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    CHAPTER ONE


     


    Pressed against the wall of a bathroom stall in an exclusive club in New York wasn’t how I expected to spend New Year’s Eve, especially with a stranger at my front.  Don’t get me wrong, the stranger was the kind of gorgeous that would make Zeus beg for a mulligan to recreate his outward appearance to rival the man leaning into me. But after all I’d been through in the past few weeks, I should have known better.


    The husky groan of the man as his hands found the unnecessary garters under my skirt told a different story than my drunken brain tried to fool myself into believing. It was because of and not despite the recent events that I found myself here, one hundred percent drunk and on the verge of fucking a stranger in the posh and seemingly clean bathroom of the Eventi Hotel.


    My body shivered as his warm hand moved purposefully between my inner thighs. What the hell was I doing? I wasn’t this girl. I’d only ever had two previous lovers. All reason dissolved when his mouth descended to my neck, making me squirm and giggle in delight.


    “Do you really want this?” he asked with a deep voice that spouted an accent I couldn’t make out in my current state. His hands were about to make contact in T minus one. Damn, my body ignited like the Shuttle Endeavour with his touch at my core. The thong I wore provided no barrier, as I grew wetter than a leaky faucet, which should have embarrassed me. However, this man had moves that made me whimper and want to beg to be fucked in the most undignified way.


    His lips were soft on my collarbone and nibbled hungrily all the way to my mouth. His kiss tasted of expensive wine, the kind they had passed around to all the guests of this evening’s event, even to those on the dance floor, in anticipation of the countdown. For the briefest of moments, I wondered where those wine glasses had gone.  We had brought them in here. That thought dissipated when he pushed his hand up my shirt like a man familiar with the act. And just as rapidly he popped my right breast from the confines of my lacy bra as a finger or maybe two from his other hand slid inside me. My eyes popped opened. When had I closed them? Maybe it was when his ministrations had caused my eyes to roll to the back of my head. I squirmed as he nipped on my neck, and my eyes landed on the two half-filled Waterford flutes at our feet before my head slammed back into the tiled stall wall out of sheer pleasure.  A gasp escaped my lips, and not from any head trauma. Pleasure had won out over any stunned feelings from the contact with the solid wall.  The rest of my inhibitions that hadn’t been drowned by the alcohol flew out of my mind. “Yes,” I gasped, answering his question.


    “Yes what?” he growled, before his lips again tasted my flesh, my breast filling his mouth as his fingers continued to stroke in and out of me with precision. His thumb expertly rubbed my nub.


    Overcome by the lightening building in my body, I said, “Yes, please fuck me.” Begging was the least of my concern, my ego no longer in play.  My words ended on a cry that sailed out of my mouth as the first orgasm hit. He continued to stroke and rub, stroke and rub, prolonging my pleasure. Cresting the wave, my knees weakened. He responded by removing his fingers and holding me firmly up by my ass, one handed. Damn, he was strong too, total swoon. Then his free hand tugged and pulled free the fabric string of my thong, leaving it hanging and out of the way as I looked on.


    Still that one hand wasn’t done.  He freed himself, tore open a condom with his teeth and slid the damn thing on. It happened so fast in the shadows of the stall, I only heard the ripping of the foil. I couldn’t process how often this guy must have done this with other women considering his skill level until later. His thigh spread me wide just before he lifted me off the ground and onto him. I didn’t have time to think before he sheathed himself balls deep inside me. Sucking in a breath, part from pleasure and part pain, my eyes widened. He stretched me so. I chastised myself for not looking at his manhood. It was clearly larger than anything that had ever entered me before.


    Freezing in place deep inside me, he groaned, “You’re so tight.”


    I wanted to say, What a big dick you have. Instead I sputtered. “I, I-” but he started moving in and out. The experience was like no other. I felt all of him on each stroke. He hit every magic button my body had and I lost all ability to speak.


    Instead, I wrapped my legs around his waist and, as cliché as it sounds, enjoyed the ride. My back and head shoved into a wall that wouldn’t give, but it didn’t matter, especially not after I hit orgasms two and three before the faint Muzak in the background changed to the unmistakable midnight countdown.


    Ten, his rhythm changed. Nine, faster he slipped in and out of me. Eight, he sucked at my neck still pounding into me and I knew there would be bruises. Seven, I felt another orgasm coming on, unable to explain the how of it. Six, “Fuck,” he gritted out in my ear. Five, my fingers twined in his hair, guiding his face to mine. Four, I bit him on the mouth crazed by lust and desperation. Three, he pumped me hard. My back was taking a beating. Two, he sucked at my lower lip then took it between his teeth. One, he came, sending me into the wall with a final shove, pushing me over the edge a final time.  A guttural sound so primitive left his lips I had to see if he was still human before he kissed me again. Happy Fucking New Year.


    For a while, we stayed molded like that. The heat we’d created cooled quickly as we remained still, my stilettos digging into his back. Then he eased out of me. I relaxed my leg lock, allowing him to set me slowly on my feet. My back slid down the wall to find my height of five feet five inches before my four-inch heels hit the ground. Still, I was much shorter than he.


    “Aye, Lass, Happy New Year,” he said, staring into my eyes. His were as green as the forest of his native Scottish lands, I imagined once my brain was able to discern the origins of his accent.


    My brain back online, I was encumbered by mortification at what I’d done. Unable to look him in the eye any longer, I ducked under one of his massive arms that had partly caged me in and ran out of the bathroom away from the stranger that I’d let fuck me after only knowing him—how long? Minutes, an hour tops, maybe? I was seeking my friend, my best friend, rather, who hadn’t stopped me from this colossal fuck up.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWO


     


     


    Shoving open the restroom door, I realized just how soundproofed the bathroom had been. With the door open, the noise from the party hit me like a Mack truck. I nearly stumbled back. But my determination to leave pushed me forward even if I was unsteady on my feet due to alcohol or because I had been thoroughly fucked. One thing I was grateful for was that as far as I could tell in my hasty retreat, we’d been the only occupants of the place, probably because it had been so close to countdown. 


    Winding my way through the mass of people in the halls and in the banquet hall, I found my way back to my best friend Lizzy. She was exactly where I had left her, dancing with the stranger that had found her the same time mine had found me. Briefly, I wondered if they were friends because they’d approach us from behind at the same time when Lizzy and I had been drunk dancing together, giving anyone close a show. 


    I’d only gotten a passing glance at the guy who’d occupied her time. Just a bit taller than her, he had dark blonde hair and sexy five o’clock shadow. The quick glance I’d gotten before turning to my sex-on-two-legs said her guy had pleasing features. Since they’d become quite a bit more intimate with each other in my time away. Lip locked like long lost lovers, they were grinding into each other like they needed a room. Hell, who was I to judge? I’d found a room in the form of a bathroom stall. And I hated to interrupt, but this was an emergency.


    One of two things was about to happen. Either sexy accent with a big cock was about to come after me, forcing me to face my shame, or he wouldn’t. Either I didn’t relish. It’s not that I wanted to have him find me. But let’s face it, no one wants rejection. And if he didn’t follow, I obviously wasn’t worth it.  And maybe, just maybe I was his worse fuck ever. He clearly knew his way around. So, I had to leave right away before I became aware of his choice.


    Tapping Lizzy on the back, she slowly disengaged herself from a man who had to be a supermodel. Who the hell knew there were so many hot bachelors in New York? God, he was hot.


    Lizzy’s eyes narrowed on me. I knew that stare. She wasn’t pleased I’d cut in. “Look, I have to get out of here. Either you’re coming with or I’ll see you later,” I said, standing on my toes to reach her ear. Lizzy was taller than me by several inches. And even though I was wearing four-inch heels, so was she.


    “What?” she said holding out her hands in surrender, looking for an explanation.


    “Later,” I said, turning away suddenly feeling very sick. Not only did I need to get away, I needed air. I heard her call out my name, which only served as a wakeup call that one-hour stand guy hadn’t called out after me when I’d left the bathroom. Trying to rationalize my shame, I decided he wasn’t one to make noise and he was probably respectfully quiet while seeking me out in the fray. The lies we tell ourselves.


    Outside, the crisp air hit me like the frost that escaped my mouth, instant and telling. I hurried to the curb with my arm outstretched, hoping against hope for a cab at this hour on this night in New York City. Thankfully, we weren’t in Times Square. Tears pricked my eyes as I stared at the dirty curb wanting to fall to my knees but thinking better of it. This might just go down in history as one of my biggest regrets.


    An arm came over my shoulder and I snapped around to see who was touching me.  I sighed in relief when I spotted Lizzy.  She held out my coat for me to shrug into. Damn, that’s why it was so cold. I wasn’t wearing a coat. I was acting like a lunatic. I wasn’t the first girl to have a one-night stand. And who would blame me after all that’d happened?


    “What the hell, girlfriend,” Lizzy said as I slipped into it.


    That’s when it hit me. Bile. A yellow cab had just pulled up from my earlier hail when I tossed my cookies on the very curb I’d contemplated sitting on. It splashed as it left my mouth and landed on the ground.  God knew what else besides barf spattered onto Lizzy and my shoes.  My friend’s Jimmy Choo’s might be ruined, but she held my hair like only a bestie would.


    “Yous two getting in our what?” came a voice from the open window of the cab.


    The cabbie didn’t seem bothered that I was choking out the entire contents of my stomach. After a final retch, Lizzy opened the door and helped me inside. As the cab pulled away, I looked back hoping that the best fuck of my life had come for me.  And as if fate would give me this gift, my first for the New Year, Mr. Tall Hard and Fuck Me walked out of the hotel, searching for me I assumed. I shimmied down in my seat before his gaze could possibly lock onto mine. Well, at least he had come looking for me.  That was something.


    The drive shouldn’t have been long, but with Times Square attendees finding other places to go, the streets were packed. The ride was awful as my stomach still rebelled with every bump and turn.


    Once home, my hand was warm with a cup of ginger tea that Lizzy made for me. A blanket wrapped around me was added comfort while I sat in a chair next to the fireplace. I looked at my friend.


    “So, tell me, why did we have to leave that amazing party?” she asked, thoughtfully.  I was grateful she didn’t seem at all pissed.


    I had to give her bonus points for not pressing me on the ride home and waiting until I’d showered, changed and brushed my teeth before finally asking me again what the hell my problem was in such the nice Lizzy way.


    “I fucked him,” I said in a rush.


    She too was in a chair, this one directly across from me. Her legs lazily hung over the side of one arm. Eyes wide, she leaned forward as if she were about to tell a secret. “The guy from the dance floor you left with?”


    I nodded sheepishly.


    “Holy shit, Bails. Was it good? Did you cum?”


    “Lizzy, that isn’t the point,” I cried, getting misty eyed at my faux pas. I was a closet slut. I chided myself.


    Rolling her eyes and waving her hand, she said, “Bails, you deserve a good shag. Just tell me, was it great or what?”


    Unable to lie to my best friend, I confessed, “It was the best sex I’ve ever had.”  Admitting this to her meant I had to admit this fact to myself.


    “Then what the fuck,” she said. “No pun attended.” She chuckled to herself and I found myself getting more irritated by the second. I started to push to my feet. “Wait, Bails. I’m sorry. It’s just you are all worked up over nothing. You deserve this. After everything that asshole Scott put you through. I bet he never made you cum in the three years you two were together.”


    Her mentioning Scott should have brought tears to my eyes. I’d loved him, hadn’t I?  But it only brought fury. Maybe I never loved him. Then her words came back to me. Had Scott ever made me cum?  The question should be ridiculous. We’d been together so long. Our sex life had been fine. Or hadn’t it? I must still have been a bit drunk because my brain was fuzzy on the details.  Yet trying to think about sex with Scott brought my thoughts around to my tryst with the stranger, who, by the way, remained nameless. I should have had a scarlet A embroidered on my chest or maybe an H for harlot.


    What the hell had I done? It started on the dance floor, the way he sparked fantasy in me. His body fit perfectly with mine despite his height. The way he moved against me yelled that he would rock my world. He didn’t even have to grope me to set me ablaze. Locking his eyes on mine, he’d leaned down and kissed me.  It was as if his kiss was the lit match. The line of fire it created headed directly to my core. And when the explosion melted me down, he must have seen it. Desire had burned bright in his eyes too. But let’s be honest, what guy turns down the promise of sex, especially from a half decent looking girl? I was no Lizzy, but I wasn’t bad looking. 


    When he’d begun to lead me from the dance floor, I’d gone willingly with the promise of more to come. And boy had I cum, three maybe four times. Scott had never made me have multiple orgasms. That much I knew for sure.


    “Bails.” Pause. “Bailey,” Lizzy near shouting brought me out of my inner thoughts. She didn’t often say my whole name, so I lifted my head feeling a blush cross my cheeks. A sly grin played on her mouth. “Tell me all now, or I’ll kick you out of my house,” she declared, only teasing. She knew I had nowhere else to go, not just yet at least. Still, I spilled to her every detail. It wasn’t like I was ever going to see the man again.


    “That sounds hot,” Lizzy said. “From what I saw of him, he was hot.”


    “Hot or not, I hope I never see him again,” I admitted, heat still burning in my cheeks. She may be my best friend, but I wasn’t one for kiss and tell, especially details of sex. The one and only time I’d told her about Scott and me, it had been our first time together.  After hearing the tale she had immediately declared it was boring and hadn’t asked much about our doings thereafter.


    Lizzy pursed her lips in that way of hers. “Bails, you have nothing to be ashamed of. You didn’t shag him alone.”


    “You know how it is. He probably thinks I’m some slut,” I said, hiding my face behind a curtain of my hands.


    “Who cares? You had a great fuck on what would have been your wedding night. You basically screwed Scott by fucking that guy.” She laughed at her own joke. It might have been funny if we were talking about someone else. But this was me. And I wasn’t that girl. Well, I was at that moment.


    “I’m going to bed,” I said, rising from my seat. I just needed to sleep it off.


    Being a good friend, she knew when to lay off. “Night, Bails. And don’t forget your date tomorrow with the guy my mom set you up with.” Groaning, I rolled my eyes. The last thing I wanted to do was go on a date. Seeing my annoyance, she giggled again. I headed to the guest room, turned my bedroom, at least until I found somewhere else to live.


     


    
      


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THREE


     


     


     


    My eyes may have momentarily opened, but quickly I closed them against the brightness of the sunlight filtering into the room. Waking up hung-over is never fun. And for me, it wasn’t a regular occurrence. But it had happened enough for me to recognize the symptoms. Even though I’d retched up most of what I’d consumed the night before on the curb, enough alcohol had been absorbed in my bloodstream for my head to pound like a marching band was on a parade through it.


    Slipping my feet over the side of the bed had caused me to use considerable effort. Once on my feet, I got the most uncomfortable sensation between my thighs. Yes, I most definitely had been fucked hard last night, as if I desired the reminder.  I ached at my very center. On wobbly feet, I headed to my private bath, courtesy of Lizzy’s kindness. 


    Finding an apartment in New York on short notice didn’t happen.  Thankfully, my former college roommate had an empty guest room she eagerly lent to me at no charge and with no restriction on the length of my stay.  Still, I searched for an apartment because I wouldn’t take advantage of her kindness, even if she didn’t need money. 


    Looking in the mirror, I pushed back the auburn mass that was my hair to spill down my back. Today, it looked redder. I wasn’t sure if that was because of my mood or if the blonde that was mixed in there had somehow washed away. That was just my mood.  It was winter. And summer seemed to bring out more of my natural highlights.


    After washing my face and brushing my teeth, my pale blue eyes stared blankly back at me and looked unfamiliar. Who was I? And what had I done with Bailey Glicks, the girl who’d grown up believing one should save themselves for marriage?  I was brought up in an environment where sex was taboo. Hell, sex after marriage was meant for procreation not pleasure. I often wondered if maybe I’d left home four years ago for sexual freedom over the possibility of a career outside of the home or maybe it was both. If my parents knew just how far from grace I’d fallen, would my father ever allow me home to see my mom or siblings again?


    I pushed those thoughts back. Lizzy was right. What was done was done. I couldn’t take it back. And if I was honest with myself, I’d enjoyed it, a lot. I’d never felt that way before, free and acting on my own instinct instead of the will of others.


    Heading to the kitchen, I pulled out a bottle of Perrier because Lizzy didn’t have regular bottled water. I couldn’t fault her. She’d been brought up with a diamond encrusted spoon in her mouth. My parents wouldn’t understand or approve of all the modern conveniences that were right at home in this kitchen, especially the stainless steel appliances that hadn’t seen much use until I came along. Granite countertops finished off the place with a crystal Waterford bowl that before had only been decoration.  Because of me, it had purpose holding fruit. I got a banana and started to eat it. I still felt sick, but I’d heard that bananas could help ease the effects of a hangover.


    Sitting at the counter, I thought about the events for today. We were heading over to Lizzy’s parents’ house for New Year’s brunch. Then later that evening, I had a date with a stockbroker. Yay for me,…not.


    “Morning, sex goddess,” Lizzy teased, striding into the kitchen looking flawless as always.


    “Bite me,” I said back. I was a morning person much like Lizzy, but I felt very grumpy all things considered.


    Popping her selection into her fancy coffee maker, she turned back to me. “So, how is your conscience this morning?”


    “The same, bruised and on the verge of death,” I answered lamely. Then I turned the tides on her. “I didn’t ask you about the guy whose tongue you swallowed while bringing in the New Year. Did you get his name and his business card?” The last bit was a dig because Lizzy didn’t normally date guys who had business cards or could even spell it. She liked them rough around the edges.


    “Yes, that sexy man was Hans. He’s an up and coming model from Sweden.”


    I knew it. I’d pegged him for a model. He had been too tall and too pretty to be anything else, from what I remembered. “I’m sure your mother would approve,” I said, winking at her. 


    “It wouldn’t be her first choice. But she’d probably be happier with him than any other guy I’ve dated. Anyways, she’s not going to find out. I’m just glad you moved here so she can force guys onto you instead of me.”


    We both started laughing because my showing up on Lizzy’s door the week before Christmas with my story of betrayal from my finance had taken some of the ‘being single’ heat off of her.


    “We’re going to be late,” Lizzy said winking, drinking her coffee. Knowing it wasn’t good to show up late, a pet peeve of her mother’s, I nodded and headed to my room to get ready for brunch.


    By the time we made it the few blocks over to Lizzy’s parents’ place, my hangover was almost a thing of the past. The banana and water had helped significantly. So I was able to walk in without pain showing on my face. I wasn’t a good actress and her mother had a discerning eye.


    Inside their home, which was a lavish two-floor apartment in walking distance of Central Park, I was welcomed with two quick kisses on either side of my face by both of her parents. Her regal father stood tall and was grey all over but still extremely handsome. Her mother stood as tall as her daughter and was still a blonde through and through, natural or not. Not a question I would ever ask.


    Walking into her receiving room with a grey settee and two matched grey flowered chairs, we sat while a butler brought in tea and coffee.


    Taking a seat beside Lizzy in one of the dainty chairs while her parents sat on the settee, I waited while we were served. “How was your evening, dear?” Lizzy’s mom, Kathryn asked.


    Lizzy turned and winked at me. I wanted to scowl at her but kept the smile on my face. “Fine, great even.” I was surprised at how easily that lie had come. I didn’t want to explain my night. I was sure that would bring a blush, and the lie I would be forced to tell wouldn’t hold.


    “Good, good,” she said. “You Lizzy dear, how are you today?”


    Lizzy looking elegant and every bit like she belonged, said, “Well, a bit tired if I must say.”


    My smile slipped. My decorum was about to falter. My legs crossed, but my hands in my lap - ladylike, just how Kathryn had taught me - wanted to fist. Lizzy was playing games. She was trying to out me.


    Thankfully, the butler walked in and announced, “Brunch is served.”


    Lizzy’s dad Ted stood, holding out a hand to his wife, helping her to her feet. “Well, I’m sorry to hear of it. I guess we’ll keep brunch short so you can return home and lie down.”


    At her parents’ back, I pinched Lizzy who only giggled. But I had to give it to her. She’d given us cause to leave if we so desired to do so.


     We were ushered into the formal dining room, which held a king’s table, or rather a table that was far too large for two people. Four high-backed chairs were placed around the table, two at the head and foot and the other two opposite each other exactly midway on the long end. The pristine white-rimmed silver china was already set. Kathryn currently had a thing for silver. The silverware was perfectly placed for each course. Everything always in its place just as Kathryn wanted it to be. Being Lizzy’s best friend all through college and semi-adopted by her family where mine was seemingly absent from my life, I’d been coached on all proper etiquette for a young lady.


     Her parents sat the long distance from each other, which actually in this case didn’t mean what the subtext suggested.  They did, in fact, get along. Lizzy and I sat across from each other in close proximity. 


    The butler from earlier didn’t make an appearance. Instead, he orchestrated the wait staff, which appeared shortly after we’d settled, bringing the first course, and brunch began. Ted brought us up to date with all the current events from politics to the weather while the first course was removed. It was always good to get his updates because I didn’t watch much news or read the paper on the regular. It was simply depressing. And anyway, up until this summer, I was all about graduating with my degree in accounting, after which my efforts were focused on studying for the CPA exam.


    Pleasant conversation about current events continued throughout. I was happy the subject of my love life hadn’t come up.  By the time dessert was served, I was well versed in all the hot button topics of the day. “Are you ready for your date tonight?” Kathryn asked during the next lull in conversation.


    And to think I’d gotten off unscathed. Smiling at Kathryn and catching a smirk on Lizzy’s face, I said, “Yes, I’m looking forward to it.” Not! I kicked Lizzy lightly under the table. It didn’t stop her quiet laughter.


    Really, I was so not looking forward to this. In fact, I pitied this guy. Whoever he was, he wouldn’t get a fair shot. I just wasn’t in the mood for a date. After last night, I just wanted some me time. I would be starting my new work assignment tomorrow and some extra sleep may have served me better. And on top of that, who goes out on a blind date New Year’s Day? I wasn’t sure why I had agreed to it. But the stockbroker, also fairly new in his job, rarely had a day off.


    “He’s a good boy. He’s a Wilshire of the Park Avenue Wilshires. You’d do well marrying into that family.”


    Marriage? I wasn’t ready to date, let alone marry. But Kathryn had set this up. There was no turning back. And honestly, after all they’d done for me, how could I possibly say no? Still, I’d heard this all before. First these ‘dates’ were directed at Lizzy, until her mother had given up. Lizzy didn’t care if she made a spectacle of herself and pissed off some guy who wasn’t her type, and didn’t care about the ramification to her mother’s reputation.


    On threat of fainting, Lizzy came through getting us out before her mother actually starting planning a wedding for me and the stockbroker. By the time Lizzy and I made it back to her place, I was mentally exhausted. “What are you going to wear?” Lizzy inquired with an arched eyebrow.  She was draped over her white furniture in such a causal way I wondered just how it stayed free of any stains.


    “Can’t I just cancel?” I groaned, knowing it wasn’t possible.


    Lizzy shook her head. “Not unless you want to explain to my mother.


