.” He licked his
lips as he rid himself of his last piece of clothing. Stepping toward me, he
fisted his arousal and began stroking himself. Slowly. He knew what he was
doing to me, as I knew what I was doing to him.


Our little dance only continued for another thirty seconds before
he was on me. Tearing my hand from my panties, he drew my fingers into his
mouth. “You taste like heaven,” he moaned, sucking my essence from me. “I don’t
want to play anymore,” he confessed. “You win.”


I smiled in victory as I took his hand and led him toward the
bed. 


Gently pushing him onto his back, he fought me until I shook my
head. We were going to have sex my way or no way at all. A mere glance into my
eyes told him so. 


“We’re not going to fuck tonight, Alek. We’re going to make love.
Slow and gentle.” Straddling his waist, I leaned down until my lips took his in
a sensual kiss. His tongue swirled with mine as I moaned into his mouth. “Can
you do that for me?” I asked.


“Not if you keep bouncing on top of my dick.” I hadn’t even
realized I was squirming around until he called me out on it. 


His hands grasped my waist as he tried to raise me up enough to
hover over the tip of him. 


 “Alek,” I warned. “Let me
do all the work.” 


“I’m not going to fucking break, Sara.” Irritation flashed across
his face but was quickly erased when I freed my breasts from my lacy bra. I
tossed it aside as he pulled me lower. He latched onto a nipple as his hand
tweaked the other. The sucking sensation shot a bolt of pleasure straight
through me. 


Everything was going exactly the way I’d planned until he pushed
me back upright, ripped off my panties in one swipe, clutched my hips and tried
once more to position me over him. 


 I slapped his hands away
immediately and tried to move off him.  “What
the hell?” he asked, feigning injury. “Where do you think you’re going?”


“You have to agree to let me take charge, Alek. Agree, or this
doesn’t happen tonight.”  


“Fine,” he huffed. “I’ll let you do the work this time. But I’m
going to sample my dessert before you serve me the main course.” A sly smile
graced his mouth as he said, “Since you don’t want me to exert myself, you’re
going to have move forward so I can taste you.” Pulling me up his body, he
helped to position me directly over his hungry mouth. 


Placing my hands on the headboard to keep me steady, I rocked
back and forth over his face. His hands gripped my ass as he drove his tongue
inside me. My hand fell and tangled up in his hair, forcing his mouth even
closer. “Please, don’t stop,” I cried. 


The pressure was building, so intense I almost pulled away from
his sweet torture. As my breathing changed, I felt him smile, his lips latching
onto my clit.  


“Come on my tongue, baby. Let me taste you.”  


And I did. I came so hard my legs shook while my vision blurred. As
my orgasm racked through me, I held my breath, simply forgetting to breathe. 


As I moved back down his body, I captured his lips with mine,
tasting remnants of my release on his tongue. 


“Now it’s my turn to bring you pleasure.”


“You bring me pleasure every second you agree to be mine, Sara.” 


He was being so sweet, but I didn’t want sweet right then. I
wanted him to bury himself inside me, pushing me to ride him until he screamed
out my name. 


Leaning over, I grabbed a condom from the nightstand, ripped off
the wrapper and sheathed him in three seconds flat.  


Taking hold, I whispered, “I love you,” as I took in every inch
of him.  


There was a brief moment of discomfort because we hadn’t had sex
in what seemed like forever. Plus, it always took me some time to adjust to the
sheer girth of him.


Finally, I was able to move. “Do you like that?” I asked, rising slowly
until he was almost all the way out, then slamming back down as I swiveled my
hips around. 


“I fucking love it. But I fear I’m going to explode sooner than I
want to if you keep doing that.” He was so caught up in the moment, he tried to
raise himself to take my nipple into his mouth.  


Of course, I scolded him.


“Alek, don’t.”


“Why? You love it when I do that.” He looked confused, until I
explained why I’d reprimanded him.


“I do. But let me come to you.”


“Oh, for Christ’s sake. Are you serious?” He laughed, but I could
tell he was annoyed I was treating him as if he would shatter.


“Yes, and if you don’t listen to me, I’ll leave you to finish
yourself off.” We were involved in one heated staring contest. “Do you
understand me?”


There was no way he wanted to give in, but I could tell he knew
it was the lesser of two evils. “Fine,” he relented.  