    Sighing, I headed to my room directly to the closet. If I’d cared about meeting a Wilshire from the Park Avenue of Wilshires, I might have borrowed something from Lizzy to wear. Still, I couldn’t make a bad impression that would rub off on Lizzy’s mom somehow.  But it wasn’t like I was blowing the guy off. I hadn’t met him. However, I just broke up with my finance and it seemed far too soon to be dating or shagging, Lizzy’s word.  And no, I didn’t want to think about last night. Yet, I was doing it anyway. Back to the matter at hand, a date made and kept to save my best friend the trouble. So I put on a black pencil skirt, an emerald green shirt that worked well with my hair color, and black heels. I hoped he wasn’t short.


    The doorman called up to let us know the visitor was on his way up according to Lizzy, who popped in the bathroom to inspect me. I was finishing up my makeup.


    “You look good,” she said.


    “Crap,” I said. “Maybe I should wear a sack.”


    She laughed. “Give the poor guy a chance. He could be the one.”


    “I’m not ready for the one,” I complained, yet I laughed along with her. She left before me to answer the door and entertain him while I finished up.


    Stepping into the living room, my bestie was flirting with my date. And when I got a glimpse of a cute guy with a dimple, I could see why.  He had a genuine face that wasn’t serious but wasn’t foolhardy either.  Maybe this evening wouldn’t be so bad after all.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


     


     


     


    With a car waiting for us at the curb, I was already impressed with my date. He was a couple inches taller than me in heels. Check. His sandy brown hair was fashionably cut, not too short and not too long. He was cute and his dimple screamed sweet. Check.


    “I hope you don’t mind, I made reservations at the 21 Club,” he informed me after we were on our way.


    “Sounds good,” I replied. I’d only heard about it. But I knew enough to know he wasn’t scrimping on our date.


    “You look beautiful, by the way,” he added, giving me a dimpled grin.


    “Thanks. You don’t look so bad yourself,” I said back, with a flirtatious smile.


    We ended up not on the main level of the restaurant, but we were swept upstairs to a more intimate setting, romantic too. The few tables were filled with guests quietly enjoying their meal. Holding my chair out for me, the guy was racking up points faster than I could count.


    Everything so far was perfect, or maybe it was my low expectations that fueled the good feelings. We were discussing the menu selections when the unthinkable happened. My one and only ever one-night stand walked in with a tall leggy brunette on his arm. Involuntarily, I lifted my menu to duck behind it. I mean really, what are the odds?


    Although I couldn’t see him, I heard the frown when my date said, “Are you okay?”


    “Yes,” I said, peaking around the menu much like a small child. I needed to get it together. vzyl


    My stockbroker was wasn’t stupid. Continuing to peer around the side of the menu, I caught him turning around to see who or what I may have seen. Thankfully, Mr. Fuck Me Well was sitting with his date and hadn’t once looked in my direction, from what I saw at least. He seemed to be focused intently on his own date.


    Still partially hiding, my date was polite enough not to ask again. I did a good job of distracting him by peppering him with questions about his thoughts on what to choose for an entrée, giving me cause for my hidden position. Hopefully it would seem like I was really studying the menu instead of hiding my face behind a barrier.


    Dumbly, I realized I would have to put my menu down before the waiter would approach to take our order.  Reluctantly, I did. My one-night stand continued not to notice me, and after a while I relaxed into conversation with my date.


    Retrospectively, it had been dark New Year’s Eve and we’d both been drinking. Maybe he didn’t remember me, I told myself. And he obviously didn’t have problems getting women.


    While my date talked about his life as a stockbroker at my prompting with questions, I found myself periodically gazing at the guy that had me begging for him to fuck me. No longer in a darkened ballroom or shrouded bathroom, he was gorgeous even in the light. I caught the glances of other women in the room, young and old alike, taking in his thick black hair, strong profile sculpted from all things pleasing, and a mouth that promised sensual pleasures. I could barely take my eyes off him.


    “Bailey,” my date said in a way to capture my attention.


    I turned quickly to him. “Yes,” I replied, blinking rapidly, knowing I was caught.


    “I asked about what you did,” he inquired.


    “Oh,” I answered, feeling guilty that I hadn’t been paying any attention to him. It was rude. “I’m an auditor, not really as exciting as your job.”


    “I think you would make anything interesting,” he said, focused solely on me. Thankfully, the first course showed up and I didn’t have to answer that question. As much as I’d enjoyed my date so far, the guy that remained nameless had captured all my attention and I found myself inappropriately damp at the sight of him. Then again, my body probably just remembered.


    While eating, I kept stealing looks over at the guy who wasn’t with me. He made taking a drink an incredibly erotic experience, which was crazy. By the time our empty entrée plates were removed, I found that I had to excuse myself to go to the ladies’ room. I had not worn stockings. I needed to freshen up and bad. The man ate his food in a way that had me imagining him nibbling on me.


    Thankfully, I’d been able to keep up with dinner conversation while honing my stalker abilities.  In the bathroom, I took care of cleanup. Then I stared at myself long and hard in the mirror.  It was shameful that a man that wasn’t even my date could make me this hot from across the room. I should forget about him and concentrate on the man that had taken me out that night. Yeah right, easier said than done, I thought.


    After reapplying my lip gloss, I headed out the door and right into a wall.


    “Excuse me,” I said before looking up. And up, and there he was.


    “Bailey,” he said in a heavily accented voice that was extremely sexy. My Scotsman stood in front of me.


    Shocked, I asked, “How do you know my name?”


    “Your friend called out your name. Why did you run away?” he asked, sounding a bit hurt.


    Flustered because he was so close, I was becoming abnormally wet again. I thought I might have to go back into the restroom before I went to my date. “It’s obvious you don’t need me,” I said, sounding petty and jealous. Clearing my throat, I reached for calm and rational words. “Last night should not have happened. I’m not that kind of girl,” I sputtered, unable to keep it together in his presence.


    “Need?” he said. “I can’t seem to get you out of my mind.”


    “You don’t seem to have a problem with that,” I accused.


    Searching my eyes, he said, “She’s a business associate.”


    “Do you look at all your associates that way?” I challenged.


    “I give the person I’m with my full attention.” And that was a true statement. People were passing us in this narrow hall, mostly servers, and he didn’t at all seem the least bit fazed by who saw him caging me in without lifting an arm.


    Turning from his green-eyed stare, I said, looking over his shoulder, “It doesn’t matter. I’m out with someone tonight and I need to get back.”


    He stepped closer, which didn’t seem possible, and put his hand on my thigh. “I know and it’s making me insane to think he’s so close to you and I’m not.” His hand pushed up further and I was frozen with lust. My middle clenched, and I swear if he had touched me there I would have spontaneously combusted.


    “I have to go,” I whimpered, sounding completely unsure of myself.


    “Let me see you again.”


    I was back looking at his amazing face, trying to read the validity of his statement. “I don’t even know your name.” But I was also aware I’d been gone far too along than to be considered polite. Kathryn had taught me better.


    Searching my eyes, he waited several beats before answering. “Kalen,” he said. He continued to watch me as if waiting for some sort of reaction. Was he lying to me about his name?


    “Kalen,” I said.


    He stepped ever closer, leaving not a breath between us. “I love how my name sounds from your mouth.”


    “I have to get back to my date.”


    “See me tomorrow,” he said, even though it was a question.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    He leaned in and I almost thought he would kiss me. “Meet me here tomorrow at eight,” he commanded, taking a step back.


    Free, I moved, but he caught my wrist. “Don’t let him touch you.”


    Then he let me go, and I fled back into the dining room to find that dessert had been served and my date was waiting for my arrival. I felt like such a bad person. Here I’d been jilted and I was lusting over another guy while on a date with a really nice guy.


    “Sorry,” I said, and couldn’t stop myself from glancing over at Kalen. He was focused on his date once again, seemingly not noticing me at all. But he must have. He didn’t seem surprised to find me in the hall. It was almost as if he was waiting for me.


    Taking a page out of his playbook, I focused back on my date, praying not to ruin the rest of the night.  Yet I was unable not to think about Kalen’s demand that I not let my date touch me.


    By the end of dessert, I was back to myself. My date had been about to give me a taste of his chocolate cake served with pears and cranberry sorbet when a clatter had everyone looking around.  One of the servers had dropped silver probably intended for a nearby cleared table. Then I caught Kalen’s murderous stare at me.  That’s when I noticed my date’s hand covering mine.


    Unable to stop myself, I pulled my hand free. Using that hand, I pushed back my hair in order to temper down my date’s confused expression. I was letting Kalen get to me. He had no right to dictate if another man could touch me. Still, I placed my hands in my lap and smiled at the guy across the table from me.


    Dessert complete and gone, bill paid, we stood to leave. My stockbroker helped me out of my chair and I noticed Kalen still at his table. There was no way around.  We had to pass by him. I felt my date’s hand touch the fabric of my outfit at my lower back in a gentlemanly way to guide me out of the room. And he would have as he was closing the distance.  Kalen stood just as we were passing, wedging himself between us. “Oh sorry,” he said. His accent was utterly sexy and sounded totally unremorseful. I turned back in time for Kalen to bend down quickly and whisper, “If he touches you again, he’ll lose a hand.”


    Open mouthed, I watch Kalen not miss a beat and help his “business associate” out of her chair. I quickly turned back as my date’s hand was poised to touch me. I moved at a respectably quick pace. Nothing would happen if he couldn’t see.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIVE


     


     


    The alarm blared, reminding me that I had a job. Getting out of bed wasn’t easy because I’d stayed up late giving Lizzy the blow by blow of what happened with Kalen. However, it was the first day of my new assignment and I would be meeting my team, so I pushed thoughts of him and his damn sexiness to the back of my brain.  First impressions could never be taken back. I couldn’t afford to be late.


    Part of the reason for my haste would be my subway ride to work. Unlike Lizzy, I was from a very humble background and couldn’t afford drivers to get me where I was going. And cab rides were expensive and wouldn’t guarantee you would arrive on time.


    After coffee and a bagel, I found myself sitting on the train after just barely making it through the closing door. Luck was on my side that morning and I was happy to find that the car wasn’t overly crowded. I knew my destination already as I had done all the necessary background work on the client. Independence, which was mandated in order to perform an audit, had me research the CEO and Board of Directors to ensure that I didn’t know anyone on a personal level like an uncle or aunt.  The CEO was a stern-looking man who reminded me a lot of Ted, Lizzy’s father. He was all grey but handsome and imposing. The Board was composed of an older, hardened crew of people with long and impressive resumes.


    Ready as I’d ever be, I thought. I would not only meet my workmates for the first time, I would be meeting the team of internal accountants and auditors for the company that hired us to perform the audit. As auditors, we would be performing tests and verification of information to certify that the financial statements were presented fairly according to the laws of our nation.


    It was strange to be working in New York. It hadn’t been the plan. After graduation, I’d taken a job with a prestigious accounting firm in Boston, where I’d gone to college.  Scott had proposed on bended knee at graduation in front of our family and friends. I’d accepted because I thought I loved him. It wasn’t for his money, which wasn’t at the level of Lizzy’s family fortune, but he was still very well off. We had clicked from our first meeting. He’d graduated from law school and I with my bachelor’s degree. We’d been together for three years. And it was expected.  My father hadn’t been happy, but he hadn’t been very happy about my choice of college. My mother, however, was my rock and cheerleader.


    After my acceptance, Scott had wanted me to live with him right away. I wanted to live on my own. I was getting married in months and had never lived by myself, having had Lizzy for a roommate all four years of college.  Plus, I hadn’t expected his proposal and had already secured my own place prior to graduation. So, I moved in.


    It wasn’t until we’d set New Year’s Eve as our wedding date that things had changed.  It had taken until early December, but Scott had convinced me that it didn’t make sense for us to live apart.  He used his lawyerly skill to get me out of my lease, and in two weeks I’d packed and moved in with him, leaving much of my stuff in storage. Between work and keeping Scott happy, I hadn’t fully unpacked when I found out the truth.


    It was all so random. I was reading over work e-mails in his, no, our office, or so I thought, when a call erupted from his phone, which he’d left on the desk near me to take a shower. I wasn’t nosy by nature, but the sudden noise from the phone had me looking when a picture of an attractive blonde with abundant cleavage popped onto the screen.  His choice in women shouldn’t have surprised me. Scott was a breast man. But the picture caught my attention. Stupidly, I thought it was not a real girl but wallpaper at first.  Scott could be such a guy in that respect. However, a text message appeared.  And human curiosity had me look. It read something like she couldn’t wait to wrap her mouth around his dick in thirty minutes.


    With calm I didn’t know I could possess in such a situation, I was quiet and not argumentative when Scott came into the office, hair damp from the shower and smelling of his favorite cologne. “I’ll be back later, babe. Sorry about dinner,” he’d said.


    My performance was Oscar worthy.  Looking up into his eyes, I’d asked, “Who are you meeting?”


    “You know, the guys.” He began rattling off names I was familiar with from his office. “It’s a difficult case and something important has come up we need to discuss right away.”


    Nodding, I let him kiss me quickly on the lips before he departed, plucking his phone up from the table.


    As soon as he’d left, I wiped my mouth to get rid of his filthy, lying germs.  Then, I’d made my first call to Lizzy, asking if I could come stay with her. She’d agreed, warning me that I would explain all when I got there. My second call had been to my immediate supervisor, Ellen. With tears that threatened but never fell, I’d explained my sticky situation only after I’d resigned over the phone. She’d explained that, of course our firm had an office in New York and she would see about transferring me there. In the meantime, she’d assign me to an audit in NYC at the first of the year because I was an asset to the firm and she didn’t want to lose me.


    So thanks to her, I was standing in front of Aztec Winters, a multi-international conglomerate company, privately held.  After passing through security feeling like I’d had a pat down, I was given a badge that held a picture of my face. Then, I was herded into a conference room on the twentieth floor along with my team.


    There was a baby-faced guy would didn’t look older than me but had a presence that said he was the team lead when he stood up. “Bailey,” he said.


    Taking his hand in a firm two-pump handshake, I said, “Yes,” looking around to see that, although I was on time, I was the final member to show up.


    “Kevin,” he said introducing himself, taking that opportunity to look me over in a way that felt just the other side of being professional. It left me uneasy because I had no intention of dating on the job.  “And this is Anna,” he said pointing to a small Asian girl who looked like she knew her way around. Pointing to a caramel skinned guy who was very attractive, he said, “Jim.”


    After the round of introductions, Kevin didn’t do anything else to make me feel like he was interested. So I thought maybe I’d read him wrong.  After more small talk while we waited for the meeting to start, I found out that I wasn’t the greenest member of the team. Jim and Anna had only started in August, which meant I was senior to them, which was odd. It was only a few minutes more before the Aztec team of accountants came in for another round of introductions, and it was determined that none of us knew each other with the exception of Kevin. He was the only member of the team who’d been on the audit the year before. 


    Once the pleasantries were done, we were rounded up and taken to a small, cramped conference room on the fourteenth floor where we would spend the next three months, if we were lucky, before we would be assigned to another client.


    Although I wasn’t the grunt, Kevin assigned me to look over cash. I had to get confirmations from the bank to ensure that what was on their balance sheet matched what the bank reported. But it wasn’t that simple. I had to review each bank reconciliation for each of the over one hundred accounts this company had. Joy, I thought as I got down to business.


    It was a productive day with a quick lunch. When Kevin announced we would stop for the day, I noticed it was seven and my body tightened with anticipation. Was I really going to go meet Kalen for dinner?


    When the team asked if I wanted to join them for a bite to eat, I found myself saying no. I could hardly believe it when my arm rose at the curb to catch a cab. I wasn’t broke, but I was saving money to hopefully get my own place. Lizzy was fine with me staying there, but a part of me wanted to be on my own. So being frugal was important. Still, I wouldn’t make it across town on the train and have enough time to get ready for dinner. I’d have to go dressed as I was. And apparently, mind made up, that’s what I was going to do.


    Lucky me, a cab stopped. I gave out the name of the restaurant and hadn’t given the address before the cabbie pushed forward. The restaurant was kind of famous. Several TV shows and movies had been filmed there, so it wasn’t unheard of that the cabbie knew the place by name. However, my cab ride proved unpredictable. With a backup, an accident, and general traffic, I made it to the club three minutes after eight. Paying the cabbie quickly, I was ushered into the place by the doorman and standing at the hostess station at five minutes past.


    “I have a dinner reservation with,” I paused, realizing now that I didn’t have Kalen’s last name. This place was the kind that required men to wear jackets, and jeans and sneakers weren’t allowed. I’d look foolish not to know my date’s name.


    “Miss Bailey,” the guy behind the podium said.


    “Yes, how’d you know?” I asked for the second time.


    “The gentleman said that when the most beautiful woman with red hair walked in the door, her name would be Bailey and to bring her right up.”


    Flattered into speechlessness, I followed him up to the third floor and stopped dead in my tracks when we stepped into a private dining room with only one table and one man who filled the room like no other.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIX


     


     


    Even seeing him for the third time, I was taken aback by just how beautiful he was. On top of that, not in my four-inch heels, I got a view of just how tall he was.


    Unable to hold his smoldering stare, I took in the room. It was classically appointed with crown molding and expensive drapes that framed a view of the park. The lighting came from an overhead chandelier and wall sconces. The place could be a dining room in Lizzy’s parents’ house and felt just as intimate.


    “You’re wearing pants,” he said, looking annoyed.


    Startled, I turned to see that the host was gone and we were alone with the door closed. I looked down to see that I did in fact have pants on. I knew this, but he had a way of making me senseless and confused.


    “Yes,” I said, not sure what the problem was. If he only knew what a small victory it was to wear pants and loosen a little more the hold the community where I’d grown up had over me.


    “Next time wear a skirt,” he commanded, and I was jarred back to reality.


    “Excuse me,” I said, mustering all the incredulity I could in the face of such a gorgeous man. Surely, I’d misheard him. One, he said ‘next time’ as if it were a foregone conclusion that there would be one. Two, he’d told me what to wear like I was a possession he could control.


    He walked over to me causing me to expel my breath. My body involuntarily shivered when his hand took mine. Bringing it to his lips, a jolt of lust coursed from my arm up to my shoulder, down my center to explode at my core. “I’ve been thinking about touching you for the last twenty-four hours, and you hide yourself under this fabric where I cannot reach your skin.”


    Before I could balk at his words, even though they only added to my quick fantasy about his being in me, the waiter walked in with a bottle of wine.  The poor guy looked more flustered than me. The sexual tension was thick and the waiter looked unsure of whether he was about to get a tongue lashing for interrupting what surely looked like an imitate moment.


    Kalen, never releasing my hand, guided me to the table and pulled my chair out. Decorum dictated that I sit. Feeling like a fish out of water, I sat. Kalen took his seat across from me, never taking his eyes off me as the waiter approached. True to his words from yesterday, he gave his full and undivided attention to me. It made me feel important and, funny enough, appreciated. Suddenly, the idea of wearing a skirt was very appealing.


    “Your wine sir,” the waiter said, managing only to sound slightly nervous. Kalen leaned back and allowed the young man to pour the wine into the waiting goblet. Not even a fourth of the way full, Kalen picked it up, swirling it around before putting the glass to his lips. His movements were all sexual in nature even though outwardly no one would ever excuse him of such. Was it just me? Had our first encounter made me sexualize everything he did?


    Nodding to the waiter, Kalen turned his attention back on me.  The guy finished pouring Kalen’s glass, and then moved to mine before leaving.


    When I looked around for the menu, thinking the waiter had obviously made a mistake, Kalen said, “I took the liberty of ordering when you were late.”


    Feeling chastised even though his tone had remained calm and pleasant the whole time, I blurted, “I was five minutes late. Well within the limits of polite society. Plus, it wasn’t my fault. There was an accident and traffic,” I blurted.


    Cutting my blathering off, he said, “In my business, five minutes is a lifetime.”


    Feeling off balance and more unnerved than ever in the presence of this man, I said, feeling like a petulant child, “And what is it that you do?”


    “Rule the world,” he said, with a hint of amusement.


    Before I could counter his words for their arrogance, a team arrived with our first course. The plate before me smelled heavenly and my stomach churned in anticipation, reminding me of my meager lunch.


    Taking the first bite, his expression dared me to say something instead of eating. But when that bite touched his lips, I swore his expression looked orgasmic and I had to taste the food to see if it was as good as it looked.


    Divine, it was, and I ate, unable to decide if I’d ever had something so good. It was like that commercial, finger-licking good. And I wanted to lick mine and then his. Instead, I finished my food without any more conversation.


    As if he plucked the thought from my brain, he said, “If you lick your lips one more time, I will take you on this table instead of waiting until I get you home on my bed.”


    He couldn’t have timed his statement any better. Protest again was stifled on my tongue at the appearance of bus boys who removed our empty plates from the table as if they had cameras to watch and wait for our silverware to be put down. Looking up, I searched for tiny cameras to see if I could find them until they left after using what looked like a knife of some sort to gather any wayward crumbles off the white tablecloth.


    When the choreographed team left, I spewed the first words off my tongue. “And what makes you think I’ll be going home with you?”


    Arching a brow, his green eyes bore into mine. “Lass, your arousal is apparent on your pretty little face. You’re flush with desire and my dick is hard enough to cut diamonds. Dunno pretend that you don’t want to fuck me as much as I want to fuck you.”


    Opening my mouth to gasp at the frankness of his words, waiters appeared with the main course and I was thunderstruck into silence, again.


    With mixed emotions, I ate the food placed in front of me that I hadn’t ordered. I wanted to dislike his choices, but the food was just as amazing, if not more, as the first course had been. I warred with wanting to moan at the taste and spit it out in protest. This man had ruled my every movement since I got here and I’d let him. I finished my food because it wasn’t the chef’s fault that I’d chosen to have dinner with an egomaniac. But he wasn’t getting me in bed that night. I wouldn’t go to his place no matter how much my body was against my brain.


    He’d finish eating several bites before I had. When I swallowed my last, the tension in my body and the need for him had me seeking space away from him. I needed to get my wits about me. Scooting back, I was out of my seat before he could ask where I was going. “I need to go to the restroom,” I said, my head slightly turned in his direction enough not to be rude.


    I didn’t make it very far before he pressed me into the wall. He was a mountain of a man with a very large erection from what I felt covered my back. “Lass, I need dessert before you go,” his brogue was so pronounced it rolled off his tongue like he’d stepped out of one of the historical romance novels I fancied reading.


    His hands expertly unzipped the front of my black slacks, slipped underneath the boy shorts I wore and hit home already slick with wetness. The moan I’d been holding from first coming into his presence escaped me. While he moved in and out of me, exciting me beyond reason, he nibbled at my neck. The dueling sensations were almost too much for me.


    “Kalen,” I whispered on the brink of orgasmic bliss. I knew I should stop this, but it felt way too good to stop.


    His hand stilled. “If you say my name like that again, I’ll embarrass us both.”


    Stepping back, his warmth was removed from me. I turned around to face him. His hooded gaze appraised me before the finger that had just been inside me found its way into his mouth. “You taste like the sweetest nectar from a wild Irish rose,” he said after removing his finger.


    Unable to come up with words, I fled the room, finding sanctuary in the bathroom. I hoped he wasn’t bold enough to enter behind me. I hadn’t heard his footsteps, so I relaxed while still gripping the side of the counter, looking at myself in the mirror wondering whom this girl was that I was becoming.