“Good.” My hands covered my breasts, playing with my nipples until
they pebbled from my touch. “Are these what you want?”


“You know I do. Now, stop torturing me before I flip you on your
back and overexert myself by fucking you senseless.”


As he teased me, I made love to my man. 


Nice and slow. 


Only once since my final warning did he try and switch up the
pace, but he quickly slowed, giving me back the control I demanded. I nibbled
his lips as I continued to ride him, swallowing his grunts as he toed the fine
line of destruction. 


“Come with me, Sara. Come with me now.”


I sat up straighter, placed his hands on my breasts and brought
it home. 


For the both of us. 
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My body was perfectly molded to his, his strong arms wrapping
around me as he snuggled in close behind me. 


“Sara,” he whispered, his breath cascading over the shell of my
ear. He was already starting to harden, his excitement pressing into the small
of my back.


“Yes,” I mumbled, tired from hours of slow and torturous
lovemaking.


“Let’s get married.” As soon as the words were spoken, he placed
his hand on my waist and turned me over, giving me no choice but to look at
him. 


Is he serious?


“Are you serious?” I asked, stricken dumb with shock.


He smirked. Typical Alek fashion. “Not the response I was looking
for, but I’ll go with it.” He placed a sweet kiss on my lips before pulling
back. “Yes, I’m serious.”


I sat up in bed, needing to prepare for the conversation we were
going to have. “But we haven’t even lived together that long.” 


“So?”


“So, don’t you think we’re rushing?” I fiddled with the sheets which
covered my lap. My bare breasts were in full view for him to enjoy, but they
did nothing to distract him from continuing his sudden topic of conversation. 


“Not at all. I know I want to spend the rest of my life with
you.” He pulled me back down on the bed, positioning me so I was lying on top
of him. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life with me?” Why did he look
so worried I was going to say no? Running my hand along his jaw, his stubble
tickled my palm. I looked into his beautiful green eyes and told him the
absolute truth.


“I do,” I confirmed. Funny
choice of words. 


“Then what’s the problem?” He held his breath, waiting for me to
answer. I think he assumed I was going to argue with him, or stubbornly point
out the reasons we shouldn’t charge head-on into such a big commitment. But I
had nothing. He was totally right. Why were we waiting?


“There is no problem,” I said, tangling my fingers in his hair. My
tongue pushed against his luscious lips, asking for permission to taste him. It
was granted immediately. His need for me intensified the longer our mouths
dueled for ownership. When I thought he was going to push inside me, he pulled
back and hopped off the bed. Reaching for me, he grabbed my hand and tugged for
me to stand in front of him. 


“Stay here,” he demanded, giving me another quick kiss before he
disappeared into his closet. He reappeared, stalking toward me as if I was his
very lifeline and he needed to touch me in order to stay alive.  In his hand was a small, black jewelry box. “I’m
going to do this officially.” He laughed, suddenly becoming nervous. 


Slowly, he lowered himself until he was on one knee. Taking my
left hand in his, he professed his undying love for me. “Sara, baby. I’ve loved
you for what seems like forever. The day I walked into your shop was the first
day of the rest of my life. I know it may sound cliché, but it’s absolutely
true. Your love has made me a better man. Every day, I try and show you how
much you mean to me, and I’ll keep trying until I take my last breath.” Blowing
out an anxious breath, he asked, “Sara Nicole Hawthorne, will you do me the
honor of becoming my wife?” 


As he looked up at me, a pensive look in his eye with each second
that slipped by in silence, I fell even more in love with him. I’d waited my
entire life for him, and I wasn’t going to go another day without letting
everyone know how much we were destined to be together. 


A tear fell down my cheek as I answered him. “Yes. Yes, I’ll
marry you.” He shot to his feet and crushed me against his body, raining kisses
all over my face. Finally, he stepped back, removed the ring from its box and
placed it on my finger. 


The sheer size of it made me nervous. How the hell did he expect
me to wear something so large on my hand and be confident someone wasn’t going
to bop me over the head and steal it? 


“I know it’s overwhelming, but do you like it?” He was still
nervous, and I found it rather endearing. Alek Devera wasn’t a man who showed
his vulnerable side too often, but when he did, my heart ached to love him that
much more.   


“I love it,” I answered honestly. “But you’re going to have to
insure this bad boy,” I teased. “It’s huge.”


“Already taken care of, sweetheart.” 