    Deciding I was in over my head, I’d all but convinced myself to leave the restaurant without going back no matter how rude that would be. I found that I couldn’t seem to control myself around this man. He wasn’t sweet and he dictated orders to me I hadn’t been able to not follow. He spelled bad news like a lighted marquee on Broadway and I would be foolish not to heed the warning signs.


    But when I stepped out, I saw the imposing man waiting for me. “Ah, Lass, you have that look like you want to flee. But I can’t let you go. Not yet.” Taking my hand, he led me back into the room. Pulling out my chair, he forced me to sit without having ever spoken another word.


    And sure enough, as soon as he was seated, our dessert course was brought in. As tiny as all the portions were, I didn’t think I had enough room in my stomach to finish it. “Eat,” he commanded from not three feet away. And like the foot soldier I’d become, I picked up my fork and cut into the crème brulee.


    After the amazing dessert, no check was brought, no credit card given. We were offered a good night and found our way into an awaiting limo. He didn’t ask me where I wanted to go. So I blurted, “Can you take me home?”


    After I rattled off my address, he only smiled before tugging me to him. His mouth covered mine in a heated kiss that would have melted metal. My body revolted and my brain relented, giving up on reason and thought. His hand tightened on my waist before heading north to my twin peaks. The analogy of the size of a man’s hands relative to his penis filled my brain when his large hand covered my generous breasts. If I were back in the dorms, I could attest to its validity to the pack of girls that sat around talking about such things.


    My hands went for that thick hair of his all styled but not styled at the same time. It was like silk, and I had to fist my hands to get a grip on it. He kissed down my neck and cupped his mouth over my nipple through my shirt. My hands tugged in his hair. I needed his mouth back on mine.


    His fingers had just undone my slacks and hovered on my zipper when the limo came to a complete stop. A voice over the intercom because the privacy glass was up announced our arrival. Through the tinted window, I could see he’d brought me home where I’d asked.


    “I don’t have to force a woman to do anything,” he said at my puzzled expression. “You are safe at home and are free to exit and never see me again.”


    My mouth parted. Was this some sort of ultimatum? “I have a roommate,” I blurted.


    “We can go to my place and finish what we started,” he promised.


    As much as I wanted to tell him I’d go with him because the thought of never seeing him again bothered me, I didn’t. This was pure lust, I rationalized to myself. Maybe Lizzy was right and I needed to have a fling in order to move on. I had gone from one serious relationship to the next without dating much. It was surely time that I cut loose before I settled down with hopefully the right man. I refused to believe that every guy was a dog and a cheat. Just the handsome ones like Scott, like Kalen. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy him. “I’m not that type of girl. I don’t do these things,” I protested, sounding like I was trying to convince myself.


    “I know,” he said. And something in those words almost freed me from my reservations about this adventure.


    Moving to kiss him again, I stupidly said, “I can’t go home with you.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


     


     


    I woke up feeling like I was still caught in my dream. My back felt very warm with a hard mass against my back and in the crevice of my ass. When I shifted a little, prepared to get up to see what was behind me, a hand gripped my thigh and a warm breath of air caressed my neck.


    What the hell? Had I let Kalen come home with me last night? No, I hadn’t. I’d gotten out of the car and come in alone. Freaked out, I shot out of bed, stumbling to my feet. Looking back, I recognized that wavy blonde hair and those penetrating blue eyes.


    “Matt, what the hell are you doing?” I said exasperatedly.


    Dimples showing, he smiled at me lazily. “Come back to bed, peanut.”


    Jaw dropped, I stared at him. “Why are you in my bed?”


    “This is my room,” he said with a smirk.


    “You don’t live here,” I spouted back and crossed my arms over my chest.


    Yawning, he said, “My name on the deed says otherwise.”


    Rolling my eyes and huffing out a breath, I threw my hands in the air and began to walk around the bed to the other side of the room towards the bathroom. Sidelined, I was tugged and tumbled into bed with strong arms around my waist. Looking up at him as I lay on my back, he said, “Don’t be mad, peanut. It’s cold. And you’re warm. I’m only here a couple of weeks and you’ll have the room back to yourself.”


    “I am not sharing a room with you. Why don’t you bunk with your sister?”


    Pouting, he said, “No way, I’d much rather share a bed with you. Besides, I hear you are finally rid of that asshole. So what’s the problem? I promise not to take advantage.”


    Glaring, I said, “Waking up with your…” I gestured towards his nether regions, “pressed against me.”


    “Oh, my boner you mean,” he said, laughing while I scowled.


    I turned my head away. Only his hand came to my chin and gently turned me to face him. “That’s a guy thing. But even if it weren’t morning, I’d still have a hard-on being next to you. It’s just a fact. It does that when I’m next to a beautiful woman.”


    Slapping his hands off my thighs, I scrambled away again. “You’re such a flirt,” I stated. He just flashed me his pearly whites before yawning again. He stretched and his muscles flexed and bunched. I couldn’t help admiring him. He was Lizzy’s twin brother and he had it all- looks, money, and charisma. I’d crushed on him my freshman year of college before I met Scott. And after sophomore year, he’d left and transferred to the University of Chicago. “I have to get ready for work, and I don’t expect you to be here when I get out of the bathroom.”


    Turning, I hurried inside. Just as I was about to close the door, he said, “Peanut?”


    Peaking out the door again, I stared at him. “Nice shirt.” Looking down, I realized I’d gone to sleep in my normal wear, a plain tee shirt that barely skimmed the bottom of my ass. I hadn’t expected company though.


    Rolling my eyes, I closed the door, trying to collect myself.


    It wasn’t until after my shower that I realized I didn’t have a robe or a change of clothes. Opening the door a crack, I saw Matt’s back and the slow rhythm of his breathing. Tiptoeing out, I got in my closet and closed the door, dismayed that there wasn’t a lock. After I got dressed, I grabbed my messenger bag, which held my firm-issued laptop and other tools needed for the job, like a calculator, ruler, and lots of mechanical pencils.


    Lizzy’s door was closed and I had to leave soon to make it to work on time. Unwilling to be late for work, I passed her door, vowing that she and I would have a talk when I got home. If Matt insisted on staying, I would just have to find somewhere else to sleep. It wasn’t like I’d planned to stay here forever. And why should he have to find a hotel? Maybe I’d ask to stay at Lizzy’s parents for a week, at least until I found something. But I’d think about this later. Matt was bound to be rational about this.


    Work was grueling on the eyes.  By the end of the day, my contacts were bothering me. I found myself in the restroom taking them out.


    “Oh hey there,” Anna said. “Kevin is looking for you.”


    “Really?” I questioned, confused as to why he would be. I cleaned up my supplies and put them back in my purse.


    I watched in the mirror as she made her way into the restroom to stand next to me. “Yeah, we’re all headed out to grab a bite to eat at Sully’s,” she said.


    “Oh, well, I really should get home.”


    Shrugging, she said, “We don’t bite. But it’s cool.” And she headed into a stall.


    Finished washing my hands and my glasses firmly on my face, I headed out. Did they think that I was avoiding them or too good to hang out? Not good. I was new and hadn’t yet made any friends. Not that I needed to. But I at least wanted to get along with my co-workers. And this was a three-month assignment. It wouldn’t be good for me to alienate them.


    “Oh there you are,” Kevin said when I walked back into the conference room to get the rest of my things. He paused, obviously taking in my changed appearance. “You wear glasses.”


    “Yes,” I said, nodding.


    “They look good on you,” he offered with a small smile. “Well, we are all headed out to Sully’s. You know the place next to the office.” I did know because I’d gone there to meet the partner whose team I was primarily on. He’d taken me there and explained that most everyone at the firm ate there at least once a week.


    “Well, I should probably get home,” I said.


    “Oh, that’s too bad. You sure you can’t at least have one drink?” Gosh, he gave me that look that said, you should most definitely come and be a part of the team. I also heard it in his voice, the offer of camaraderie. It wasn’t like I would be fired if I didn’t go. But I was given the opportunity to show team spirit. And honestly, I’d found something in one of the bank accounts that I wanted to talk to him about. It was probably nothing, but talking to him outside of the client’s space seemed best.


    “Okay,” I replied. “I can’t stay long,” I added.


    Placing a firm hand on my shoulder, he said, “Great. We’ll leave in a few minutes.”


    Exhausted and needing to get home to talk to Lizzy, I vowed I’d have the one drink, bring up the anomaly in the bank account, and leave. One hour tops and I’d leave.


    
      


    


     


    


    





CHAPTER EIGHT


     


     


    Sully’s was a friendly enough place. It was fairly crowded with people clad in suits and business attire. The place felt homey with old-fashioned touches of dark wood and dim light. As we walked in, a large bar area greeted us. It spanned the back wall and was the width of the place. Booths lined the other two walls and a few sat before the front windows. High bar tables filled in the middle.


    Kevin directed us to a booth on the far right side. Once there, I noticed they were perched on a platform and I found myself taking a step up to take a seat. I hoped to sit next to Anna, but she was herded by Jim to sit next to him and opposite me.  This left Kevin to scoot in beside me. With quick movement, I placed my purse and my bag to the side of me on the bench.  This gave Kevin no choice but to leave ample space between us.


    He hadn’t overtly come on to me, but I just felt slightly uneasy. It may have been me, which is why I wouldn’t say anything. With Matt and Kalen all touchy feely, I could’ve just been overly sensitive.


    “So what are you having?” Kevin asked while looking at me even though he addressed the group.


    Jim, who’d been the quiet one, spoke up. Not sure of protocol, I avoided the question before the rest of the group responded. Having Ted, Lizzy’s dad, give me advice about business etiquette, he warned that you should never order a drink unless your boss did. In other words, don’t do anything your boss wasn’t doing. When everyone settled on beer, I signaled for the same. I wasn’t a big beer drinker, but I would be a follower that night. I didn’t plan on being here long anyway.


    Anna looked over at me and gave me a subtle brow raise and glance to her side. It was then that I got it. She liked Jim. Well, this should make things more interesting, I thought. I gave her a subtle nod of approval.


    “So Bailey, how was your first couple days on the job?” Kevin asked.


    I was about to answer when two tall lanky guys approached our table.


    “Kevin,” the slightly bulkier of the two boisterously asked. He gave Kevin one of those complicated male handshakes, and looks and subtle winks were passed as I glanced away. The other guy was a lot thinner and blonde, but neither was my type.


    “Bailey, this is,” Kevin began as he introduced me. He invited them to sit with us, which meant I had to move my bag and purse to my lap or floor. And suddenly my temporary boss was pressed next to me in the most uncomfortable way.  Thank goodness the beers came. I started sipping, hoping that I would be excluded from the conversation. The two that had just arrived seemed to want to talk about the women in the bar, ignoring that Anna and I were sitting there. She and I both rolled are eyes together and silently giggled. I wished that it had been just the two of us or even including Jim. He seemed as uncomfortable as we were.


    When I finally finished my beer, I’d heard tales about co-workers I’d yet to meet. And unfortunately, I was unlikely to forget if any of the antics told about workplace scandals had any truth to them.


    “Excuse me,” I said to Kevin, indicating that I wanted to get up. “I need to use the ladies’ room.” It was an excuse to get out of my cramped confinements and also the first step in my plan to make an exit.


    After some shifting and several glances at my cleavage, I was sprung from the trap I’d found myself in. “Hey, I’m coming with,” I heard Anna say behind me.


    Inside the restroom, Anna planted herself in front of the mirror, tinkering with her makeup. I really had to use the restroom and did. Once out, Anna waited for me while I washed my hands. “I see Kevin has set his eyes on you.”


    “Oh, no, don’t say that,” I groaned.


    “Yeah, well, I’ve seen this twice before. I’ve been on two jobs with him since I started and he always picks one out of the group.”


    “Has he picked you?” I asked, hoping she wasn’t into him and wouldn’t be jealous if his attention were diverted elsewhere. I’d heard enough stories secondhand from Lizzy about these messy situations.


    Smiling pleasantly, she said, “No, and thank god. I don’t think he’s into pretty Asian girls.”


    She winked at me. I wasn’t exactly sure how to respond. Thank goodness, she looked sincere. “He keeps requesting me to be on his team. But I like Jim.”


    “I saw,” I said smiling. “I hope it works out.”


    “Me too,” she said. “Just watch out for Kevin if you aren’t interested. He has a way of making people get reassigned.” Her knowing look caused dread in my gut.


    “Aren’t their laws about harassment?” I asked.


    “Sure, but with the training we all went through, he knows exactly just what to do. I’m just giving you a heads up. There are a lot of girls who want to move ahead and not do grunt work. You don’t seem the type. So fair warning.”


    “Thanks,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I was thanking her for but settled on all of it.


    “Wish me luck,” she said as we made our way out the door.


    “Yes, of course. He’s cute. But I think I’m going to head home. Are you going to be okay with all the guys?” I asked. She wasn’t a friend, yet. But it seemed wrong to bail on her.


    “No, it’s cool. A lot of assignments lately I’ve been the only girl.”


    Once we got to the table, I waved the guys off from getting up. “I have to head home. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” I got grunts of protest but left before Kevin could try and persuade me to stay. I was going to have to figure out a way to handle him. I needed this job and I wouldn’t let him ruin it for me.


    Before I made it to the subway station, my phone rang.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINE


     


     


    Perplexed, I looked long and hard at the display on my screen. Unknown caller threw me for a loop. My parents wouldn’t call me. They were against technology. And everyone else like Lizzy and even Matt were programmed into my phone. For a second, I didn’t answer. There was a possibility it was Scott. I’d ignored his calls so much, he may have found a way to call me and get around the fact that I’d blocked his number.


    But then I thought of my parents again. If something were truly wrong, they would call. And that call would most likely register as unknown. Answering quickly, I sounded a little breathless as I braced myself against the wall outside the subway. It wasn’t good to walk and talk. One would be distracted and a prime target for a pickpocket, so I stood vigilant right outside as the traffic, even at this time of the evening, was brisk with commuters who worked in jobs where ten- to twelve-hour days were the norm.


    “Hello,” I said, my pulse racing. My parents would only call if it were a dire emergency.


    “Hello, Lass,” the rich baritone of the Scotsman crooned through the phone, calling me like a siren called a wayward sailor.


    “H-How did you get my number?” I asked.


    A husky chuckle on the other end said exactly what his words did. “Aye, Lass, I have my ways.”


    “Creepy ways,” I responded.


    “It was easy enough to get your name from the doorman and the rest even easier.”


    “What do you want?” I asked, feeling run down and not in the mood for him if I lied to myself. I found my body coiling tight hearing him speak.


    “To see you of course. Have dinner with me tonight?” he asked.


    “Is it always dinner with you?” I asked, sure I sounded stupid but didn’t care. “Why don’t you just come right out and ask for sex.” The words were out before I could take them back. It was rude, but this man left me feeling out of balance. And heat was coursing south with every word out of his mouth.


    “You have to eat and so do I,” he said. His voice had changed slightly. He didn’t sound so amused. I should have done a victory dance, but instead I felt odd. I didn’t like the idea that I’d disappointed him. “As for sex, it’s always on the menu with you.”


    I ignored the sex comment since I’d brought it up and was not in a position to deny that my body yearned for him. “I’m not in the mood for a fancy dinner,” I explained. I should have said that being with him in a restaurant didn’t seem to hamper our sexual need for each other. “I’ve had a rough day. What I need is comfort food.”


    There was a pause before he asked, “And what’s that?”


    “Pizza,” I blurted. I closed my eyes for a second because a few people passing stopped to look at me and my outburst.


    “Pizza,” he repeated as if it were a foreign word.


    “Yes and unless you want to have pizza, I’m going to pass on dinner with you tonight.”


    “I’ll have to-,” he began, but I cut him off.


    “Look, my train is coming. I’ll have to call you back.” I hung up. I didn’t mean to be so rude, but his voice was too much, doing very unexpected things for a sidewalk call to my body. I headed into the subway and made my way home.


    When I rounded the corner to my place, I saw Kalen step out with a pizza box in his hand. I couldn’t stop the smile as I made my way over to the curb where he leaned on a black SUV looking dapper with an extra side of handsome on top.


    “Your wish is granted,” he said, offering me a smile.


    “You know, showing up on my door can be considered stalker behavior.”


    A sly smile played across his lips. “Most women would consider it romantic.”


    Gripping my messenger bag, I said, “Well, I’m not most women.”


    “I know. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


    “You have an answer for everything, don’t you?”


    Pushing off the car, he stepped closer. “That’s how you succeed.”


    “You can’t always have what you want,” I said.


    That smile of his didn’t falter. “But I always get my way.”


    Shaking my head, I said, “I bet you used that same careful intimidation to get my full name.”


    “Actually, I just told your doorman I wanted to send you flowers.”  His eyes said he was delighted with himself. My racing pulse said I was too. That brogue of his was sexy as hell, not to mention the face straight from Roman gods he bore.


    Throwing up my hands, I turned and headed towards the doorman who opened without hesitation. Kalen followed and I didn’t stop him. I couldn’t deny the chemistry we had. It was as if my body was a slave to his and was responding like a dog in heat.


    When the elevator closed behind us, I muttered, “I bet you just buy all the girls flowers, so that was an easy ruse to get what you want.”


    “Actually, the only other woman I’d ever bought flowers for was my mother.”


    Pulling out my phone, I tried to study it and ignore the infuriating man in front of me, which was very hard to do. He just stood there holding the pizza box like it was the most normal thing he did. Frowning, I saw I had two messages, one from Lizzy, and the other from Matt.


    The one from Lizzy told me she was going on a date that night. What she didn’t say was with whom. Even though I was curious, I refrained from texting her back. I didn’t want to ask in case her date was nosy and I might guess wrong. The message from Matt said pretty much the same thing. He was hanging out. I shouldn’t wait up for him. It was pretty presumptuous of him, but at the same time very sweet. What he really wanted to do was let me know so I wouldn’t worry. Still my frown deepened. I hadn’t expected to be alone with Kalen.


    “You should know I’m not impressed by wealth.” I wasn’t sure why I said it, possibly to throw him off.


    Only looking amused, he said, “And what’s all this.” It was clear by the exterior of my building and the interior of the elevator, that I lived in a building filled with wealthy people.


    Holding my hands out, I confessed, “This is crashing at a friend’s. I’m just an ordinary girl without the shine.”


    The elevator dinged and the doors opened. I nearly bolted out. The sexual tension between us was ratcheting up despite my efforts to squash it with truths and quips.


    “I didn’t grow up with the shine either,” he said at my back, following way too close, not allowing me the space I needed to calm my body down.


    Looking over my shoulder, I said, “Self-made man, Mr.-,” I trailed off. Walking to the left, I headed to the first apartment door on the right. The end of the hall bore a mirror where I was able to glimpse the dark stare of the imposing man behind me. He looked positively predatory. “I don’t even know your last name, but you know mine.”


    Fumbling with my keys, he pressed into me. I felt his hardness against my back and I stifled a shutter. “It’s Brinner,” he said nipping at my neck.


    Slow your racing heart, I warned myself. No man had ever elicited such sexual awareness within me. I wasn’t this creature he was making me out to be. But screw it. I needed this. I wasn’t going to fight it. It wasn’t like I was a virgin. My parents may not approve of my behavior that night or what I’d done with Scott. However, what did it matter? I was never planning to return home, not permanently at least.


    Finally, when the door opened, I pushed in to get a few steps ahead of him. I left him to close the door with the pizza box in his hand.  It may not have been polite, but this man was intoxicating.  I was drunk off of just being near him. Maybe distance would settle things down.


    That didn’t happen.  Once I stepped into the main area and looked into the kitchen area at the counter, I saw the most beautiful arrangement of assorted rainbow colored tulips. Even though I hadn’t read the card, I knew it was from him. The smirk on his face told me so.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TEN


     


     


    “You really bought me flowers,” I said, not really asking a question.


    “Yes.” He stood there looking completely confident.


    Stupefied, I said, “But you said you only bought flowers for your mother.”


    Putting the pizza box down on the table I maneuvered between us, he said, “No, I said the only other woman I bought flowers for was my mother.”


    “Why me?” I asked. And the question was about more than just the flowers. I didn’t understand his interest in me.


    “I like to buy beautiful things for extraordinary women.” He said it in such a way that it was hard to argue.


    Still, I said, “How could you know I’m extraordinary? You don’t even know me.”


    “I’m not a repeat performance kind of guy,” he said deadpanned.


    Insulted even though apparently he was in an offhanded way giving me a compliment, I asked, “So you don’t sleep with women more than once?”


    “Occasionally, I do. I just don’t seek them out. It gives the wrong impression,” he words were said with finality.


    I searched his emerald green eyes before responding. “And what impression are you trying to give me?” I asked, striding into the kitchen, my throat all of a sudden parched. Grabbing two beers, I snagged the bottle opener on my way back. Again, a beer, I thought. But wine seemed too intimate and I didn’t want to give him the wrong impression. He was trying to keep me off balance. So I would play the game and do the same to him. Beer seemed to say pal more than future girlfriend.


    “That I’m interested.” He held my gaze and I swear I felt unexpectantly drawn to him. Like any moment my body would float over to him and completely surrender. I sat the beer down in front of him and popped open mine for a long swig, calculating my next words.


    “You’re just in it for the chase. I present some kind of challenge to you,” I chided.


    “I’ve already fucked you once, Lass. The chase is over. Yet here I stand still very much enamored by you.” With that, he opened his beer and seemed at ease with our banter.


    Unable to come up with an appropriate response, I shifted open the pizza box with a little too much gusto and the lid flew open, making my displeasure apparent. Picking up a slice, I bit into it, scowling at him the whole time. The look of beguilement on his face said he was certain about me and what would happen. Eating my slice like a savage, I knew he was right and hoped that my lack of manners might throw the man off my scent.


    “New York style pizza, is it good?” he asked.


    “Why don’t you try some?” I tossed back.


    “It’s a first for me,” he admitted.


    Stopping, I put my half eaten slice down on the lid side of the box because my lack of manners meant I hadn’t gotten plates. Yet he didn’t seem at all deterred. “You’ve never had New York pizza?”


    Shaking his head, he said, “No. Business dinners and quick lunches don’t often lead me to pizzerias.” 


    “Taste,” I said, utterly fascinated that I would witness a first for this man, because certainly there weren’t many firsts he hadn’t already experienced.


    Just like at dinner the other night, this man’s simple act of biting into pizza was like an aphrodisiac. Hell on wheels, I needed to distance myself from him. No way should one man have that kind of effect on me. It only spelled trouble in capital letters.


    His eyes closed and I recognized the moment of bliss on his tongue. “It looks like I might have to negotiate with you for the other slices of the meat works.” Oh, so that’s what they call the half of the pizza loaded with meat. “I wasn’t sure what you’d want so I got the other half veggie, which you haven’t touched.”


    “I’m a meat and potatoes kind of girl,” I teased.


    Quirking up an eyebrow, he continued to eat. By the end of it, I finished my first slice and another slice of veggie, while he polished off the entire rest of the meat lovers half.