As we laid in bed, limbs gloriously tangled together, I couldn’t
help but feel truly blessed. I’d found the man of my dreams, and although we’d
definitely had our ups and downs, I wouldn’t trade a second of it. 


Falling asleep that night was different. A peace settled over me
I hadn’t even realized was missing. My entire life had been leading up to that
moment, and the many more to come for us. 


He and I.


Lovers and friends.


Soon to be husband and wife.











Epilogue



 

As I stood hovering over the bathroom sink, I was reminded of the
time I’d anxiously waited to see if my future was going to change or not. 


I’d been feeling off the past couple of weeks, exhaustion and
nausea being the two main differences. I chalked it up to the long hours
working at the shop, mixed with the stress of an ever-expanding business. I’d
finally purchased the space next to Full Bloom, growing into a much more
prosperous flower shop. 


My cell rang, pulling me from my nervous thoughts. I didn’t want
to move until the results showed on the pregnancy test, but the persistent
ringing gave me no choice. 


Slowly moving toward my bed, I snatched up the phone and
answered. “Hello?”


“Hey, honey. I’m calling to tell you I’m on my way home now. My
meeting ended earlier than planned. Did you want me to pick you up anything on
the way?”


I wasn’t expecting him for another hour. A sudden wave of nausea
washed over me as he waited for me to answer him. Breathing deeply through my
nose, I calmed my stomach enough to speak. “No, I’m okay. But thank you.”


Sensing there might be something wrong, he prodded me for more
information. “Are you all right, Sara? You sound as if something is bothering
you.”


He was so attuned to me it was scary. A simple change in my voice
or the slightest look gave away all my secrets, but only to the man who knew me
best. 


“I’m fine,” I lied. “I’ll see you soon.”


After ending the call, I headed back toward the bathroom. I stood
on the threshold, not sure if I was ready to check the results yet. Last time,
Alexa happened to come home and discovered my panic. She stayed with me the
whole time, offering me her strength as I found out if I was pregnant or not. 


Thankfully, I wasn’t.


Standing there all alone, I didn’t know what to make of what I
was feeling. I wasn’t panicked like I was last time. Not even close. But I
wasn’t sure if I was hopeful, either. 


A lot had changed in my life to cause me to reflect on what was
really important. Family and friends were at the top of my list. 


Alek had officially become my family a year before. The question
was did I want to expand our circle of two? We’d talked about it on a few
occasions. He never pushed, except when he groaned about still having to wear a
condom while having sex with his wife. A simple look from me and he would cover
up with no more complaints. 


Finally taking a step into the bathroom, I picked up the test and
stared at it. Re-reading the directions for the hundredth time, there was no
doubt what the results were. 


“Sara?” Alek called out. “Where are you?”


“Up here,” I yelled back. I quickly stashed the test in the
vanity drawer. I would tell him about it later, when we had time to really
talk. 


Alek strode in the room and took my breath away, as usual. Dressed
in one of his designer suits, he looked beyond handsome. His hair was perfectly
styled in his typical, purposely unruly way. A light stubble caressed his jaw,
the look instantly reminding me of how it felt between my thighs earlier that
morning. 


As he stepped closer, I noticed one arm was resting behind his
back. “Hi, beautiful.” He leaned in and gave me a sweet kiss.


“Hi, yourself.” Trying to peer around him, he moved every time I
did. “What do you have behind your back?”


“Your anniversary present.”


“Alek, we said we weren’t going to exchange presents. That our
love was—” He cut me off before I could finish.


“Our love is enough, but there was no way I wasn’t buying my wife
a gift on our first wedding anniversary.” I walked away and disappeared into
the closet. “Sara, come back here. Don’t be mad.”


Reappearing in front of him, I held my gift behind my back. “I
knew you were going to ignore the rule. So, I did as well.” 


“You know you didn’t have to do that, baby. Your love really is enough for me.” 


“Yeah, yeah,” I teased. “Who wants to go first?” I asked,
suddenly becoming nervous. 


“Ladies first.” 


I brought my hand around to the front of me and handed him my
gift. Watching his face as he opened it was nerve-racking. It wasn’t anything
worth monetary value. Would he like it? Would he understand the significance of
it?


Before I could succumb to my frantic nerves, he ripped the paper
off, turned it over and stared at his present. He was silent. I scanned his
face to see his reaction but he was expressionless. Until I noticed his eyes
suddenly became glassy. I knew he recognized the sentimental value of what I’d
given him.