    The man could eat. I stood tightening my thighs trying not to be so affected by him. When his hand cupped my chin, I wasn’t prepared. His thumb skimmed across my lip and to the corner of my mouth. Then his hand was gone and he licked his thumb clean. “You had a spot there,” he added absently.


    I stood, disappointed he hadn’t kissed me. He must have read it on my face because he moved around to my side of the table. Dipping low, he captured my mouth in a heated kiss.  He tasted of cold beer and tomato sauce, and I relished it. “I have to have you, Lass. I can’t wait any longer.”


    And call me weak, but damn it I was. “Have me.”


    With that, he scooped me up and tossed me over his shoulder, sending a shriek out of my mouth. “I’m not a sack of potatoes,” I protested.


    “No, you taste better,” he said, walking down the hall like he knew where he was going. Although this apartment was large, there was only the one hallway.  So I didn’t think he’d gone all stalker on me. “Which is your room?”


    Having the blood rush to my head and having my head near his ass, it took me a moment to answer. “Last door on the right.”


    When the door opened, he didn’t bother to close it. Setting me down, he positioned me against the wall with my hands above my head. “I can’t wait, Lass. I’ve been dying to get inside you all day.”


    He was very skilled at the one hand thing. Restraining me at my wrist, he managed to unbutton my pants and have them pooling at my feet in an instant. “What did I tell you about pants, Lass?”


    “It wasn’t like I was expecting you,” I groaned into the wall as his thumb rubbed slightly over the bundle of nerves at my center.


    “Always expect me,” he said, tweaking my nipple. He was so smooth. I barely registered his one hand possessing my body, expertly moving from one erogenous region to the next before sensations filled me. “You’re wet for me.” And I sighed when a finger slipped inside me.


    “Please,” I found myself begging. I didn’t have to ask twice. There was the sound of a zipper and a rip of a square package. Then the breath left my lungs as he filled me completely.


    His hands left my wrist. “Keep your hand on the wall above your head.”


    The command should have wrangled on my nerves. Instead, it sent a spike of pleasure. Gripping my waist, he lifted me like I weighted nothing. Heat flooded me. I felt boneless, like I was riding a cloud. “Fuck me, you’re tight.”


    The pleasure he created in and out of me was without mercy. I longed for something to grip onto as he slammed into me again and again. He was incredibly strong, using one hand to slide from my hip to rub my nub as he continued his assault on my core, my toes barely touching the ground.


    “Come for me,” he demanded. And you would have thought my body had waited for his command, because I exploded in pleasure just moments before he followed me into bliss.


    When he steadied me on my feet, I nearly begged for him to stay inside me before he slid out.  Words, however, were like pollen on a breeze. I could see them but couldn’t reach them. So we stood with his body still covering mine as we panted out the frenzy that had overcome us.  In the silence we both heard the front door open.


     


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


     


     


    Keys jingled as they hit the granite countertop, creating a sound that reverberated through the apartment because of the silence.  I knew it had to be Lizzy and not Matt who’d come home. Which was a total blessing because Matt mostly would have strolled directly to my open bedroom door and caught me with my pants down, literally.


    “Bails, are you home? Is that Matt with you?”


    I let my head fall against the wall. It was an automatic response because I knew how her words sounded and there was nothing to do for it. “It’s me,” I called out. “And Matt’s not here.” I had to say that or she might have come to my room and caught me in the act.


    “Ooo,” she said. Her voice made it clear she knew she’d made a mistake, a big one. “I forgot something. I’m on my way out.” And just as quickly as she’d come, she was gone. Lizzy was a supreme best friend. I wasn’t sure if she left because she really was planning to or if she was giving me some space. But I was grateful.


    Once the door closed, Kalen spun me around. His eyes had darkened, if that was possible. “Who’s Matt? Are you fucking him too?”


    In retrospect, I couldn’t blame him for coming to that conclusion. But in the moment, I reacted. With a crashing thwack, I slapped him hard across the face. “How dare you?”


    Snarling, he said, “What did you expect me to think?”


    “I expected you to asked and not assume, you asshole.”


    “I did ask.” He sounded like he was restraining himself from reacting from the sting that was probably turning red on his face. Since we hadn’t bothered to turn on any lights, the only illumination in the room came from the hall.


    “No, you asked then made judgments. Matt is my roommate’s brother. And you are only the third man I’ve ever slept with. So despite my whorish behavior, I’m sure I’m Mother Teresa compared to you. Now get the hell out.”


    When he stepped towards me, I shoved at his chest and felt the coiled muscles tense there. He was like a mountain and didn’t move. “Lass,” he began.


    “Don’t you lass me. Just lass your way out of my house,” I said, standing firm but not touching him. Touching him would be bad.


    He turned his head as if to take in his surroundings before he left. When his head stopped and remained motionless for a second too long, I followed his line of sight. There I saw the unmistakable pair of man’s pants and dress shirt draped over a chair. I closed my eyes. This didn’t look good at all. I wanted to explain. But when his murderous gaze turned back to me, I found my own mad. “And I suppose those are Matt’s clothes. Is this your room?”


    “Yes, and yes,” I said quickly. “But this is none of your business. You don’t know me.”


    Reaching down, he pulled up his pants and said, “You’re right. I don’t.”


    Stepping out of my own pants because I wasn’t going anywhere except to the shower once he was gone, I said, “Don’t you dare look at me that way. I was supposed to get married that night when I met you. Instead, I found myself drunk fucking a total stranger.”


    Fastening his pants, he looked like he didn’t believe me and for some reason I wanted to cry. “I just bet,” he stated.


    “Fuck you,” I cried out as he strode out of the room.


    “I already did that, Sweetheart,” he called out in a matter-of-fact kind of way. Him not using the word Lass somehow hurt even more. Sweetheart wasn’t sweet coming from his tongue. It made me feel like a tart. And I was a tart, wasn’t I? When the front door closed, I leaned back on the wall where I’d just had amazing mind blowing sex with a man that wormed his way under my skin. I slid down said wall as the realization that I wouldn’t ever have that again with said man caused my knees to buckle.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


     


     


    It took me a long time to peel myself up from the floor. My tears no doubt would have made streaks on my face had I been wearing makeup. What was interesting was that I found no condom. And I wondered what he’d done with it. It didn’t matter, though. I just had to clean the table of food and beer before Matt and Lizzy came home. I wasn’t one to leave a mess for others. I slid open a window in my room first despite the chill to let fresh air in. Although I couldn’t smell it, sex was certainly in the air.


    Even after a long shower filled with more tears from my shame, I remained alone in the house until I finally fell asleep. I’d put away the leftover pizza because it was too good to toss out. And I’d recycled the empty beer bottles. When I’d come back, my room no longer held his scent or the scent of our coupling. All evidence of his presence was gone.


    This time when I woke up, I wasn’t surprised by the warmth or the boner at my back. “Matt,” I said, looking at my clock, which read five a.m. I had a half hour, but Matt’s vice grip around me and his forearm brushing the bottom of my breast left me no other choice but to wake him up if I wanted to move.


    “Yeah, peanut,” he said.


    “Please let me go,” I pleaded.


    “Not yet. You’re so warm and soft.” He nuzzled next to me. A part of me relished his nearness. My bruised ego needed some stroking after last night. It felt good to be wanted.


    “Would you think me a slut if I slept with you right now?” He went stock still. I wasn’t planning on sleeping with him. But Matt was a player if there ever was one. And he was a friend. I wanted to get his unbiased opinion, but I hadn’t bet on his reaction.


    “Is that an invitation?” he inquired. His voice was low and nearly a whisper.


    “Matt,” I said, nudging him with my elbow. “I’m serious.”


    “It would be like a dream come true,” he said. Still his voice remained unamused and careful.


    “What?” I asked. I’d heard him. It was what I didn’t hear that had me confused. The one thing I was grateful for was that he spooned me, so he couldn’t see my shocked expression.


    “Bailey,” he said. Now I got more nervous. He never calls me by my name. It was always peanut. “I came to New York because of you.”


    “What?” I repeated with a hitch in my throat. I’d crushed on him forever, but he’d never paid me any attention other than being his sister’s best friend.


    “I think I’ve always liked you. Probably since the first day I saw you in Lizzy’s room.”


    “But you ignored me,” I retorted, trying to make sense of what he was saying even though it was clear.


    “Yeah, I was a bastard. I knew I wasn’t ready to settle down. I never wanted to hurt you and I knew if I asked you out then, I would. So I waited and sowed my wild oats.” He laughed at his joke.


    “You waited too long,” I said, not really thinking about my meaning until he responded.


    “Yeah,” he huffed. “That bastard sunk his hooks in you, and I tried to warn you but you didn’t listen.” He paused. “Sorry, I’m not trying to throw that in your face.”


    “But you left,” I said, because he’d transferred to the University of Chicago after sophomore year.


    “Yep, and you two were pretty serious. And I thought I’d lost my chance. And hadn’t I? You were going to marry him according to what Lizzy told me this summer. Then I got a call from her saying that you’d left him.”


    “But you didn’t come for Christmas,” I stated, still not wanting to believe him.


    He sighed. “You know things aren’t right with my dad. He still doesn’t like the idea that I don’t want to take over the family business. That I want to be a cop.”


    “You should have come home,” I said. And not for me, I thought. I knew firsthand that his parents were crushed from his retreat away from the family.


    “I know, but I’m here now.”


    “You don’t understand. I met someone.”


    His hold loosened. And I felt the loss.  “So it’s too late.” A pause, before he added, “again.”


    It was my turn to sigh. “Not exactly. I don’t think I’ll be seeing him again. He came over and saw your clothes in my room and got the wrong impression.”


    “Fuck, peanut. I’m sorry.” Leave it to Matt to sound genuinely sorry even if it could have helped his cause.


    “No, it’s okay. If he can’t trust me, there really is no point. But that’s not why you’re too late. Well, okay, partly. But this experience just lets me know that I’ve moved too fast. Less than a month ago I was engaged.”


    “But you never loved him,” he said, sounding very sure of himself.


    Letting out a breath, I said, “Yes, you’re probably right. But it feels like I’m getting all this attention all of a sudden and I need things to slow down. Your mom already set me up on a blind date.”


    “What?” he asked. It was his turn to sound exasperated. “I thought she was on my side.”


    I didn’t think about his words; I just kept moving on. “And he’s called, but I’ve been avoiding him instead of just telling him I want to be friends. Then there’s the guy who just bulldozed into my life. I can’t seem to say no to him. And then there is my boss.”


    “Your boss?” he questioned.


    “Yes, apparently he’s interested. And all the while I can’t seem to take charge of my life. Scott was always making decisions for me. My parents are the same.”


    “But didn’t you say you went to Boston against their wishes?” It was nice talking to someone who understood me.


    “Again yes, but only in small ways. I think I stayed with Scott to justify the things we did. I wouldn’t be a whore in their eyes if I married the guy I slept with.”


    “You’re not a whore.”


    Taking a deep breath, I said, “I hope you’re right.”


    “I am. And what is the deal with your boss?”


    So I told him the story. Matt was just there for me. Our conversation flowed on about my problems without any judgment from him. He even came up with a plan. He was going to meet me for lunch. This would prove very interesting.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


     


     


    Engrossed in my work, I didn’t see Kevin hovering over my desk more than feel him there. “What’s up?” I asked, still looking at the trend I was finding on each bank statement. So far, I’d reviewed five accounts for the entire fiscal year on each. Small amounts of money were being withdrawn from each account, each month, the same day the bank took out bank fees. The amount was minimal. A few were only like a dollar, but it was consistent each month. And as far as I could tell, it was being recorded as a bank charge on the company’s books.


    “We are all headed to lunch,” Kevin said, taking my focus away from what I was working on.


    My eyes widened. I looked at my watch remembering I was meeting Matt. My phone chimed. The screen lit up and Matt’s beautiful face filled the screen reminding me of our plan. “Oh, man, I forgot. I’m meeting my boyfriend for lunch.”


    Kevin’s face clearly said he wasn’t pleased to hear those words, but he straightened his face quickly enough. “Why doesn’t he join us?”


    No way in hell, I thought to myself. “We have plans,” I said, covering a smile, thinking of that double meaning.


    “Okay, well, I guess we can still all head out.” Picking up my bag, I wondered if he was trying to confirm the validity of my statement or if he was just trying to meet my boyfriend. But all I knew was that this meeting might get me off the hook. I grabbed my shoulder bag and followed them out. After a quiet elevator ride down, we walked onto the street and there stood Matt.


    There was no denying how attractive he was. And there was no denying the badge he wore clipped to his jeans. I turned to look at Kevin as Matt made his way over to me. Kevin saw.


    “Hey beautiful,” Matt announced before taking me into his embrace and locking me in a kiss that would make any girl’s knees weak.


    I heard Anna snicker and gave them all a hasty goodbye before I headed off to lunch with Matt. But not before Kevin said, “Remember, you only have an hour. We have much work to do.”


    “What an asshole,” Matt chuckled, after they strode away.


    “What a kiss,” I said breathlessly.


    “I aim to please,” he said, looking rather pleased with himself.


    Ten minutes later we were sitting at a deli with two hoagies in front of us. “There is no way I can eat this whole thing,” I said. “And thanks, by the way.”


    Giving me his dimples, he said, “No problem. Anything for my peanut.”


    After I’d eaten a quarter of the huge sub, I looked at Matt and said, “Now tell me why you’re really here.”


    Swallowing his last bite, he put his half-eaten sandwich down. “It’s true, you know. I really came for you.” When I didn’t look convinced, he added, “When I left Boston two years ago it was the hardest thing for me to do. I had a mad thing for you. You were with the asshole. So when the opportunity of the special program for me to complete my criminology degree and finish my requirements with the police academy came along, I jumped on it.”


    “So, if I hadn’t been with the asshole,” I said smiling, using his word, “you would have pursued me instead of your career?” I asked, trying to get him to admit that I wasn’t a factor.


    “Let’s just say I wouldn’t have looked for a program out of state or I would have convinced you to come with me,” he said. And I had to give him credit for a pretty good answer. “You were taken and it was an opportunity I didn’t want to pass up. Even though dear old dad doesn’t want me in the line of fire, I knew if I stayed and pursued my goal to get into the FBI, he would have used his influence to make sure I got in. It was important to me to make it on my own. And when I found out that you’d finally left the asshole-.” He winked at me. “I applied with the bureau. I have an interview with them tomorrow.”


    “Oh, congrats,” I said, leaning over the table to give him a quick hug before returning to my seat.


    Smiling, he said, “You still were a major factor and it seems like I’ll be saying your name along with the phrase ‘the one that got away’ for the rest of my life.”


    Reaching out, I squeezed his hand. “Matt, I’ve had a crush on you forever.” His eyes sparkled. “But your timing sucks.”


    Laughing, he said, “Tell me about it. Just say this. If it doesn’t work with this-,”


    “Kalen,” I offered.


    “Kalen, you’ll give me a shot before anyone else.”


    “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said, smiling at him.


    Although I ended up throwing most of my uneaten lunch away, I was stuffed. That was New York for you. The Big Apple and all, they served big portions when not in those stuffy fancy restaurants.


    Back in front of the client’s office building, Matt took me in a hug. “Just let me kiss you one last time.”


    It wasn’t like I was anyone’s girlfriend. I nodded. And again, he gave me a toe curling kiss. I had a moment of regret when he walked away. He’d told me that he would be leaving on Friday to head back to Chicago. There was no reason for him to stay longer if he wasn’t going to pursue me. I urged him to go see his parents, but he wouldn’t commit to that. I wished him well and let him go, because right then, my mind was still very much attached to a tall Scotsman who made me want to pull my hair out.


    My thoughts were occupied when I stepped back onto the floor where we had been stationed. When I walked into the conference room, I realized too late I was alone with Kevin. He closed the door behind me. A chill ran down my spine and I was grateful for plate glass windows that made up one wall of the room, giving everybody who walked past a clear view of us inside. He couldn’t possibly try anything because we were on display.


    Turning to me, he said, “So you have a boyfriend.” I nodded, unsure where he was going with this. “And here I thought I got the vibe from you that you were interested in me.”


    Open jawed, I said, “I’m not sure where you got that impression as I’m engaged.”  Sometimes you don’t think. And this is one of those times. Here was another lie, but it came out of my mouth as a defensive reaction.


    “I guess that’s that, then.”


    “I suppose so,” I said. Feeling the awkwardness creep in, I decided to talk about my findings. “Kevin, there is something I’ve wanted to talk to you about.” And so I explained the wire transfers that had been coded as bank fees. He listened as I explained the odd occurrence of immaterial amounts being withdrawn on a monthly basis and how they were timed to coincide with bank fees.


    When I was finished, he did look thoughtful. “Well, like you said, it’s immaterial. And you really shouldn’t be putting so much time into it.”


    “But,” I started.


    Holding up a hand, cutting me off, he said, “Document it and move on. You have another hundred accounts to review.”


    And with that Jim and Anna walked in, ending our conversation. But I saw in Anna’s eyes that she felt the tension. Sitting in front of my laptop, I got back to work. However, something in me wouldn’t let this go. I would look into it even if I did it on my own time.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


     


     


    Finding me in the restroom before we left for the day, Anna said, “I guess you shut him down today.” She looked sympathetic. And I was beginning to wonder if the only truths I had would come out in the ladies’ room. With the conference room the only other space we had, I guess I would have to make do with the restroom. It was the only place I could talk to her without Kevin overhearing.


    “I guess so. But the worst of it was he suggested I was coming onto him.” I hadn’t realized how pissed off I was until the words came out of my mouth.


    She barked out a laugh. “That’s crazy. But why did I have to hear that you’re engaged from him?”


    Scrubbing my face, I thought about it. Anna and I weren’t friends, yet. But I liked her. And I didn’t want to lie to her. “That’s because I’m not.”


    Nodding her head, she said, “Quick thinking.”


    On my way home, I hoped I hadn’t made a mistake and Anna would keep my confidence. She seemed like a trustworthy girl.  We hadn’t talked much, but that was the nature of the job. It was spent in solitude even in the company of others as we verified mounds of information in order to complete our audit.


    When I opened the door at home, I was happy to see Lizzy curled up on the sofa with a mug of coffee in her hand. The scent was unmistakable. “Have you got any more of that?” I asked.


    “You know where to find it,” she said, giving me her best smile. But I could tell she wanted to talk to me as much as I wanted to talk to her.


    Coat draped over a chair, messenger bag on the floor, I made a cup of steaming coffee and sat on Lizzy’s impossibly white sofa praying I wouldn’t spill a drop.


    “So,” she said on an exhale of breath.


    “So,” I said back. Somehow I knew this was about her brother and I wondered if she was mad at me for shutting him down.


    “You and Matty talked,” she stated.


    Nodding, I confirmed, “Yes, and I guess you knew all along.”


    “Of course, I can’t believe you didn’t.”


    “Why not, I had a crush on him for like ever,” I said.


    “Yeah, I knew that too.”


    When she went quiet, I finally said, “Why didn’t you say anything?”


    Waving an absent hand, she said, “Who wants to talk to another girl about how hot their brother is? I had enough of that in high school. And I figured the two of you would get together.”


    “But Scott came along,” I added, continuing her thought.


    “And, when I saw Scott, I thought for sure Matt would see how you picked a guy that looked almost like him.” She waited a beat before speaking to see if I’d deny it. Looking back, it was probably true. It wasn’t that I’d sought a replacement Matt since he’d preferred to sow his oats, his words. But when Scott came along, I might have looked for Matt in him. Matt may have been a quote unquote ladies man, but he wasn’t a bad guy. Girls didn’t walk away hating him. “And you like stayed with Scott even when I could tell you weren’t into him.”


    Confession time. Lizzy was my very best friend. It was time I got this off my chest. “You know about how conservative my family is?” I asked. She nodded. She didn’t know all of it, but enough. There were just some things that had to remain secret. “My parents wouldn’t have approved when I started a sexual relationship with Scott.”


    The first time had been a mistake. I was drunk and needy and Scott was there. “You had sex Bails,” she said in mock horror.


    “I knew they would be ashamed of my behavior. Staying with him meant I wasn’t a slut. You know.” I wasn’t sure she’d understand, but I tried my best to explain.


    “By dating him, you validated your decision to take the relationship further?” she asked, but it was more of a statement.


    “Exactly,” I answered.


    “Scott wasn’t your first though.”


    This she knew. “No, Turner was.”


    “He grew up with you, right?”


    Sipping my coffee, which was starting to go lukewarm, I said, “Yes. And if our parents had found out, we would have been married on the spot.”


    “You loved him, right?” she asked, drinking from her own mug.


    “Yes, I think I’ll always love him in ways.”


    “So what happened?”


    This was a part of the story Lizzy had never pushed before. We were too busy talking about her failed relationships and my doomed one. “We were supposed to get married,” I began.


    “Wait, I thought you said they didn’t know about the sex.”


    “They didn’t. We were betrothed, I guess, for lack of a better word. And my mom told me to pursue my dream and go to college and not get stuck like her. Turner wasn’t willing to leave. His place was there. So I left.”


    “Wow, where is he now?”


    Her question seemed redundant. But I guess in her mind lots of time had passed and possibly things had changed. “He’s still there. The last time I visited home, he was dating someone else.”


    “That was almost two years ago,” she exclaimed.


    “Yes, and it hurt. I couldn’t go back after that.”


    “I knew you didn’t love Scott. Being with him hadn’t changed your feelings.”


    I shook my head. “I couldn’t go there and see Turner with someone else.”


    “Well, I guess I don’t blame you. If I ever saw Mason again, I’m not sure what I’d do.”


    Mason was Lizzy’s first love and first everything. “They stick with you.”


    “So what about this new guy?” She set her mug down on the coffee table and folded herself in the chair, looking much like a pretzel.


    “How do you do that?” I asked, getting off topic, but I couldn’t help myself.


    “Lots of yoga and don’t dodge. What’s the guy’s name?” Her grey eyes looked wise but kind. And it was a relief to talk about this. With Matt, it had been nice, but with a best friend it would be great to get this off my chest.


    “Kalen,” I said with a smile and a grimace. In all likelihood, I would never see him again.


    “Kalen what?” she asked.


    “Kalen Brinner,” I answered.


    She looked thoughtful, like she was trying to put something together in her head. “He reminded me of someone, but that name doesn’t ring a bell. Go on, tell me what happened because I can see in your eyes, something did.”


    “We had a fight.” I drank the rest of my coffee. I didn’t want to blame her for what happened, but I knew once I told her, she was going to feel really bad.


    “He was the one with you that night. I’m sorry, Bails.”


    “It’s okay. You couldn’t have guessed.”


    “Matt told me he was going to talk to you. So I assumed you two came to your senses and were having excellent monkey sex.”


    “Nope,” I said. Then I told her the story. All of it.


    “Man, I’m jealous,” she said wistfully. Tossing a throw pillow at her, she giggled then sobered. “I know this was my fault, but I can’t help but say you can’t blame him.”


    Groaning, I said, “I know. But it pisses me off that he didn’t even give me a chance to explain. He just judged me and walked out.” I looked up at the ceiling hoping I wouldn’t cry.


    “Is this pride, or do you really like him?” she asked.