“Do you remember it?” I asked, my own emotions almost becoming
too much. 


He looked up and smiled. “Yes. It was the picture your
grandmother had of you in her room. This,” he said, holding the frame in the
air, “was the first time I ever saw you.” He’d become
overwhelmed at my simple but meaningful present, and it made my heart soar. 


So there was something
I could give the man who had everything. 


“Did you have it the whole time?” He continued to stare at it in
disbelief.


“I did, but I didn’t know it. I was going through some of my
gram’s things a while back and came across it. As soon as I found it, I knew I
was going to give it to you for our anniversary. I hoped you’d like it.” I
smiled as he pulled me close.


“I love it. It’s the best present I’ve ever received. Ever,” he
repeated. 


Before he made me cry, his eyes still overcome with emotion, I
asked, “Is it my turn now?”


“Yes, of course. Please, let me know if you don’t like it. I can
return it and pick something else.”


“Hand it over, Mr. Devera,” I demanded. He brought the gift
around and placed it in my hand. 


“Do you think you could call me that later tonight? In bed?” He
laughed. 


“Call you what? Mr. Devera?” When he only laughed harder, I
couldn’t distinguish if he was serious or not. 


Pulling my attention back to the surprise in my hand, I slowly
opened the box until my eyes feasted on a gorgeous diamond pendant, in the
shape of a heart. “Alek, it’s so beautiful,” I gushed. The stone was large, but
not so much it detracted from the flawless beauty of the necklace. When I
turned it over, I saw he had something engraved into the back of it. 


To my heart, my love and my soulmate. I’ll love you   forever.


“It’s nothing compared to what you just gave me, but I thought
you would like it.”


Cupping his cheek, I assured him his gift to me was as touching. He
thought of me as he shopped for my present, knowing me so well, he’d been able
to pick the perfect gift. “This is the best present anyone has ever given me. Ever,”
I said, squeezing his hand in mine. 


“Even better than the Audi?” He was teasing me and I knew it.


“Even better than the Audi,” I answered, giving him a quick kiss
before placing the necklace on my dresser. I was going to wear it that evening,
and I wanted it out in the open to gaze at while I dressed.  


~~~~


After a fantastic dinner out, we made our way to Throttle for a
quick drink before returning home, no doubt to engage in a night of ecstasy. 


We were heading through the crowd when we spotted Matt, sitting
at the bar. He looked to be alone, but there were so many people around him, it
was hard to tell. As the crowd shifted, I took notice of a beautiful woman
walking toward my dear friend. She smiled brightly as she drew near. Who was
she? When I looked back to Matt, I noticed he was just as happy to see her.


Then they kissed.


And it wasn’t platonic. Even from where I was standing, I picked
up on the sexual heat passing between them. What
the hell?


“Sara? Did you hear me?” 


I was too wrapped up in the scene unfolding in front of me to
even answer. Looking to see what drew my attention, he saw Matt, but their embrace
had already ended.


“Matt’s here. Can we say hi really quick before we sit down?” My
curiosity was getting the better of me. 


“Sure.” Alek entwined his fingers with mine as we walked toward
him and his mystery woman. 


He saw us approaching and smiled. Big. Whoever she was had
certainly put my dear friend in a great mood. I think I like her. 


“Sara,” he greeted, standing from his seat and giving me a kiss
on the cheek. He then turned toward Alek and they shook hands. Thankfully, they
had become friendly with one another, even grabbing the occasional beer now and
again. 


Matt glanced to the woman on his right, then back to us, before
saying, “Sara. Alek. This is Isabelle.” We exchanged greetings. Okay, so I knew
her name, but who was she to Matt?


Alek handed me a drink as I decided to find out what was going
on. “So, tell me, Isabelle. How do you know Matt?”


There was no hesitation when she answered. “I’m his fiancée.”


The words hadn’t even registered in my brain as Alek choked on
his drink. Looking to me to see if it was a joke, I told him I knew as much as
he did with a simple shrug. 


“I KNEW it!” Alek shouted, pointing a finger in Matt’s direction.
“I knew you weren’t gay!”


“What?” Matt exclaimed. Looking back and forth between the two of
us, he was thoroughly confused himself. “You thought I was gay?” Before I could
even answer him, he blurted out, “I’m not gay. I’ll show you right now I’m not
gay.”


“Hey,” Alek grunted. “Watch it.” He was smirking, but there was a
serious tone to his words. 


How could I have been so
off the mark? “Can I talk to you for a second?” I asked, grabbing his hand
and pulling him through the crowd before he even had a chance to answer me. 


Placing my untouched drink on a nearby table, I dove right in. “What’s
going on? Who is Isabelle? How long have you known her, Matt? And why didn’t I
know you had a freaking fiancée?” I fired off question after question, fully
expecting an answer for each one of them.


“It’s complicated, Sara,” was all he said as he ran his fingers through
his hair. 


“Really? Can you give me a little more than it’s complicated?”


“Not before you tell me why you thought I was gay!”


Sudden embarrassment crept over me as I fumbled to find the right
words. “Well, for starters, women hit on you all the time, yet I’ve never known
you to show any interest. Then there’s the way I would catch you looking at
other men.”


“And what way was that, pray tell?” 


“I don’t know exactly. It was the way you huddled close while
talking to them, or the way you watched them.” His inquisitive stare made me
nervous for some reason.


“Sara,” he started, “I never showed any interest in other women
because my heart belonged to someone else. Isabelle. She was the only one for
me, and even though we hadn’t been together in years, I still couldn’t bring
myself to be with somebody else. And as for the
way I watched other guys, you obviously
read into something which wasn’t there.” Huffing out a quick breath, he
finished what he had to say. “I miss my friends back home. I was simply looking
for someone to hang out with, you know, someone to do some male-bonding with. With
our clothes on, of course.” He was making fun of me and I didn’t blame him.


“So…what’s the story with Isabelle then?” I wanted to know more
about the woman who had my friend all twisted-up. 


“That’s a story better told another day. When we have more time.”
When he saw how disappointed I was, he threw me a bone. “We dated all
throughout high school, but some stuff happened, we broke up and I moved here,
to Seattle, to escape everything.” 


I knew no matter how much I pushed, he wasn’t going to reveal his
whole life story in the middle of a crowded club.


So I left it alone.


After saying our goodbyes, we headed back home. It was definitely
going to be a long night because there was something else I needed to talk to
my husband about.