    Thinking about it for a second, I said, “Both.”


    Nodding, she added, “I think he’ll be back.”


    And just like that, my phone chimed from inside my purse. Lizzy smirked like she was psychic, and said, “Speak of the devil.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


     


     


    Walking over to get my ringing phone, I talked myself out of it being Kalen. He’d made his position clear. Instead, it was most likely Scott. He’d called me several times since I’d left him, sounding very drunk on voicemail, begging me to take him back. He had used someone else’s cell to get to me because I’d blocked his number.


    Pulling out the phone, what I saw was Unknown Caller. “Hello,” I said when I accepted the call with a touch of the green button on the screen. Lizzy got up, gesturing that she would go to her room to give me privacy. But I waved her off and walked back towards my room. This was her place, after all. I wouldn’t inconvenience her and give her cause to want her solitude back.


    “Lass,” a rough masculine voice said. He was breathing heavy and I wondered what exactly he was doing. Incidentally, I was also grateful he used the endearment lass and not sweetheart.


    “Why is your number blocked?” I blurted. Nervous tension coursed through me at what potentially he was about to say. So I fell on my defensive technique with him, throwing out a question to keep him off balance.


    “It’s always been that way,” he said, matter-of-factly.  His sexy voice sounded more like a Highlander from some of my sexy historical romance novels than a real man.


    Closing my door, I walked over to my bed and sat with the phone held up to my ear. His breathing was increasing and I heard muffled thumbing noises in the background. “Where are you?” I asked.


    “In my gym,” he said. It did sound like he was working out. Then why was he calling me?


    He didn’t sound drunk or seemed like the type. “What are you doing?” I asked, wondering why I was the one taking the lead on the conversation.


    “Using a punching bag to try and forget about you,” he said.


    Okay. I wanted to be pissed off by the comment, but his voice was like lava burning me inside and out. “Calling me certainly isn’t helping,” I tossed out.


    “Just tell me one thing. Is this Matt guy your finance?”


    “No,” I said, quickly staring up at the ceiling because I should possibly apologize but I found that I couldn’t. “And now that that’s cleared up, I’ll let you get back to working hard to forget me.”


    My finger hovered over the end call button when he spoke. “I need to see you tonight.”


    “No,” I asserted.


    “Why not?” he retorted and several rapid thumping sounds came through the line. I could only imagine his body dripping with sweat as he circled a punching bag.


    “Because it will only lead to sex and that seems like the only thing that keeps us coming together.” The word sex and his sexy brogue were doing a number on my underwear.


    “I want to get to know you better,” he said.


    Laughing, I leaned all the way back on my bed and covered my head with my forearm. “I doubt that. You already seem to have passed judgment over me. I’m surprised I’m not in your cast out pile.”


    “Me too.”


    “Goodnight, Kalen,” I said flatly in response to his thoughtless comment.


    “Wait,” a pause. I should just hang up. “Let me take you out to dinner?”


    Shaking my head even though he couldn’t see, I then said, “No.” And I ended the call. Not wanting to be tempted by answering if he called back, I put my phone on silent, not vibrate. I went back to the living room and noticed that Lizzy was gone and sighed. I cleaned my mug and got my stuff and headed back to my room. After a hot shower, I was able to close my eyes and fall asleep quickly.


    A banging noise woke me and the time on my clock read one a.m. Fluttering my eyes, I tried to figure out if the noise was real or a remnant of my dream state. Hearing the banging again, I truly woke up only to hear Lizzy’s voice. I couldn’t make out what she said.  But whatever it was, she’d said it loudly.


    My door opened and light spilled into the room from the hall. “You can’t just barge in here,” Lizzy called. I turned over to face the door.


    There he was, all six feet three or four of him. He wore jeans and a sweater that clung to his muscled chest. He was heaving in breaths and looking around like he expected to see something or someone else.


    And that just pissed me off. Frowning, I said, “Why are you here?”


    “Yes,” Lizzy added from behind him. I couldn’t see her. His massive form hid her presence. “Why are you here?” she added.


    Promptly, he stepped in and closed the door in her face, stalking over to me. My breath hitched. My pulse raced. My body immediately came alive. “You don’t want me,” I weakly protested. It was one thing to make a stand over the phone. It was another to try that in his presence.


    “Are you okay?” Lizzy called out through the door, cutting into our conversation.


    “Yes,” I cried back, because even though he looked dangerous, I didn’t think he would hurt me. “It’s okay, Lizzy. Sorry about this.”


    Grumbling loud enough that I could hear, she stomped back to her room and closed the door loudly. I sighed. She wasn’t mad at me, but this was my fault.


    Standing between the window and my bed, my preferred side of sleeping, he changed my focus. All thoughts of Lizzy were gone. He stepped closer to me and took my hand, turning me towards the direction he stood.  When he pressed my hand against his firm erection, my mouth went wide partly in protest at his forwardness and partly in desire. “My cock says otherwise,” he answered my ‘you don’t want me’ question as if Lizzy hadn’t interrupted.


    Feeling the moisture grow between my legs, I snatched my hand away and managed to say, “It’s always about sex between us.”


    “It’s not,” he said. But his next words seemed to disprove this. “I’ve had a hard-on since I heard your voice and it’s not going away. I can’t sleep. I can’t think except about being buried inside you. I have the worst fucking case of blue balls.”


    “And I suppose you think that’s romantic?” I asked, looking up at him as I rolled on my side to prop up my head with my arm, fully awake.


    “No, I’ll give you what’s romantic. Just agree to have dinner with me on Friday and I leave with my blue balls intact.”


    “And if I don’t agree?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.


    His heated gaze was like Superman’s x-ray vision, it lasered to my core. “Then I’ll have to persuade you.”


    “But if I agree, you’ll go?” I asked, confirming his terms.


    “Yes,” he said with sincerity in his face.


    All the talk about his rock hard dick had my eyes wondering downward. “You see something you like?” he asked cockily.


    Flushing, I used my free hand to cover my face. There was just nowhere to look. Pulling my hand free from my face, his eyes were hot on mine. When he drew me up, I didn’t protest. I found myself sitting on the side of my bed staring directly at his very large erection.


    “Unzip my pants,” he commanded.


    Not lifting my head completely, I looked up at him with only my eyes, knowing my face was filled with contempt. “You show up, uninvited I might add, and now you order me around.”


    His hand took a fist full of my hair and tugged back firmly but not roughly. A gasp escaped my parted lips. Then his other hand reached down to cup my breast, kneading my nipple. “There is no need to play games. We both know you want this as much as I do.”


    Not wanting to be easy prey, I just stared at him. “If you don’t, I’ll leave,” he announced. And like that, his hands left my hair and my breast.


    I was pleased and pissed at the same time. Pleased he’d gotten the message. Pissed because he was right, I wanted this. It was foolish of me to think I could ignore this man. Our chemistry spoke to each other on a molecular level. So maybe that was all we had.  Why shouldn’t I enjoy this part of me?  God only knew if another man would ever make me feel this way. At least we were honest about what we wanted. No games.


    My hand made quick work of the fly of his jeans, realizing he was commando underneath. Pushing his pants down to his knees, I’d trapped him in a sense. With my legs on either side of him, I was also open to him in a way.


    “Take me in that saucy mouth of yours.” His sexy brogue was the cherry on top of the sundae and I tasted him, fully aware that I was submitting to his will. When he groaned and again fisted a hand in my hair almost to the point of pain, I took him all the way to the back of my throat. I may have been inexperienced in terms of the number of men I’d slept with, but I wasn’t inexperienced with the act itself. Scott took pride in teaching me exactly what he wanted. But with him, it was a chore. I did it mostly when I was on my period and he’d complain about how much he needed to get off. And according to Scott logic, we were going to get married anyway. So how could it be wrong?


    But this was different. I wanted this probably as much as Kalen did. I sucked his length up and down keeping the pressure of my lips firm but the inside of my mouth hollow enough so I wouldn’t graze him with my teeth unless, of course, I was doing it purposefully.


    “Fuck,” he said, voice cracking. And hearing him begin to come apart and enjoy what I was doing made me feel powerful even though I’d given in to him. My own orgasm was building. Which was crazy because the only hand he had on me was in my hair at this point. I swirled my tongue on his cock while keeping my mouth around him. He guided my head with quicker strokes in and out of my mouth. I sucked, I hummed, I licked and sucked again. “Oh fuck, I’m going to come,” he murmured.


    This was the moment of truth. With Scott, I’d always pulled away and used my hand to finish him off. But I wanted this. I wanted Kalen. I moaned around him and cupped his balls, stroking them lightly. A growl preceded his seed shooting down the back of my throat. I starred up at him as he pulsed inside my mouth.  His eyes closed in rapture and I took in all his beauty.


    Tenderly, he let go of my hair and placed his hand on my cheeks.  Pulling back, he freed himself from the depths of my mouth. Kneeling down so that we were eye to eye, he kissed me. And I don’t mean lip to lip. No, he kissed me deep, no doubt tasting his seed in the process. Then he took my shoulders and guided me down to lay flat across my bed.


    When my eyes widened, he said, “Now it’s my turn to feast on you.”


    I had a moment to be thankful for the shower I’d taken before all reason left me when his mouth closed over my clit. My back arched and I knew it wouldn’t take much. I’d practically gotten off just by giving him head. He licked and sucked so expertly, I fisted the sheets and thrashed about. He nipped and fingered me in the most expert way. He found that spot inside me with his finger and rubbed at it while gently biting that small bundle of nerves. I screamed out his name as I came apart. For good measure, he inserted another finger in and out as I rode it all the way through the ecstasy into breathlessness.


    My eyes were closed when he crawled up to kiss me, letting me taste myself. “You taste as good as you look.”


    And before I passed out from sheer delight, he said, “Now about dinner Friday night.”


    Nodding was all I could do. Whatever was going on between the two of us, there was no denying the incredible sex we shared. I wasn’t sure of the rest of it just yet. But damn it, I had to give this, us, a try.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


     


     


    Stretching like a cat, I felt limber possibly from a great round of sex. Kalen hadn’t ended the night with just his amazing oral skills. He’d awakened me to sheath his length inside me like it always belonged there.


    My eyes had opened with the tingling sensations of pleasure and closed on a moan through another amazing orgasm. This man was quickly making a mark on my mind and closing in on trying to make his way into my heart.


    My smile in remembrance vanished into a frown when I shot up in bed. Matt. Kalen.


    Looking around, I noticed two things. Neither was with me. Had Matt come home and found Kalen in his bed? No, not his bed, Matt didn’t live here. Still it didn’t stop the fact that this home was as much his as it was Lizzy’s. On top of that, Matt had confessed his feelings for me. It would be inconsiderate to have Kalen naked in bed after all he had revealed to me. No, I hadn’t invited Kalen, but I hadn’t asked him to leave either.


    Suddenly, another thought hit me. What if Matt had come home and Kalen got the wrong idea and left. Sweeping the room with my eyes, I didn’t see any evidence that Kalen had left a note. When my phone buzzed on the nightstand, I snatched it up and used my free hand to push back my unruly hair so I could see the display. Text from Unknown. Could it be Kalen?


    Clicking the envelope icon, it read I left you a note on your computer.


    Looking at my messenger bag on the floor next to my desk, it didn’t appear as though it had been touched. And how could he have gotten through the security passwords on my work-issued computer anyway?


    My eyes drifted to my desk where my personal MacBook was open just where I left it. I moved like a gazelle from incoming predators. I only had to tap a key to bring my computer to life. I’d disabled the security feature, so I had no password. Maybe I should rethink that. When the screen lit up, a Word document was open.


    Lass,


    It pains me to leave the warmth of your beautiful body. I’m sorry for it. I have an early morning meeting I must attend. I would have written you a note, but I didn’t see paper. Not wanting to wake you, I opted to leave you a note here.


    Know that you consume my every thought. Tell me you’ll see me tonight. I think you’ve spoiled me. I’ve never woken up with a woman in my arms. At least not one I wanted to anyway. And I can’t imagine waking up any other way.


    Plan on having dinner with me Friday night?


    I’ll be in meetings all day. But text me when you get this message. Here is my number.


    Kalen


    So that’s how he spelled it, with a K not a C. I’d wondered about that. Programming his number in my phone, I texted him. Something about last night had freed me. If I was going to fuck this man, I wouldn’t be ashamed of it.


    ME: Cold and Lonely, I guess I’ll have to take a hot shower and think of you while I clean off the scent from our night together.


    About to put my phone down, I stopped when it emitted a sound that let me know I had an incoming text.


    HIM: I’m in a meeting and you’ve made me hard as stone. I’ll be “hard” pressed to get up and shake hands with my business partners when this meeting is over in a few minutes.


    Giggling, I decided to tease him some more.


    ME: I’ll be thinking about that when I hook the garters to the thigh highs I’m wearing under my skirt to work.


    I waited a beat for his response and was about to give up when it came through.


    HIM: See what you’ve done to me.  Then there was a picture attached. It was of his lap with a serious tent in his pants. My god the man was blessed. Looking at it, I wondered just how he’d gotten that whole thing inside me.


    ME: My, My, My, Mr. Brinner. Seems like you have quiet the problem. Well, I’m ‘headed’ to the shower with that picture in my mind as I take care of my own ‘problem’. Bye.


    Quickly, I set the phone down and indeed went to take a shower. I’d be late if I kept sexting Kalen. And honestly, who was this girl I’d become? I’d talked about Lizzy and other girls when they sexted their boyfriends. And here I was doing the same. I had to admit that it made me smile.


    Dressed and ready for the day, I got my purse and bag before getting my phone. On the way out, I notice that either Lizzy was asleep or she wasn’t home. Not wanting to wake her, I just headed out. In the elevator, I check my phone and did in fact have a message from Kalen.


    HIM: I don’t think I can wait until Friday to see you. I have to see you tonight.


    Using both hands, I typed him back. I can’t Friday. I’m going to Lizzy’s art showing at her gallery. But tonight sounds fine.


    When he didn’t respond right away, I headed into the subway to go to work. By the time I’d gotten there, Kalen had sent me a final message saying I’d pay for all my teasing when he saw me. I rode the smile our banter had given me throughout my day, even when things didn’t go over so well.


    Continuing my work reviewing cash accounts, I had to request copies of significant transactions that occurred to ensure they were recorded properly. So when I handed the clerk my list, I saw the fear in her eyes. I was used to it by then. Company employees saw auditors like me as a threat to their jobs. In their minds, we were here to prove they weren’t doing a good job, which wasn’t the case.


    “Here is my list of transactions I need to verify. If you could provide me with a copy of the wire or check request, documents supporting what that transaction is and a copy of the journal entry to record it,” I said.


    The brunette, who didn’t look much older than me, seemed to be wearing the same frown she had the first day I met her. “You want me to pull these,” she said while setting the list down on her desk, pointing to a group of one-dollar transactions I’d slipped into the request. Technically, it wasn’t procedure to test immaterial amounts. However, I was still within my rights to ask. My supervisor wouldn’t like it, but he’d left this afternoon for a meeting and wouldn’t be back. Thus it was the perfect time for me to make this request.


    “Yes,” I said. “It seems these are consistent each month and I just need to verify they are in fact bank fees.


    The girl nodded and I took my leave. An hour hadn’t elapsed before the clerk’s supervisor showed up at our conference room door. I was expecting this, hence why Kevin not being here was important. The guy had the list I’d given the girl in his hand. “Nelly tells me that you requested documentation for all of these.”


    I nodded while he loomed over me as I sat at the conference table. Then he leaned in, like we were buddies and pointed to that same group of immaterial yet suspicious, at least in my mind, transactions. “And you want these?” he asked.


    Nodding again, he looked in my eyes. We were so close at this point, he only had to lean in a few more inches and we’d be touching. “Nelly’s really busy and I don’t see the point. In my previous years as an auditor, I’d never request such a ludicrous transactions.”


    First, I didn’t like the smell of his breath or that he was close enough for me to smell it. Second, I didn’t like his tone or suggesting that I didn’t know what I was doing. So, unlike how I’d been raised, I said in a dismissive tone, “Times have changed, deal with it.”


    The guy’s eyes burned with hate. He huffed, stood up and said, “Some of these are handled by international offices. We just consolidate these accounts on our books. It may take a few days.”


    I nodded and he strode out of the room. Anna peeked up over her laptop. “What was that about?”


    Shrugging, I said, “The usual.” Being an auditor, you needed thick skin because you weren’t well liked wherever you went. What I liked about my current team I worked with, they didn’t ask a lot of questions. Anna left things at that and Jim had barely glanced our way.


    By the end of the day I was exhausted and headed straight home. I walked in the door to find Lizzy dressed for a night on the town. “Where are you going, butterfly?” I teased.


    “Date,” she said.


    “I have to say, you sure have been spending a lot of time with this model.” I gave her a knowing stare. He wasn’t her normal type. Lizzy liked them a lot rougher around the edges.


    “I’m trying something new. You know, Matt’s been giving my parents heartburn, especially when he didn’t go see them when he came into town. Mom is just devastated.” I saw Lizzy pain for her parents and felt it. “He asked mom to meet him for lunch without dad and she refused. I don’t know, Bails. So, I’m trying to be the good daughter, I guess.”


    Trying to lighten the mood, I asked, “And how long will that last?”


    “Who knows,” she said. She seemed not to know a lot. “But he’s fun and he’s always taking me to all of these industry events. I see the most interesting people. The other day, I saw,” and she rattled off the names of a few celebrities known to live in New York. “Anyways, so he’s not a ton of fun in bed. I can work on that.” She shrugged. If I’d still been with Scott, I might have understood. But I’d seen the light. I wasn’t sure I could stay with someone forever anymore and not have great sex.


    Peeking out from searching the refrigerator for food, I had to admire her frankness. Lizzy had no problem sharing all details of her sexual exploits. And even though I wasn’t one for a blow by blow play list of what happened in mine, she respected that. “So why stay with him?”


    “Oh honey, all men can be taught. So he won’t be a natural. I’ll still get mine.” And she winked.


    Shaking my head, I went back to foraging for food. “Well, I’m off. You can scream your head off without notice from me tonight.” And she winked again. Clearly she’d heard me last night. Not that I didn’t think she would have. But I’d forgotten that little faux pas until that moment.


    Not sure what Kalen would want to do because I hadn’t heard back from him, I ate a salad and waited on the sofa with my latest historical novel. This one featured a cover of a sexy Highlander in a kilt holding a sword. I couldn’t help imagining Kalen in one. The hero was in the middle of savaging his woman when my phone rang.


    Setting the book down, I answered with a “Hello.” I knew it was Kalen because of the Unknown Caller on the display. It didn’t seem to matter that I’d programmed his number in. The privacy feature didn’t register the Unknown.


    “Hey beautiful,” he said. My body tightened in response to his voice.


    “Are you on your way?” I asked, hopeful.


    “Sorry, Lass, I stepped out of a meeting to let you know that things are going to run late and not wait up for me.”


    “Oh,” I said, unable to mask the disappointment in my voice.


    “You sound disappointed,” he said.


    “Maybe,” I answered.


    “I think I’m more disappointed than you.” And he sounded very sincere.


    “It’s okay.”


    “Would you mind if I came over after?” he asked.


    “It’s late, I’ll be sleep,” I said.


    “I know. But I just want to lie next to you. I promise to be good and not wake you.”


    “Alright, call me when you get here and I’ll open the door.”


    “Hopefully I won’t be too late.”


    There was no reason to deny I wanted it as much as him. So I said, “Okay.” 


    When sleep called a couple hours later, I headed to my room, leaving my phone ring volume up on my bedside table.  It felt like only moments after I’d gone to bed for the night that I stirred to consciousness when the bed dipped and arms came around me. I sighed.


    “Go to sleep,” he murmured, pulling me tight against his chest. I felt his stiffness on my bottom and his hand land on my thigh. Part of my brain longed to wake up. How had he gotten in? Had Lizzy been home? And damn if all his hardness didn’t have much to offer. But sleep overcame me and tugged me back into its depths.


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


     


     


    My week pretty much followed the same pattern, with work being extremely busy.  I created a spreadsheet to track all the weird transactions masked like bank fees I came across in my review of the accounts in case I needed support for what, in the back of my mind, I was really beginning to believe just might be fraud.


    Kalen, too, was extra busy at work. He showed up late to my door each night after I’d gone to sleep. I’d yet to get a straight answer about how he’d gotten in. Lizzy said she hadn’t let him in. This left Matt.  And I hadn’t seen him since our lunch.


    On Friday, I made it home just in time to hug him goodbye. It was hard to have him come and go so quickly. I didn’t ask about Kalen. It seemed weird too. He had to be letting him in. And it didn’t seem right to spoil his departure by pouring salt in a wound by asking about the guy I was currently seeing. What I really wanted to ask was if he had been avoiding me. But I had no right to his feelings when I’d turned down his offer.


    “I can’t believe you won’t stay for my showing tonight,” Lizzy protested to her brother.


    Looking at his sister with much love, he said, “You’ll be fine. Peanut will be with you. You won’t need me. Besides, this isn’t your first showing.”


    And with another round of hugs, he was gone. His cab was already waiting at the curb when we followed him down. Back in our place with the door closed behind us, Lizzy and I turned to each other. We both had a few tears in our eyes. “He’ll be fine,” I said.


    “I know,” she said with a muffled sob. “I’m just afraid one day we’ll get that call.” I understood. His being a cop was amazing. But it was a tough and thankless job, especially for those who loved you, left to wait each time their loved one went to work. He knew this. There was no reason for me to say anything or he’d possibly cut me out of his life, too.  That is, if I hadn’t done it already with my rejection of his offer.


    Patting then rubbing her back, I said, “We just have to believe he’ll be fine.”


    “Yeah, I know,” she said, straightening her spine. “Let’s get this party started. And don’t you dare bail on me. We’re going for drinks afterwards.” She threw her hands in the air and gave her hips a little shake.


    Smiling, I responded with, “And where is your supermodel?”


    Waving her already outstretched hands, she said, “Another event tonight he had to go to. In the biz, it’s all about appearances.”


    Shaking my head, I made my way to my room to get ready for the night. Talk about appearances—we were purposefully but fashionable late for her gallery showing. None of the artists were scheduled to be there, so Lizzy said our tardiness would be fine. The place was packed when we made our way in. It pays to know people like she and her family did.


    Lizzy’s gallery was set up like a maze. It probably resembled an old-fashioned mouse maze from a bird’s eye view with one exception; it wasn’t a true maze because there was access to a main front and back corridor in each linear passageway. The walls were white, of course, leaving the art to make the space. The floors were bamboo. And I only knew that because Lizzy had pointed that out the first time I’d visited. Above, the place reminded you of a warehouse with exposed beams and pipes, painted so it was clear that they were made to be seen.


    We walked the maze and each corridor progressed with synergy to the next. It was amazing what Lizzy could do with her art major and family money. Fresh out of college, she should have been someone’s assistant. Here, she was her own boss. Even though she had a leg up, she had an eye for art. Hell, her apartment looked like an ad in a home and garden magazine.


    “Lizzy, this is great,” I said, giving her hand a quick squeeze as we looked around.


    “I know,” she said in hushed excitement.


    “All but this,” I said, when we stopped in front of a painting that was one of those things that didn’t fit with all the other pieces. qct


    Giggling she said, “Yeah, I was confused by it as well, but it was the price I had to pay to get,” she spanned her arms out and looked side to side, “these. So I had to take it.” She pointed directly ahead of us.


    Shaking my head, she added, “You don’t mind if I leave you for a bit and attend to my guest?”


    “Of course not, go, I’ll be fine,” I said. Somehow, I was transfixed by the odd painting, trying to figure it out.


    Nodding to me, she headed off, looking tall, sleek and statuesque in a stark white asymmetrical off-the-shoulder sheath. I wasn’t a jealous person by nature, but looking at Lizzy, I admired her height and beauty. I felt a little underdressed in the raspberry belted-at-the-waist number I wore, which shouldn’t work with my hair color but did. I wasn’t expecting to see anyone. Although in the back of my head, I secretly wanted Kalen.


    After she disappeared, I turned back to the painting. It was tucked in the darkened corner with low light as if it hoped not to be noticed by anyone. Feeling the same way, I wondered how long I could look at this picture and nobody wonder if I was a crazy person. The background of it was a robin’s egg blue. And taking up most of the canvas space, as if it were coming at you from the right corner, was a red blob. As it didn’t create a full circle, one was left wondering exactly what the blob was. But what was shown and not shown off the canvas, so to speak, was the beginning of a round something. A ball, maybe?


    Sucking in a breath, I nearly jumped out of my skin when strong arms came around me. “Don’t move.” I knew that brogue anywhere. Some things, however, were instinctual. My head began to swivel to look at him when his hand moved before I could stop him and pinched my nipple through the dress. I gasped. The pain was sharp but gone as quickly as it had come. “I said, don’t move.”


     “Kalen,” I breathed. His name now came so easily and naturally off my tongue like it belonged there.


    “Lass, I told you that you would pay for teasing me.” He pressed into my back and the long hard length of him was apparent. My teasing happened earlier in the week. And even though we’d slept in my bed for the past several days, we hadn’t had sex. He’d kept his word and just nuzzled me.


    I could see in my periphery, the guest wondering around the place. “What are you going to do?” I asked a little timidly but excited all the same.


    “Since that night, I’ve been dying to taste you again.” I sucked in a breath at his words. My dress was made of molded material, the kind that was meant to hug the body and not blow in a breeze. If he lifted it in any way, the rest of it was coming along for the ride.


    Determined, he leaned in like he was putting his head on my shoulder in a romantic way.  It must have appeared to prying passersby that we were studying the red blob. I waited. Heck, I was curious to see just what he was going to do. And the idea of getting caught, I hated to admit, was a bit thrilling.


    His finger caught the front hem of my dress in the middle and tugged upwards. I could feel the rest of my dress dragging along. Maybe not at the same pace, but it was riding up as well. I thought for sure he would stop. Lizzy would kill me if I made a spectacle of myself. “Don’t worry. No one can see you behind me. His legs must be closed tight. He definitely dwarfed me. Still, I was ready to protest when his finger grazed my panties.


    My eyes must have rolled back. I felt his shoulder when the back of my head made contact with it. “Easy, Lass.” And his finger penetrated my depths.


    “Kalen,” I panted out in a strangled whisper.


    His finger thrust in and out of me several times before he pulled it out and released my dress. Again, the material was stiff, so it didn’t succumb to gravity as easily as, say, silk. He crossed his arm over my body, licking his finger into his mouth. In it went and I was just about undone. “You still taste as good as you look.” He straightened and stepped back from me.


    I was about to complain and say something vulgar when a couple saddled up to us and the red blob. “Interesting painting, isn’t it?”


    My face flushed probably as red as the blob. “Yes, it is,” I answered automatically. I couldn’t help but think they’d seen what Kalen did. Therefore, I refused to look them in the face. When they stepped away, I turned, prepared to confront Kalen and maybe have a good laugh over our exploits, but he was gone.


    My feet didn’t care how desperate I looked. I strode down the main hall, searching in each packed corridor for Kalen. He wasn’t going to leave me like this.


    “Bails, there you are,” Lizzy said, stopping my search.


    Looking in her direction, I remembered who I was here for. Oh, I’d find Kalen. He most definitely wasn’t off the hook. Still, this was her night. “How’s it going?” I asked. I’d tell her later about what went down. Again, this was her time. I wasn’t about to make it about me and share what happened with her at this moment. I’d tell her later and she’d have a good laugh at my expense.


    “It’s great. Eva Ainston, Brooke Berry, Channing Gosling and Ian Reynolds were all here, or so my assistant tells me. Not to mention a billionaire Jeremy Glenn, the legendary rock star Paul Jackson, and the number one tennis player in the world.” Looking perplexed, she said, “I forget his name. I think he’s French. Apparently, they showed up on time. And I didn’t see any of them.” She laughed, so I did too.


    “Wow, that’s just great.” I'd been busy staring at the blob and being happily molested by Kalen. Part of me wanted to celebrity stalk with my phone, but it might not look good for Lizzy. Her guests would be used to celebrities. So, I held back and figured I’d star gaze at a discreet distance, after I found Kalen of course.


    “Yeah, and they bought things too,” she gushed. “I can’t wait for drinks later. I need to celebrate.  I’ll just be a few more minutes. I’m trying to catch up with the Countess.”


    She dashed off. I continued to walk the place and circled it again, wondering if I’d missed him leaving while I was talking to Lizzy.”


    My phone chirped and I nearly broke the fastening on my clutch to get at it. “Hello,” I said, sounding breathless, and made my way into a little alcove.


    When he didn’t speak, I thought for a second I might have lost the signal, but then I finally heard his voice. “Looking for me?” he teased, his voice rich and deep like chocolate.


    “That’s not fair,” I said.


    “You know what they say about pay back,” he crooned.


    When I rolled my eyes, he said, “Don’t roll your eyes. We can always finish this at my place.”


    He’d stoked a fire when he touched me, and I desperately wanted to go to his place but said, “I can’t. I promised a girls’ night after with Lizzy. We’re going for drinks.” I audibly groaned, letting him hear my disappointment. Then thinking that one turn deserved another, I added, “And we’ll probably go dancing.”


    When he spoke, his voice was dark and utterly calm. “Now you’re playing with fire. I could come back in there, toss you over my shoulder and take you home with me. Or you can take care not to let any man touch what’s mine.”


    There was no playfulness in his tone. The rules of engagement hadn’t been spelled out. “And what is yours?” I uttered, as if to say I was sure he wasn’t talking about me. Remembering his fire, I didn’t want to get burned.  But each of us flirts with danger at some point in our life.


    “My woman,” he growled. “You.”


    “Is that so,” I smirked, liking the possessive way he spoke about me. I’d never been anyone’s woman. To Scott, I was his girl. But he’d always said it so causally, especially to his friends, as if he was hinting about the nature of what I’d really meant to him. In retrospect, things were clearer.


    “Yes, so if you want every man that tries to talk to you tonight to live, you’ll shut them down. And quickly.”


    “And what about you?” I asked, driving home the point. “Are you exclusive with me too, or is it just one sided?”


    “It wouldn’t matter if I was so inclined to be with another woman. My cock only responds to you. Since New Year’s Eve, there has been no one else I’ve wanted or needed in my bed.”


    And if that wasn’t the sexiest thing I’d ever heard, I wasn’t sure what would have been. “That’s so romantic.”


    “I can’t help it. I’m sexually attracted to you.”


    This was true. I certainly was to him. “Is that all we have, sex?” I reiterated, not sure I was ready for the answer.


    “No, I’ve had great sex before. But with you it’s different. I don’t know how to explain it,” he said thoughtfully, sounding deadly serious. It was the same for me. And what I wanted was to be curled in his lap and explore this topic. “That’s why I want to take you out. Say you’ll go out with me tomorrow.”


    “Yes,” I said. Because if we could find something outside of just the great sex, I was sure he could eclipse the only person I ever loved before, Turner.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


     


     


    I’d just slipped my phone in my clutch and stepped back into the throng of people when Lizzy tugged my arm. “Hey, you ready to blow this joint?”


    Nodding, I said, “Yep.”


    “Okay, give me a minute to close out the show.”


    Watching her stride right into the middle of the guests in the main gallery area, she snagged a glass of wine that waiters dressed in traditional black and white uniforms carried on trays. Spotting a waiter near me, I scooped up a glass myself. Lizzy wasn’t shy. She had no problems speaking in large crowds and showed her poise by thanking the guests for coming and for their patronage. Of course she didn’t say it like that. But after the toast, I took a long drink of the wine feeling like my life was changing. I had what I assumed was a boyfriend.


    After the toast we escaped into Lizzy’s cramped office. She wasn’t the type of person who needed a big office to validate who she was. So there we were, the two of us changing in her tiny space, which was big enough for a desk and two chairs, one for her and one for a guest.  It felt like old times back in college with us giggling at the prospect of going out. We weren’t going to a club.  We were actually headed to Lizzy’s favorite bar and hangout. Although located not too far from her place, it wasn’t a pretentious yuppie bar. It was a little hole in the wall that had stood the test of time. People who frequented the place weren’t the residents of the area but more of those that worked in the area.


    Not wanting to stand out amongst that crowd, we’d brought a change of clothes with us. Already dressed, Lizzy was a force to be reckoned with. She wore tight jeans with boots over top that came to her knees. To complete the look, she wore a scoop neck ‘look at my cleavage’ top. She left her blonde hair in the cascading waves she’d worn for the showing.


    Me, I wore jeans, ankle boots and a turtle neck sweater in emerald green that made me think of Kalen. Even before he warned me, I hadn’t planned on going out that night to meet anyone. It was okay. Again, this was Lizzy’s night and she would shine.


    When we walked into the bar, we were assaulted by all the smells and sounds right away. The bar lay ahead on the right, running the length of the wall. To the left was a pool table area. North of that was the tiny dance floor and a smattering of tables and chairs outlining the place. It was a Friday night. The place wasn’t that crowded. Most had probably gone to real clubs or more likely headed out of NYC towards home. However, it wasn’t empty either.


    Since we’d arrived, I sat at the bar and sipped on my sole drink. Lizzy, however, was having a great time. She’d danced non-stop since we entered. Who could blame the guys who’d been caught by her infectious beauty and personality? Getting a break, she joined me. I eyed the door, longing for home, but wouldn’t tell her to stop. We hadn’t hung out in a while. I should have been more excited to be out on a girls’ night. But it was getting late and my bed was calling my name.


    Grinning at me, Lizzy was facing the other end of the bar when a man who checked off every box on her fantasy man list walked in. My eyes must have widened, because she turned her head just when he took off his worn leather jacket. Hanging it on the coat rack up front, we got a solid view of the black tee he wore. More than that, he revealed muscled arms that had more art than Lizzy’s gallery. Lizzy turned back to me to mouth, Holy Shit, right before he looked our way. Coming around the bar to stand next to my best friend, he hailed the bartender. I was able to glance at the black jeans and boots he wore.


    Smitten at first sight, Lizzy gave me a look that asked for my opinion. I nodded imperceptibly just before the regular bartender came over and Lizzy’s fantasy spoke.


    “Beer,” was all he said. His voice was gruff and deep. I thought Lizzy would melt right there on the barstool. Smooth, Lizzy turned to him. He gave a quick look and said, “Ladies,” before taking his beer and heading over to the bar area.


    The bartender laughed. He, too, was Lizzy’s type. But his longtime girlfriend, who was just as heavily tattooed as he was, worked the other half of the bar. Standing nearly as tall as her man and taller than Lizzy, she looked like she could kick both of our asses at the same time. So we didn’t flirt with him. “I see you girls like him.”


    “You know his name?” Lizzy asked with no shame.


    “Nope. I’ve heard some of the guys say Striker, but I’m not sure if they were just referring to his pool skills.” Before she could ask anything else, he was called over to fill more orders.


    When I saw Lizzy toss her hair over her shoulder with determination in her face, I knew this guy had no chance at all. It didn’t take long for a different guy to come over and ask her to dance. She of course accepted and used that as a way to garner attention her way. Glances between her and him told me that he had, in fact, noticed her. But he made no move to go ask her to dance. Instead, he seemed serious about his pool game. Once I saw money exchanging hands, I knew that he was all business.


    Lizzy must have noticed too. Because a few games later, when no one took him on, she stopped dancing and sashayed over. With the music and other noises, I wasn’t able to hear what they said. But it was easy to imagine since she took a cue stick from the available ones on the wall.


    Trying not to all-out stare, I watched in horror when his head did a quick shake no and he strode off towards the door. Slipping on his jacket, he headed out of the bar, leaving my best friend stunned. The narrowing of her eyes indicted how pissed she was. Lizzy wasn’t used to rejection.


    Once she caught my gaze, she straightened her features and headed over. “You ready to blow?”


    Hell, I’d been ready to leave long ago. And because she didn’t bring him up, I didn’t either. No one liked rejection and I wasn’t the type to razz her about it. “Yeah,” I said.


    After paying the tab, we headed out. And there he was on a tricked out Harley, smoking a cigarette. Lizzy, unperturbed, strode to the street to hail a cab, ignoring the Striker guy and the one he was speaking to. The guy standing next to the bike turned as we approached the curb several feet away.


    “Hey, lovely lady,” the guy said, staring at Lizzy.


    “Don’t bother with the princess,” Striker said.


    “Why not?” the guy said. “I’d bow at the knee to get some of that.”


    Lizzy gave the guy a coy smile. Striker revved his engine to life, and said in words that were heard over the noise. “A girl like her only wants to brag to her friends about slumming.” And he peeled off.


    “Bastard,” Lizzy called after him, losing her cool.


    “Hey, I don’t mind if you slum with me,” the guy said.


    Rolling her eyes, she raised her hand, hailing us a cab to go home. I stood speechless. Unable to comprehend what had just happened, I was also at a loss about what I should say or not say to my best friend. What happened was so unprecedented. I opted not to say anything but knew I would be a sounding board if she needed me. Meantime, this whole episode had me longing for the comfort of Kalen’s arm.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


     


     


    The cab ride home was quiet. It was late, well past midnight, and Lizzy didn’t want to talk. She headed straight for our room despite my words of encouragement: He’s an asshole. You deserve better.


    And me, I went to sleep alone. Funny enough, the cold sheets kept me awake as I turned, hoping to find Kalen and instead finding empty space. When had he become such a fixture in my life? My fitful sleep was still filled with dreams of him—things like me standing on the green plains of the Highlands as my Scotsman in a kilt rode off into battle.  That darn romance novel I’d been reading had to be fueling my dreams. This only left me wanting more.


    Morning wasn’t much better. I was alone because Lizzy had left for a date with Hans. He was taking her to a photo shoot and then they were headed off somewhere for a picnic. She told me not to expect her this evening, winking on her way out.


    Because I had nothing better to do, I continued to work on my own time on the cash problems from work. I got through another five accounts, logging the miscellaneous wires in my spreadsheet while I did my laundry. I also caught up on e-mail, wrote a letter to my mother and planned what I’d be wearing for my date with Kalen. All in all, it was a productive Saturday, but it felt kind of sad. At twenty-three, I felt like I should be out doing more.


    By seven, my stomach was all aflutter. Showered, I put on makeup, which for me probably took longer than it did for most. I didn’t wear it every day, but something about the mystery of that night spelled doing it up, including the dress I borrowed from Lizzy.


    Cream chiffon with a draped front and a seamed waist, with a boat neckline, cut extremely short for Lizzy, it worked perfectly for me. The long bell sleeves wouldn’t keep me warm, but it would give the appearance that I was conscious of the season. But that wasn’t the draw of the dress. It was the silt in the back from to the neck to the waist that made it sexy but not slutty. This I paired with black boots that came almost to the knee with a stiletto heel and a simple onyx pendant necklace that nearly hit my belly button. Borrowed diamond stud earrings, and I was nearly ready. It was cold out, so I put on my long black wool coat when the doorman called up to let me know my ride had arrived.


    Stopping before I passed the glass doorway at the entrance of my building, I was stunned to see what lay ahead of me. Kalen was a vision in dark pants, tieless in a crisp white shirt and dark jacket, with his dark hair neatly tousled on his head. His beautiful face was the crowning jewel, making all the rest unimportant. Still, as gorgeous as he was, it was the horse-drawn carriage he stood in front of that stunned me into a frozen position with the doorman waiting on me to open the door.


    “Miss?” the doorman asked, wondering if I was going to change my mind.


    Then Kalen grinned at me, and I could breathe again. This man made my heart stop just by being. Taking a step forward, the relieved doorman pushed open the door, letting the frigid air blow my wool coat open, giving Kalen a view of my dress. As I stepped towards him in the night, his slow perusal of me lit my body ablaze, taking the bite of the air out of my bones. Entranced by his gaze, I didn’t make a move to close my coat. I hoped I didn’t regret that later by catching a cold. But at that moment, his appreciation of me made it all worth it.


    Pulling me into the warmth of his embrace, he said, “Lass, you steal my breath.”


    Tilting my head back with his fingers entwined with mine, his mouth was so close yet too far. Leaning down, he gave me my heart’s desire and kissed me. His tongue parted the seam of my lips and dived in for the kill. My legs weakened by his perusal of my mouth. Releasing my hands, he caught me before I could fall. But not quite fast enough before my heart fell prey to him. It wasn’t love, but it was getting damn close.


    Giving me a hand up, he said, “Your chariot awaits.”


    Looking at him, I took in the white spindly wheels of the carriage. Our pure white steed was tethered to our ride for the evening. To say I was enchanted would be an understatement.


    Taking his hand, I peered into his emerald eyes, which sparkled with mischief, and got in. It was chilly, but the evening was utterly romantic. The driver laid a heavy blanket over us. And Kalen held my hand underneath as we were swept away. “Where are we going?” I asked.


    “I’ve never ridden in the park. I thought we could unless you don’t want to.”


    “No, it sounds great. Actually, I haven’t either. It’s perfect.” Just like the man, I thought.


    With his arm around my waist, he tugged me closer. The clear night, with this handsome man, I couldn’t think of a better beginning to a date. Laying my head on his shoulder, I asked, “So why haven’t you ridden in the park before?”


    Looking down into my eyes, he said, “There has never been a woman I wanted to take this journey with.”


    Smiling at him, I wondered at his meaning. The subtext was there, but did he mean it? “So, tell me about where you’re from?” I asked. With his accent, I assumed he wasn’t native to America, but you never knew.


    “I was born here,” he began. And I was shocked by that. It must have shown on my face because he added, “My father met my mum on business in Scotland. After only a few weeks of dating, he asked her to marry him and go back to America. After protest and threats from her family, specifically her father, she still eloped and moved here.”


    “Wow,” I said. There must be more to the story. His accent was proof of that.


    His face tightened and it was clear he was thinking of times long since passed that weren’t good. I thought he was going to leave it at that, but he continued. “But things weren’t what they seemed. And after I was born, it only got worse. It got so bad, my mum left him with only the clothes she wore and headed back to Scotland with me. Things weren’t so good because she couldn’t go home. My grandfather isn’t a forgiving man.”


    As much as I was curious about what he meant by things were bad, I didn’t want to explain my own. So I let it be and instead asked, “Does that mean you have dual citizenship?”


    Nodding, he said, “Yes.”


    “What brings you back here?” I asked, thinking that wasn’t so personal and an obvious question.


    “My father’s business. When he died, he left it all to me.”


    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.”


    “I’m not,” he said. Rubbing my arm, he became quiet. Not one to pester, I surveyed the sights of the park. It was dark and rather quiet. The path was clear. The night was too cold for most to be out, I guessed. We continued in silence.


    Seeing the road ahead, I knew our ride would be over soon. “Do you mind if we walk the rest of the way?” It may have been crazy because it was so cold, but I wasn’t ready for it to end.


    “No,” he said. Signaling the driver, he spoke to the guy, placing some cash in the guy’s palm. Stepping out, I held out a hand for me. Then the carriage drove off and out of the park. Keeping my hand in his, he said, “So tell me about where you’re from. Are you a native New Yorker?”


    Shaking my head and loving being with him, I said, “Oh God no. I was born in a small-,” I paused trying to think of the right word, “community in Pennsylvania.”


    “What was it like there?” he asked, prodding me to tell more about myself.


    I wasn’t sure how to put my upbringing. “My family-,”


    “Give me all your money,” a gruff voice said behind us.


    We whirled around and Kalen shot out an arm, effectively pushing me behind him. A man stood just outside the light of the lamp that stood between us. However, there was enough to see that he was extremely thin and looked older by circumstances other than age. His skinny neck popped out of several layers of clothes that would fit a larger man than he. His oily looking hair was long and plastered to his head. His wiry hand wheeled a knife and it darted about as if we were moving but we were not. “Just give me a second to reach in my pocket for my wallet.”


    “Whatever man. Just don’t try anything.”


    Kalen moved slowly. His hand reached into the depths of his coat and came out tentatively during a tense moment where I and the homeless man wondered if he would produce something other than his wallet. Kalen stretched out his hand as the homeless guy reached for it. Kalen pulled back just a little. It was almost hard to notice. The homeless guy, who must have been drunk or high, just kept coming for it like a dog being led to water.


    When the guy’s smell wafted up like a wall of skunk, I had to cover my mouth and nose so I didn’t gag. Then with lightning reflex moves, Kalen struck with his wallet-wielding hand. He shot his elbow up and jabbed the guy in the throat. The man immediately used his free hand to cup his undoubtedly throbbing Adam’s apple. But Kalen didn’t stop there. He used his other hand to strike the guy in the solar plexus, sending him crashing to the ground on his back. The knife skittered away from the hand that released it upon impact.


    We stood for a second before I said, “Should I call the police?”


    Oddly Kalen said, “No,” before opening his wallet and pulling out a large denomination bill and placed it in the guy’s hand. “Go get something to eat.”


    The man gave Kalen the oddest expression, probably the same I had—wonder. The man moaned as he rolled and scrabbled to his feet. Scooping up the knife, he disappeared into the cover of shadows.


    Kalen took my hand and we began to walk away towards the street. “Why did you just let him go?” I asked.


    Turning to me, we stopped for a moment. Looking deep in my eyes, he said the most heartbreaking thing. “Because I know what it’s like to be hungry.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY


     


     


    Unable to imagine what it would be like to grow up wanting, I kept quiet as we walked out of the park and into an awaiting SUV.


    “Are you still up to dinner, Lass?” he asked, searching my eyes for the truth.


    Yes, it had been scary for a second. But Kalen had swiftly handled the situation and I felt extremely safe with him. “Yes,” I said.


    Placing a hand to cup the side of my head, he said, “Good, because I’m not ready to give you up for the night.” Then he kissed me. It was a quick but passionate kiss. He nodded to the driver and we were off. “Are you warm?”


    “Yes,” I said, wanting more of his mouth. Yet, I restrained myself. We were in close quarters with someone else. It seemed a bit rude to put on a display. We didn’t talk, but again there wasn’t any privacy. Instead he placed a warm palm on my thigh and let it slowly descend towards my intimate depths, sending my pulse racing.