~~~~


Moving toward the bed, I held the pregnancy test behind my back
as I approached. Alek was already lying down, watching me, the desire he held for
me written all over his face.


Crawling on top of the covers, I moved as close to him as I could
while still maintaining some necessary distance. “Alek, I have something I need
to talk to you about.” The look on my face told him I was serious. 


Instant worry stole his previous expression. “What is it? What’s
wrong?” He noticed I was hiding something behind me and he moved to pull me
close, his impatience heightening my worry. “Show me what you have in your
hand, Sara.”


I never said a word as I handed him the test. I nervously bit my
lip, not quite sure what to say to him. 


“Is this what I think it is?” he asked, a hopeful look in his
eye. “Does this plus sign mean you’re pregnant?”


I nodded.


I didn’t know what else to do.


I’d been trying to come to grips with what those results meant
all night. 


“But how?” he questioned. 
“We’ve been using protection this whole time.


“Well…not the time in the shower last month.  Remember? 
When you pulled out?”  I smiled as
the memory dawned on him.  “Apparently,
that method of birth control is not so effective.”


“I guess not,” he smiled. Quickly taking on a more serious look,
he asked, “How do you feel about it?” I hated he hampered his excitement at the
news of me being pregnant. But being the wonderful man he was, he was more
worried about my well-being than his own enthusiasm. 


“I’ve been thinking about it all evening, and I think I’m…happy.”
A small smile tipped my lips as I voiced my thoughts again. “Yeah, I’m happy
about it.”


What had threatened me the most over the years wasn’t Samuel, or
even his sister. It was the fear something bad was always lurking around the
corner. Being too engrossed in that way of thinking blocks out all the good
life has to offer. 


“So, we’re going to have a baby?” he practically sang.


“Yes. We’re going to have a baby.” Although the words sounded
foreign to me, I was happier each time I said them. 


As I laid my head on his chest later that evening, hearing his
heart beat in sync with my own, I traced the scar on his stomach. Without even
realizing he was doing it, his finger found the one on my shoulder. While our
fingertips danced over the puckered skin, I couldn’t help but think.


We both bore the scars of my past while our future grew inside
me. 

















 


 


 

The End
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