    Alarmed, I turned and looked up at him. Mischief was writing all in his expression. His sly expression said he knew exactly what he was up to. Once his hand hit pay dirt, I sucked in a breath. His thumb expertly stroked over my nub, sending my body into a frenzy. It took my whole being not to arch my back and moan in pleasure. His grin spread and I could feel my own dampness spread. The SUV came to a stop and his hand moved slowly away as not to draw attention to what he’d been doing.


    The driver got out and opened the door for us. Being that I was on the side nearest to the open door, the driver helped me out and Kalen was right behind me. We were inside a parking garage, sub level I assumed. My attention had been focused on Kalen and not where we were going. Therefore, I wasn’t sure where we were. Another door opened and we went inside, immediately entering an elevator. I caught a glimpse of woodworking on the walls that looked expensive before Kalen trapped me in a corner.


    His mouth was hot and warm on mine. Taking his tongue deep, I tangoed with him, giving as good as he gave. His hands were on my hips, sliding underneath the fabric of my dress. “I need you, Lass.” Just as a finger delved underneath the lace boy shorts I wore, the elevator dinged. Pulling back, he said, “I don’t know how much longer I can wait.”


    The finger that had touched my most intimate part slipped between his lips. His tasting of me was as erotic this time as it had been the first. Breathless, he took my other hand and we walked out onto a rooftop wonderland. Encased in glass, we were greeted with a table set for two and an open fire pit that danced with flames. All around, we had a view of the New York skyline. On the other side of the pit was a pool, also in the enclosure. There were doors on the pool end that led outside. But there really was no reason to bare the elements. The roof was vast and the half we stood on only held the one table. This private dinner was specifically and only for us.


    “Kalen,” I breathed. The table was set with a candle as fire light. It was warm here and he reached to help me out of my coat.


    Sucking in a breath, he handed my coat to the waiter, who seemed to appear out of nowhere. Then he handed the guy his coat. Kalen said something to the guy and the waiter left saying, “Very good, sir.”


    Looking around, I turned in a three-sixty, trying to figure out just what part of the city we were in. We hadn’t driven long. And then I spotted it. I saw the park and knew we weren’t too far from there. Taking my hand, he spun me around. “Aye, ye a bonnie lass.”


    Giggling, I asked, “What does that mean?”


    “It means you’re absolutely stunning.” Tugging me close, his hand snuck in the slit in the back of my dress, sending shivers through me at the touch of his hand on my bare skin. “You tempt me too much tonight. I’m trying my best not to maul you.” He walked me over to the table and pulled out my chair. I sat and he sat across from me.


    When the waiter appeared again out of thin air, I began to wonder if he waited in the shadows or if we were on close circuit camera. In his hand, he held a bottle of wine for Kalen’s approval. When Kalen nodded, the man uncorked the wine and poured Kalen a finger full. After tasting, he nodded again, giving the waiter a signal to pour us both a generous portion. With nothing else to do, I took the glass and tasted. The flavors bloomed on my tongue. “This is very good.”


    “That it is,” he said. “But it holds nothing to the taste of your natural nectar.”


    My face filled with heat. Thank goodness a couple of waiters walked in with our first course. Damn Kalen and his sexy way of eating. It was hard to enjoy the food without squirming in my seat. The dinner was a well orchestrated machine. The food was brought in, timed well so that we didn’t really have time to talk much other than commenting on the meal and making small talk.


    After dessert, he leaned back. The waiters swept the food away. “You didn’t get to tell me about your beginnings.”


    “Not much to tell,” I began. He had told me a little about his past, so I felt compelled to do the same. “My family believes that technology ruined the world. We live a simple life in a community of like-minded people.”


    “Are you Amish?” he asked.


    Not at all totally comfortable spilling my past, I said, “No, not exactly. Close but no.” He didn’t asked more, but his silence clearly stated that he waited for me to tell more. “We do have technology and use some electricity, but it is not in our homes. And it’s used for business purposes that the world demands and limited access for emergencies. But for the most part we live off the land and raise our own livestock and crops.”


    “And what made you leave?”


    That was the million dollar question. I wasn’t sure if I should explain about Turner. I decided that it wasn’t really important. It wasn’t like I would ever see Turner again. I wasn’t planning on ever going back home. There wasn’t a place for me there anymore. “My mom was kind of like your mom. She wasn’t from the community and met my father at market. She fell in love and married him, moving to the community where he’d grown up. She encouraged me to live my own life and leave home if it wasn’t where my heart was.” It was the simplest explanation that I could think of. But there had been so much more.


    Unnerved speaking about the past I tried to keep buried, I rose from my chair and drifted out the doors and into the frigid night. Standing against the brick wall that separated me from falling over the edge of the building, I held onto the metal pole that was welded on top like a railing.  I leaned over the side to watch the city that never slept, move with life.


    Kalen’s silent approach shocked me when he covered me with his warmth and kissed my ear. Turning in his embrace, I pressed closer to him and his heat. His hand slipped in between my legs, fingers slipping in between the lace and, like that, my panties lost against his determination. With dexterity, he hoisted me up on the brick wall with my bottom pressed into the rail. His arms looped in between mine to grasp my shoulders. I held onto the rail as he rammed into me full to the hilt. My upper body hung over the edge of the building with nothing but my hands on the rail and his on my shoulders to keep me from falling to my death. His plunder in and out with solid thrust and the thrill of weightlessness as my hair swung with each slap of his balls, undid me.


    I had no time to wonder when and how he got his pants down as pleasure swelled within me. “You’re so wet and tight. I’m not going to last.”


    My climax built like a brick wall only to shatter at its peak. I screamed his name into the night as he continued his assault on me. It didn’t take long before he spilled inside me with his own guttural noise of pleasure. Pulling me up, he took my mouth with the same fever he’d taken me over the edge moments before.


    When his arms changed position and took me around the waist and lifted me under my ass, he bent down still inside me and pulled up his pants. Walking us inside, I wondered what this man couldn’t do. He was still hard and I was slick with our commingled wetness.


    On my way outside, I hadn’t really taken stock of the pool side. Kalen slipped out of me and stood me on my feet. I looked to see that we were in front of a deck table and chairs. When I looked back at him, he stepped over to me. His arms around my back, he undid the top button of my dress, sliding the material off my shoulders. The clasp of my bra was quickly released to fall down my arms. At my waist, he unzipped the skirt portion of the dress, letting it pool at my feet. I stood in ruined panties, which he quickly dispatched.


    “What if someone comes in?” I protested weakly, enthralled by this man.


    “No one is coming,” he said, starting to unbutton his shirt. I used my nimble fingers to help him hasten the task. I pushed his shirt and jacket off him much in the same fashion he’d done my dress. His pants had already fallen and I kneeled to pull down his boxer briefs. His hard cock sprang in my face and I dived in to taste him, tasting myself in the process. “Fuck, Lass,” he said, fisting his hand in my hair.


    Leaning his hips back, he pulled out of my mouth. Taking my hand, he helped me back to my feet. “Lean over and grip the edge.” It was clear he meant the table. I hesitated. “Do it,” he commanded.


    And I found myself unable not to comply. On my stomach, he wormed his way in between my legs, pushing them further apart. His large hand splayed under my belly and raised me up as he slid inside of me. Moaning my pleasure, he eased in and drew back with the same slow movement. His strokes hit that spot inside that built a sweet sensation. Nibbling on my shoulder and my neck, he made me cry out. Meeting him thrust for thrust, I held on as he tweaked my breast and stroke my clit. Unable to touch him, I was disappointed yet thrilled at the same time.


    The crescendo to crest the peak was like no other before. As it turns out, I was a screamer. Never before, but it seemed like I could do nothing else but scream when I came each and every time with Kalen. He followed me to bliss soon after.


    Limp, I lay underneath him, trying to regain my wits. Turning my head, he captured my mouth and kissed me senseless. Once we finally stood, his eyes bore into me as I stood naked except for a pair of boots. “You are a vision,” he said before looking at the pool.


    Taking steps back, I said, “Oh, no. I’m not going swimming.”


    “Can you swim?” he asked.


    “Yes, but I’m too tired. And my boots.”


    “I suggest you take them off or they are going to get wet.”  Shaking my head, I ran with nowhere really to go. He caught me easily and helped me out of my boots. “I’ll hold on to you.”


    And in we went. The water was warm and, true to his word, he held on. We ended up against the wall making out like teenagers. Eager and every bit hotter, he even fucked me one more time for good measure. With my back against the side of the pool, he said, “I want you to stay with me tonight.” The way he said it, it sounded like a but was coming. “I have an early flight in the morning. You are welcome to stay at my place for as long as you want, or I can take you home.”


    I thought about Lizzy who’d asked me once if I’d yet to see his place, but the idea of staying at his place alone wasn’t comforting. “I guess I’ll go home,” I said, reluctantly. “How long will you be gone?” I asked, disappointed.


    “I’ll be gone about a week if things go well.” Kissing me again, he said, “If you’re not coming home with me, I’m going home with you.”


    And so after toweling off and getting dressed, we ended up in my bed making love one more time before I finally fell asleep.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


     


     


    After waking, my Sunday was spent alone. It was lonely in the apartment without Lizzy and Kalen. I ended up working and did some light cleaning around the apartment. Lizzy had a cleaning service, but I was bored and didn’t want to think too much. I could feel I was getting in too deep with this man. My dependency on his presence was growing. I longed for his touch and sleeping without him was going to be a chore.


    By Monday morning, I was in a foul mood. Kalen had called me to let me know he’d made it in. He was in East Asia and I knew a week would feel like eternity. Determined to get back to my routine, I tried to push thoughts of him aside and dive into work with vigor.


    My current task completed, I was in a holding pattern waiting for the company’s accounting people to get me information from my request so I could move forward. Anna was out with the flu, so I had no one to chat with. My progress through more accounts only showed more of the same odd transactions. This was definitely a pattern worth looking into. If it was all the same bank, I might have dismissed it like Kevin asked me to. However, there were multiple banks. This smelled wrong.


    By the afternoon, I walked over to the clerk’s desk to put on the pressure. “Sorry to bother you,” I said. “Have you by chance gotten any of the documentation I requested?”


    “Oh, yes,” she said, handing me a stack of papers. Nervously, she looked towards the fish bowl of her supervisor’s office before looking back at me. “I haven’t gotten the wire request you asked for yet. I’m still waiting on the bank to send me that information.”


    “Is there anything I can do to help? Would you like me to try and contact the bank?” I asked sweetly.


    Shaking her head, she said, “I’ll call again today.”


    I nodded and told her thank you before I left, heading towards the elevators to get back to the floor they kept us on. Once I rounded the corner, I heard her supervisor call her into his office and knew what would come next.


    It didn’t take long for the guy to make his way to our conference room to speak to Kevin. They stood outside the room to chat. Kevin looked back through the glass at me a couple of times. That made it easy to know I was the topic of conversation. When the guy left and Kevin walked in, I braced myself.


    “I’m confused why you are still asking about those miscellaneous wires.” His arms were folded, and even Jim looked up only to quickly look back to his laptop, feeling the storm that was about to blow through.


    Holding my ground, I explained everything to Kevin. I showed him my spreadsheet with all the charges that looked like bank fees and the miscellaneous wires. He couldn’t deny that things looked suspicious. “I agree it’s weird. But total that.”


    Hitting the sum button, I totaled the miscellaneous fees after sorting the data not to include the legitimate bank fees. The amount was minimal when compared to the total balance of the bank accounts. “There may be a problem, but it really isn’t worth the time to pursue.” I was about to argue when he held up a hand. “Look into the top five largest accounts and see if you find the same issue and get me your results. But I also need you to check the online confirms for banks before you leave tonight.”


    He’d given me a green light but put a stumbling block in my path. It was already getting late and they had a ton of accounts. Determination became my middle name. When I looked up after completing my task, I was alone. Kevin and Jim had left an hour earlier. Submitting my finding to Kevin via e-mail, I packed up. It was dark outside the glass windows of the room I was in. We’d been told that the lights were on a movement timer for conservation. Obviously, I was the last on the floor. When I stepped out, the light blinked on and I hastily made my way to the elevators. The lobby was equally deserted with only a lonely guard whose face was buried in a newspaper when I exited the building, grateful for the city that never slept. Pedestrians were headed about, making me feel less alone.


    At home, I ate a quick dinner. Lizzy texted me, she’d be out. I was beginning to miss her. She was hardly home these days, spending much of her time at her gallery or with Hans.


    When my phone rang, I reached for it like a heat-seeking missile, hoping Kalen was on the other end.


    “Hey you,” I said once I had the phone to my ear.


    “My Irish rose, I need to see you.”


    “I wish I could see you too,” I replied, soaking in his brogue that did wicked things to my insides.


    “Skype me. If I can’t touch you, I need to see you.”


    “Can I Facetime you instead?”


    Giving his consent, I set it up and got my fill of my Highlander. “What are you wearing under that tank top?”


    “This,” I said, pulling down a little to give him a peak of my cleavage.”


    “You like to tease, do you now?” he asked.


    Grinning, I said, “If you were here, then I’d show you how much I’m not a tease.”


    Groaning, he said, “I’m going to have to teach you another lesson about not teasing me when I’m about to head into a meeting.”


    That promise made me instantly wet. “Talk about a tease.”


    His husky laugh went well with his gorgeous face. I still couldn’t believe this man was mine or kind of mine. “Can I ask you a question?”


    “Always.”


    “Assets,” I began.


    Even through the tiny screen, I could see that his eyes grew heavy. “And what a fine ass you have.”


    Tilting my head back on a laugh, I said, “Assets, not ass.” I shook my head a little and let my eye look north for a second to try and keep my head out of the gutter.


    Chuckling, he added, “Yes, you have very nice assets. Besides your ass, your breasts make my mouth water. Your balance sheet is so in line with an acquisition or rather I like the idea of a hostile takeover. And your -,”


    Clearly teasing me, he knew to what I was referring when he referenced a well known business term such as balance sheet. So I cut him off before we got sidetracked. I smirked before I said, “It about business assets.” Then I told him about my problem at work. I didn’t give him specifics about the client because of confidentiality. Still, I gave him enough information to ask the question I wanted. “I’m new at this. My training coming from books and all, but this just doesn’t seem right. My boss thinks that I should let it go.”


    “Bailey,” he said, sounding all too serious. All the fun was gone from his tone. His face was rigid and held a hint of worry. Added to that, I was taken aback at the use of my name. He hardly ever did. “I agree with you. Even though it may be a small amount, it doesn’t appear random but very deliberate.”


    “Yeah, exactly,” I said. It was good that someone else agreed with me.


    “If your supervisor doesn’t see it and you don’t get the cooperation from the accounting department, I would suggest you either go over your boss’s head to a partner in your firm or seek out the board or CEO for the company that you are working with. Better yet, both. Let them decide if they want to look into it further.”


    “Thanks,” I said.


    He smiled deliciously at me. “I wish I could kiss that pretty face of yours. Still, seeing you makes it easier. I have to get to this meeting. But I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    “Goodnight,” I said foolishly. He was halfway around the world, it wouldn’t be night where he was.


    “Sleep well, Lass.” And he clicked off.


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


     


     


    On Tuesday, after reviewing my findings, Kevin gave me the green light to look at an additional few more accounts. I drafted an e-mail and sent it to the accounting team requesting more information regarding those weird wires.


    Wednesday morning, in my chair I found a folded piece of paper. Upon opening it, I discovered a symbol that took up most of the eight-by-ten sheet of paper, a stop sign. Immediately, I looked around. But the floor we were on didn’t hold the accounting people. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for.


    Showing it to Kevin and Jim, Kevin laughed it off. “It’s just a paper. It doesn’t have your name on it or anything. The cleaning people could have left it.”


    I, on the other hand, didn’t think so. But what could I do? Call the police and suggest that someone was threatening me with a stop sign in regard to several minor amount wires? There was no writing to suggest this was directed at me, nor any hint at repercussion.  No, they would think I was crazy. Instead, I didn’t stay late at work for the next few days. Whatever I needed to do after hours, I would do at home. Anna was still laid up with the flu and Jim wasn’t one to go against Kevin. So I plodded through.


    “Maybe you need to go ahead and tell someone else about this or go back to your boss and explain that you feel threatened,” Kalen said on video. His hands were balled into fists and he looked like he was ready to punch someone.


    “Kevin is just a jerk. And after I turned down his advances, I doubt he’ll listen to me.” When Kalen’s face contorted into rage, I realized my mistake.


    “Your boss hit on you,” he said very slowly and very carefully.


    “Yeah, but I handled it.” I omitted the how of it. I didn’t think he’d appreciate the lengths Matt went to, to get my boss to buy into the boyfriend ruse.


    “Bailey, did he touch you?” he asked, referring to my boss. His eyes looked dark and dangerous.


    “No, nothing like that. Honestly, he’s left me alone since I made it very clear I wasn’t interested.”


    “But are you telling me that he is possibly blocking you from getting your job done because you won’t sleep with him?”


    “No, I didn’t say anything about sleeping with him. He asked me out and made it seem like I was hitting on him.” My damn mouth. Kalen flustered me. I said more that only made things worse.


    “He did what?” he growled.


    Shit, shit, shit. “It’s over. Don’t worry about it.”


    “I am worried,” he grumbled. “Don’t be alone with him ever. And don’t stay at the office after hours. I’m not there to protect you.” He made anger noises. “I know you haven’t gotten any other threats. And it’s likely whoever left that paper isn’t a hardened criminal. Still, you need to keep your wits about you. This person may get desperate.”


    It felt good that Kalen believed me and was concerned, unlike Kevin. He also knew that calling the police at this point was futile. “Yes. I’ll do what you ask,” I said, trying to calm him.


    “I want to see you Friday. As soon as my plane lands, I’ll meet you at your job.”


    “Okay,” I agreed because I honestly wanted to see him too.


    The week went by with no more subtle messages. Kalen called me every night and wanted to set me up with my own personal security. But I refused. I wouldn’t be able to explain to my boss or client why I was allowing someone to follow me around. And that was where the possible threat was.


    Thankfully, Lizzy had been home the past few nights. We talked about her adventures with Hans and she played off the fact that he wasn’t the right guy for her. I didn’t press. She wanted to try it out with him. I’d given her advice but wouldn’t keep hounding her about it because, from what I was told, he wasn’t a bad guy. More importantly, he wasn’t treating her bad.


    By Friday, a very pale Anna showed up. She was swamped, so I let her be most of the day.  When Kalen texted that his plane was going to be later than expected, I went to Sully’s with the team and only because Anna begged me. Lizzy was out, and being at home alone waiting didn’t seem appealing.


    “You’re okay, right?” I asked sitting next to her in the booth. She made the move so I wouldn’t sit next to Kevin. He, on the other hand, wasn’t paying much attention to me at all, thankfully. In fact, he’d called a girl over who apparently worked at our firm. A girl that I’d never met.  He did some heavy flirting. And I was just grateful he’d moved on.


    “Yeah, I’m better. I’m not even sure it was the flu. Whatever it is, I’m ready to party,” she said, but the smile on her face was clouded by the tired look in her eyes. She may have been well enough to brave work, but she still wasn’t one hundred percent.


    Jim looked sorrowfully up and over at her. They hadn’t spoken much that day, but I assumed it was because she was behind. Thinking about it, she’d walked with me and we talked about the latest episode of the favorite TV show we shared. She hadn’t once spoken to him.


    We were finishing up nachos when I got a text from Kalen that he would be outside in five. I’d texted him earlier where he could meet me when I found out he was going to be late. Excusing myself, I told Anna that my boyfriend was here and the rest that I’d catch them later. I moved like the wind just shy of running to get outside and into Kalen’s arms. It felt like forever and sleep just hadn’t been good without him. Not to mention my libido was on full alert with all the sexting and Facetime we’d been doing.


    Flinging myself in his arms, he breathed, “You’re a sight for sore eyes.”


    Lifting on my toes, I pressed my mouth to his. Nipping at his lower lip to gain entry, once inside, I tasted him like his mouth was the last place on earth to find peace. With my arms wrapped around his neck, I pressed as close as I could. He threaded his fingers in my hair. New Yorkers just streamed by us, ignoring all the PDA. When we finally separated, a voice spoke behind me that could forever change things.


    “Well, you sure are fast at changing boyfriends. This isn’t the finance you tongue fucked the other day in front of the office.” I didn’t have to turn to know Kevin was the one speaking. I closed my eyes unable to explain to Kalen at this very moment. Kevin just kept going. “If I were you, I’d drop her. She tried to hit on me too.”


    Stepping around me, Kalen moved to Kevin. I turned in time to see him plant a fist in Kevin’s face. Covering my mouth from horror, pedestrians didn’t even blink. They just stepped aside. “Don’t ever talk about her like that again.”


    Then Kalen wrapped a firm grip around my arm and led me to the dark SUV we’d driven in the other night.


    “Kalen, I can explain.”


    Putting his fingers on my lips, he shook his head. Opening the door, he spoke to his driver, “Take Miss Glicks home.” And he shut the door, not getting in. When the car drove off, Kalen hadn’t even bothered to look at me again or say goodbye.


    Tears sprang to my eyes. He would no doubt think I was cheating on him. But that kiss happened after we’d had a fight, and I hadn’t asked for it.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


     


     


    I washed away my tears in the shower once I got home. And I cried myself to sleep, waking when the bed dipped.  My eyes opened in alarm. There straddling my hips, looming over me like the grim reaper, was Kalen.


    “Kalen,” I said.


    “Don’t talk,” he growled.


    Blinking away the possibility of a dream, I asked, “Why are you here? Why did you come?”


    Brushing my bed head back away from my face, he said, “When you didn’t answer, I let myself in.”


    “I didn’t give you a key,” I mused stupidly.


    “I’m handy with a lock.” That answered the question about all the other times he’d gotten in. I would need to talk to Lizzy about beefing up security.


    His thumb brushed over my mouth, more tenderly than his expression revealed. He looked beyond angry. Which led me to my next question. “Why are you here?”


    Capturing my wrists and planting them on either side of my head, he leaned down to whisper over my lips. “My cock has waited an entire week to be buried inside you.” He gently bit my ear and skimmed his teeth down the line of my throat, eliciting a groan from me. Moving quickly, he tugged my body down and took both wrists to pull them tight over my head while cupping my breast.


    Sucking in a breath, his words sent signals to my brain that I should be insulted, but the T-junction of my thighs had other ideas. Whispering, I said, “And what about you? Do you want to be here?” I questioned because when he’d left me earlier, I was certain he’d wanted to be anywhere but near me.


    Holding my breath, I waited for his answer. “It’s up for debate.” This time my anger flared. If he didn’t want to be here…


    “You know what a safe word is?” he asked. I nodded, confused about what he was about to do. I’d read my fair share of hot romance books and was familiar with the term. “You’re safe phrase is Fuck You.”  And with that, he stole the response I’d been about to use. His hand headed south like a runaway freight train, taking all reason with it. “Don’t move,” he demanded when I lifted my hips in order to rub myself more on his hand and possibly reach the buldge that was in his pants. When he let go of my wrist, I almost reached out to touch him. Then I remembered his command for me not to move. I so didn’t want him to stop because I was already teetering on the edge.


    When he reached up to loosen his tie, I recognized that he was still wearing what he had on from earlier. What I didn’t expect was for him to bind my wrists with it and tie me to one of the metal rungs of the headboard. “Why?” I asked.


    “Because you don’t deserve to touch me,” he said.  There was no humor in his voice. “And I told you to keep quiet, Red.”


    Unable to comply, I muttered, “Red’s better than Sweetheart, but it’s not Lass.”


    “You lost the right to be called Lass when you let him kiss you.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement. “It remains to be seen if you will ever be Lass again. And it will be Sweetheart if you open that pretty little mouth of yours again. The only time it should open is if I’m shoving my cock in it.”


    Honestly, I would have spoken, but he kissed me then rough and hard, tender and sweet. I couldn’t make head or tails of his mood.  When he took his mouth away from my bruised lips and sucked in my nipple, I couldn’t stop the moan. He assaulted my breast, pinching one and sucking the other before gently biting, taking me to the edge and back before doing the same to the other.  He kissed his way down my body and sucked on my nub. Gritting my teeth, I choked down the noise I wanted to make for fear he would stop and leave me hanging.


    So close, I panted, hoping he would just continue for another few seconds. As if he purposefully wanted to torture me, he removed his mouth. Seconds later, he flipped me over so fast I’d barely caught my breath before he lifted my hips and entered me so slowly. “You’re so tight,” he said taking his time, inch by inch. When I felt his balls on my ass, and the tip of his penis at the end of me, he leaned over my shoulder and picked a hell of a time to want to talk.


    “Is Matt your finance?” Keeping to his directive, I shook my head no. “Has he ever been your finance?” Again I shook my head.  He started to kiss the nape of my neck and I wiggled my ass. “Stop moving,” he said, swatting me lightly on the side of my bottom. “Have you fucked him?” I shook my head again, hearing the anger behind his voice. I wanted to explain. Right then however, I knew he didn’t want to listen. “You let him kiss you, though.” Swallowing, I neither confirmed nor denied. He rose up and slammed into me. Pulling almost all the way out, he slammed into me again. Tears pricked at my eyes. And not because he was causing me pain. But because I’d caused him pain. He gripped my hair and tugged my head back only to assault my neck with kisses that sent shivers down my spine. He made his way up to my ear and spoke very clearly. “When you wrapped your lips around my cock, they became mine. You are mine, Bailey.”


    A whimper left my lips. “Say it,” he demanded.


    “I’m yours,” I said right before he rammed into me again and again, building my orgasm with each stroke. His hips shifted and he angled his stroke to make contact with my g-spot over and over again. When he took his free hand and cupped my breast, squeezing it just a little, I moaned again.


    “Come for me.” And like that I came apart bit by bit, stifling a scream. His breaths became more erratic when he followed me to ecstasy.


    I woke alone. This time there was no note. But my hands were unbound. Slowly, I got up, my legs felt weak, my innards sweetly bruised, my heart shattered. I didn’t bother to call. I had my pride. Instead, I texted him a lame apology and got ready for the day.


    Lizzy came home Saturday afternoon to find me curled up in a chair, eyes red-rimmed, or so she claimed. And I told her everything that happened.


    “Hon,” she said, taking me in a hug. I released more tears than I thought I had left.


    “He hates me,” I cried.


    Chuckling, she said, “He wouldn’t come over to fuck someone he hates.”


    “Maybe,” I said.


    “Maybe my ass. Honey, he’s not hard on the eyes. It wouldn’t be hard for him to find someone to sleep with. But he came here to you. Give him some time.”


    “I guess.”


    “Do you love this guy?” she asked point blank.


    My eyes looked at the tiled ceiling as if it held the answer. “I don’t know if it’s love,” I confessed. “I’ve only known him for a couple of weeks. But it certainly feels like I’m falling in love.”


    She hugged me one more time. “Should I cancel my trip?”


    “Trip?” I questioned.


    “Don’t you remember? I’m going to Chicago to hang out with Matt. This was already planned before he showed up the other week. Still, I think I should go. I need to convince him to forgive dad, you know?”


    Nodding, I did know. “No, you should go. I’ll be fine.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


     


     


    Time turned into days. I’d spent the weekend working the mystery of the cash. By Monday after work, I’d gone through all the accounts. There were over a hundred. Kevin hadn’t shown up that day, for which I was thankful. So engrossed in my work, I made a mistake.  I found myself in a lit room staring out the glass into the dark. The low-walled cubes made it easy to see that no one was around.


    Packing up, I headed out the door expecting the light to turn on with my movement outside the conference room. Nothing. I started to take swift steps to the elevator when computer screens across the room lit up. The message that scrolled across the array of neon colored backgrounds on various monitors throughout the open space said, “Last warning, STOP.”


    Feet don’t fail me now, was my mantra when I hightailed it to the elevator banks. Hitting the down button with rapid fingers that mirrored my heartbeats, I stopped breathing until the ding of the elevator alerted me to its arrival. Jumping in, I did the same furious tapping on the L button.


    With the final ding, I ran out of the lobby into the dark with New Yorkers streaming down the sidewalk. The walkway wasn’t thick with people, but there were enough to make me feel marginally safe.


    After heading to the subway, I leaned against the wall. I pulled out my phone and remembered that Lizzy was in Chicago with Matt. If I called they would both be worried and catch a flight back. So I made a decision and dialed Kalen instead.


    When he answered, I hadn’t expected it. “Kalen,” I breathed.


    He’d obviously heard the panic in my voice and said, “What’s wrong?”


    “I’m scared,” I began. Then I explained what happened.


    “Stay where you are. I’ll be right there.”


    And I did. I didn’t feel safe until his hands cupped the sides of my face and peeled me from the wall. Tucking me in his embrace, I breathed in his scent and the comfort that came along with it.


    Taking my hand, we walked over to the SUV and got in the back. He didn’t speak to the driver, but we headed away. “Are you alright?” he asked.


    It was the only thing he said to me. “Yes,” I said, still shaking.


    Puzzled, we ended up in that same garage from our last date. We entered the same elevator, except this time it opened into a lavish apartment. Floor to ceiling windows lined the wall ahead. Dark wood floors filled the place as far as my eye could see. A spacious living room and dining room area was filled with minimal furniture. Each piece had been carefully selected to look more like art that cozy pieces. A floating, twisting staircase led upstairs to places unknown.


    The kitchen was large with wood cabinets complementary to the dark floors. Shiny stainless steel appliances sent shine to the granite countertops.  It was all mastery decorated with splashings of brick red, oranges and green placed fluidly throughout the space. Apparently he liked the outdoors, because that was what the space felt like, bringing the outdoors in.


    And as exciting as it was to finally see his place, all the emotional fear and sorrow from the past few days caught up with me and I began to crumble inside. First there was a tear.  Then my knees felt weak. I wasn’t weak normally, except in his presence, but today I couldn’t help it.


    Kalen had me in his arms. “I’m sorry,” I cried on his shoulder.


    He didn’t speak. And I had to get it out. “You’d left me the night before pissed. I didn’t know if I was ever going to see you again. Then Matt offered to help. I didn’t know he was going to kiss me. And I told him afterwards that my heart belonged to you.” Stepping back, he searched my face. In response, I added, “Yes, even though I wasn’t sure if I would see you again, I turned him down. It was always you.”


    Without any words, he closed the little distance he’d created and kissed me. It felt so right being with him. The L word bubbled in my chest. Could you love someone after about a month of knowing them? I didn’t know. I did know that I was in deeper than my waist in a lake of L feelings with this guy, like, lust, and maybe on my way to love.


    “This Matt guy should feel pretty damn lucky I haven’t met him. I don’t take kindly to one touching what belongs to me. And you, Lass, most certainly belong to me.”


    As much as his words sent flutters in my belly, I said, “I don’t want to belong to anyone.”


    “If it’s flowery words you need, Lass, I don’t have them. I can’t say meaningless words. I can only tell you no other woman has made me want. No woman has ever stirred things in me you have. You are like no other woman.” His hand cupped my cheek.


    Placing my hand over his, I said, “I don’t mean to put you on the spot. I hardly know you.  But I’m not the kind of girl to go around sleeping with guys for the hell of it. I don’t need flowery words. I don’t even need promises. But I need to know that you think that this could go somewhere. That I’m not just a good sex partner. I wasn’t raised to give my heart away so easily, much less sex.”


    When he didn’t speak, I added, “I should go home.” My heart was breaking as the words tumbled out of my mouth. But I didn’t allow it to show.


    “Bailey,” he said, reaching out to me. It was so very weird to hear him say my name. “I can’t promise you forever because I wasn’t planning on staying here in America. And I won’t be selfish like my father and ask you to leave your home, your life, and move to Scotland with me. We barely know each other and look how that turned out for my parents.”


    “So you are leaving?”


    Letting go of my hand, he looked away for a second before focusing on me again. “If it wasn’t for my father’s rule about funding my college, I wouldn’t be here. I paid him back in service the last four years, spending much of my time at various international offices so I wouldn’t have to be near the man. Then, just when I thought I could leave, he up and dies, surprising everyone by leaving everything to me. I was here to get the company stable after his death with plans to leave as soon as that was done. Then I met you.”


    “And?” I asked, tentatively hopeful.


    “And you’ve turned my world inside out. I can’t close my eyes without seeing your face. I don’t have a free moment when I’m not thinking about you. My dick is a loyal son of a bitch and only has eyes for you. You weren’t supposed to matter. No woman ever has. Yet I can’t let you go. I can’t let you walk away.”


    “And you can’t promise me anything either.” Okay, maybe I was a hypocrite. I’d told him I didn’t need promises. And really I didn’t. I needed hope for future promises.


    “You deserve a guy better than me, Lass. I grew up a scoundrel on the streets, stealing and preying on young girls’ hearts to get in their pants. I don’t deserve a woman like you. Sweet, kind, thoughtful, true.”


    “How can you know this about me?” I asked.


    He reached out, caressed my cheek and said, “Because I’ve seen how you act. I’ve talked to you. Even though you left home, what your family thinks of you matters. You care about this Matt guy enough not to string him or me along. You’re passionate about a company you’re not even invested in to take your own time to find a potential fraud even when your boss tells you to leave it alone. You have principles. You care.”


    “And you make me feel safe, you make me feel beautiful. You care or I wouldn’t be here. Yet we stand on opposite sides of a river bank.”


    “Lass,” he said, letting his hand fall away.


    Then it was my turn to stop him. “I’m not trying to trap you. We should just stop before one of us gets hurt,” I said. Namely me, but my heart was already breaking. “Just let me know where I can sleep.”


    With his hand on the small of my back, he guided me up the stairs and into a room that held a huge bed with a leather footstool at the end. The only other furniture in the room was a tall chest. Stepping out of his reach, I headed for the open door that looked like a bathroom and shut myself in.


    I heard his retreating footsteps and the door to the bedroom close. Stripping, I got in the shower wondering if I would ever be the same. Finger brushing my teeth with toothpaste I found in a drawer, I stepped out into the empty room in a towel. The chest proved fruitful. This was Kalen’s room despite its impersonal nature. Slipping on a white tee shirt I found, I slipped under the covers and prayed for sleep.


    Sleep was as elusive as Kalen’s heart. I missed Lizzy so damn bad and had to fight from calling her. I didn’t want her to worry. Buried in the pillows, I smelled his familiar woodsy scent. With eyes closed for so long, I wondered if it were possible to sleep here. Just when I felt the tug of dreamland, arms tugged me close. Not wanting to talk but just enjoy this final time in his embrace, I continued my even breathing, drifting. Just before sleep claimed me, I swore I heard a murmur of words. “I can say I don’t think I can live without you.”


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


     


     


    It wasn’t the sun or a blare of an alarm that woke me. Instead, I just got up on instinct alone. He was gone like a ghost, and I couldn’t be sure he’d even been there holding me last night. My phone buzzed to life a few seconds later. Kalen.


    Reading several texts, he urged me to speak to my boss or go to the CEO of the company and explain what was going on if my boss wouldn’t listen. He told me that he would have a security company come to beef up the locks on Lizzy’s apartment because if he could so easily get in, so could someone else. He offered me to stay at his place, but I would decline that. It was clear things weren’t going to move any further between us. None of his texts mentioned us.  The last text said my clothes were on the chair. I turned because I didn’t remember a chair in the room. The only furniture had been a chest. There was a flat screen mounted on the wall, but that was it.


    Rolling over, I saw the chair and my clothes neatly laid across it. My clothes. He’d gone to my apartment. Walking over there, he’d also brought me a matching bra and panty set from my drawer. The funniest thing about the outfit was that it was a pant suit he’d selected. Kalen had been super intent on me always wearing a dress or skirt. What was he saying with this outfit?


    Shrugging, I couldn’t think about it more. I just got dressed and walked to the kitchen where coffee, a bagel and fresh fruit he’d mentioned waited for me. Eating, I also knew his driver would be there to take me to work. However, I called a cab. This would be a clean break. With my dress folded up and pushed into my messenger bag, I headed out, not alerting his driver I was ready because I wouldn’t be using his services.


    When I walked into our workspace, Kevin was there. Goodie. He sported a shiner and I waited for him to tell me I was off the team or something, but he said nothing. Anna looked at me, but with us all in this room with no privacy I couldn’t tell her anything.  So instead, I told them all about what happened Friday night.


    “No way,” Anna said.


    “Come on Bailey, that’s just not possible,” Kevin said, looking at me like I was a crack pot.


    “Are you calling me a liar?” I asked Kevin, because Jim, as usual, was quiet.


    “No, but-,” he began.


    “Well, I think we should report this.” My face let him know I wasn’t moving on this point. I wasn’t crazy. This happened. Someone was obviously telling me to stop my looking into this problem, which only made me a firm believer that I was on to something.


    Kevin got on his cell phone and Anna mouthed the word lunch. I nodded and stepped out of the room. I feared that Kevin wasn’t going to fully support me and that Kalen was right. I’d already gotten the main line phone number and called to speak to Mr. Glenn, the CEO of the company. It was privately held, but they had a board. However, I didn’t have time to request that the entire board get together. Who knew if this person would resort to violence next?


    “Mr. Glenn’s office,” his secretary said as I stood in the hallway near the bathroom on my cell.


    “Yes, I need to see Mr. Glenn today if at all possible.”


    “I’m sorry, Mr. Glenn has meetings scheduled all day. In fact, he’s booked for the week. Can I ask what this is in reference to?”


    I needed to see him and my only way was through his secretary. So I had to tell her something. “My name is Bailey Glicks and I’m an auditor. I think I may have found some oddities on the books that I need to inform him about asap. I just need five minutes of his time.”


    She paused. “Give me a minute.”


    When the Muzak came on, I hoped he would be interested enough to give me some of his time. Going over my supervisor’s head may cost me my job, but I didn’t know what else to do. I could have called my former supervisor in Boston, but what could she do from there? I would, however, tell her what I’d done after I spoke to Mr. Glenn.


    Coming back on the line, his secretary said, “He’s in the middle of a conference call, but he can see you in fifteen minutes.”


    Nodding, I realized she couldn’t see me. “Okay, thanks.” And I hung up. Heading back to the room, Kevin was waiting for me.


    “Their IT department said something like that is highly unlikely. But they are going to look into it.”


    Time moved like molasses. My heart raced and I’d already saved my spreadsheet on a thumb drive, prepared to present it to the CEO. The picture of the guy had his hair all grey and a face sterner than my father’s. I could only hope he took me seriously. My dad didn’t look at women as powerful or smart enough to listen to, not even me.  I seriously was betting on this man to trust what I found.


    When ten minutes passed, I got up and Kevin looked at me. “Where are you going?”


    “Bathroom,” I said. I lied, but there was no way I could tell him what I was doing.


    “Didn’t you just come from there?” he asked to my back as I exited our conference room. I didn’t bother to dignify that with an answer. I was an adult. He wasn’t my keeper. My boss, maybe, but even that was debatable.


    It didn’t take rocket science to know that the head man’s office was on the top floor. When it pinged, I was greeted by a woman in her thirties, hair pulled back smartly in a simple low knot. Her crisp suit made crinkle sounds as she moved.


    “Miss Glicks,” she said. I nodded. “Have a seat. He will be with you shortly.”


    I sat in one of the four leather chair arranged conversational style a ways from her desk. The only thing I’d brought with me was the thumb drive. So I turned it all about in my fingers as I waited nervously, playing out my speech in my head. I would be concise and to the point. I’d offer the thumb drive. If he thought I was some whack job, I would be looking for new employment. I’d just have to convince him. Despite the relatively small amounts taken from each account on a monthly basis, added all up over a years’ time it totaled a considerable amount across all accounts.


    There was a ping or a buzz and his secretary said, “He will see you now.”


    Standing, I straightened my jacket and took a deep breath. I stepped forward and opened the office door, closing it behind me. Taking another breath I turned and froze.


     


    
      


    


     

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


     


     


    “Kalen,” I said, looking at him standing in front of the desk as if he’d risen to meet me. “What are you doing here? I can fight my own battles. I don’t need you to hand hold me to talk to Mr. Glenn.” My eyes narrowed. I stepped to the side to see that no one sat behind the desk. “Where is he?”


    “Bailey,” he said. Something in his voice held caution. With each time he said my name, and not Lass, it felt more final that our short love affair was over.


    “Kalen, this isn’t the time. I need to explain to Mr. Glenn this problem. You even said yourself I should.” My forehead wrinkled in my confusion. “How did you know where I worked?”


    “I didn’t,” he said. There was a pained expression on his face I didn’t understand, at first.


    “But,” then I saw it. The red blob hung on his wall. “Your name isn’t Woodrow Glenn, is it?” Even though the words tumbled out of my mouth, I knew otherwise.


    “No,” he said. “My name is Jeremy Kalen Brinner Glenn. Woody Glenn was my father.”


    And the world tilted on its axis. My back slid down the door of the office I’d been leaning on. Kalen rushed over. In a whisper, I said, “You lied to me.”


    “No, I didn’t tell you my full name because it was nice not having someone know who I was. I wanted to see if you’d like me as Kalen and not the son of a billionaire.”


    Billionaire. The word made my heart stop. I knew he was well off, like Lizzy, but billionaire? “Still you lied. Lizzy knew who you were. But I told her your name and she thought you were someone else.” There had been a Jeremy Glenn at her showing. And Kalen had been there.


    “Bailey, I never meant to lie to you. Women are always out to get me for what they think I have. Honestly, I didn’t believe you didn’t know who I was at first. But you didn’t.”


    “No,” I said, still finding it hard to breath. “How long have you known I worked here? Was this a game? Is everything you told me a lie?”


    “Lass, I had no idea you were an auditor here. I swear I didn’t know until my secretary cut into my conference call saying you needed to see me. And no, everything I told you was truth.” But how could I trust him?


    “And what are we going to do?” I asked, holding up the thumb drive. There was no need to explain about the potential fraud problems because I already had.  And our relationship or whatever it was then was a problem because we’d crossed many boundaries in terms of my fiduciary independence in his audit.


    He stood and brought me to my feet. He kissed me like it was goodbye, holding me in his arm around my waist. His kiss was like fire and it said so many things. “I love you, Lass.”


    “What, wait, why are you saying it now?” I asked, confused by the look of sorrow on his face.


    “Because I need you to remember that.” And he walked me to a chair in front of his desk and made a call. In a matter of minutes, his top in-house counsel was in the office sitting in the chair as I recanted what I found and Kalen filled in the bit about how we didn’t know about each other’s work place.


    The man looked at me and asked, “You can honestly tell me that you didn’t know who he was?”


    “No, I didn’t.”


    “John,” Kalen warned. “Trust me, she didn’t know.”


    “What, did you find her under a rock? You’re in the news,” the man said, sounding contrite.


    I didn’t like that he was talking about me like I wasn’t there. “No, I don’t read or watch the news that often. It’s depressing.”


    “Okay fine,” he said, holding up a hand. “Say I believe you two. You said you guys went out. How did either of you not find out you were in the same office?”


    Opening my mouth, Kalen beat me to it. “I constantly have meetings outside of the office. We never met at her work place. I’ve explained this to you.”


    “Well, you know you two can’t see each other now. The auditor that found this problem,” he waved a hand over in my direction then at my spreadsheet, which Kalen had pulled up on his monitor. “And the head of the company. The FBI is going to have to get involved in order to follow the money trail.” When Kalen didn’t answer, the lawyer said, “Jeremy.”


    It was so strange to hear him being called by another name. “We ended things yesterday.” Kalen looked at me as if to say I’m sorry. And I got it. He’d confessed his feeling to me because he knew we wouldn’t be allowed to be together.


    “No more contact,” the lawyer warned. “No email, phone or any contact at all.”


    My day and chastisement didn’t end there. My supervisor and the partner in charge of this engagement were brought in. I had to explain the whole sordid affair again along with my findings. It didn’t help that Kevin was there. Thankfully, he didn’t mention the fist. That would have only complicated things further.


    Even though I would be a hero if I’d discovered fraud, I was placed on administrative leave. And the team would be replaced and the audit started from scratch. I was admonished again and warned to keep my distance from Kalen.


    In the conference room, Anna and Jim were already gone by the time I came to get my things. But Kevin was there moments later. “Trying to sleep your way to the top, I should have known.”


    “If you don’t stay away from me, I’ll give you a matching black eye.” Proudly, I walked out of the room and headed home. But that wasn’t my final destination. Four hours later, in my rental car, I pulled up to the security gate.


    “Bailey, long time no see,” a guy I grew up with said.


    “Hi, Samuel.”


    “Go on ahead,” he said, raising the gate. We lived a simple life, but curiosity about the Amish had brought reporters and other people to our door even though we weren’t Amish. Darn close, if you asked me. We lived for the most part without modern conveniences. Our community was based on old traditions and very old fashion values. Women’s roles were far from progressive. And the jeans I wore wouldn’t be allowed.


    As I drove to my parents’ home, I thought about my call to Lizzy.  She’d been supportive and tried to convince me to come to Chicago. She even tried to talk me into giving her brother a shot. But another man wasn’t what I needed. I hadn’t gotten over the one I had. He’d told me he loved me, and what was I suppose to do with that information?


    Pulling up onto the grass because cars weren’t a common sight there, I got out the car, noticing that a man stood working on the front window. Before I got my bag out of the trunk, that man turned. And it was like time had frozen. He hadn’t changed a bit. He was as handsome as the last time I saw him. “Turner.”


    “Bailey,” he said. And my heart stopped.
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    PART TWO ~ Balance Sheet Series ~ LIABILITIES


    WILL BE OUT LATE SPRING/EARLY SUMMER 2013


     


    Liabilities reduce asset value.  And right now, Bailey assumes her assets are worthless and her liabilities endless. Put on a leave of absence and required to stay away from Kalen, she heads to the only place she knows. Home.


                                                      


    Too bad home is like stepping back in time. The only thing that stays the same and quickens her heart is her best friend, her first of many including love, Turner.


     


    Confused about everything, she doesn’t expect Kalen to show up. When he tells her that she may still be in danger, she’s not sure what she should do to protect herself and more importantly to protect her heart.
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