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   Hands.
 
   They were punishing. He grabbed my waist with a feral grip, pulling me to him hard while he thrust into me even harder. The way we both needed it.
 
   There would be bruises in the morning from where his hands found purchase, but I didn’t mind. 
 
   The day was the same as the one before as he took from my body, my heart, and my soul. In return, he gave himself to me the only way he knew how: with bruising hands, passionate kisses, and hard thrusts.
 
   His body was sin, his cock was sin, and I was a sinner.
 
   His hands moved up my thighs, his long, slender fingers playing my body, bending me to his will. They were a delicious torture, much like his words.
 
   His lips sucked at my neck, teeth digging in, making my eyes roll back. Another mark.
 
   I grinned. He loved marking me, and I loved hiding them from people. They were proof, a reminder of his need, his pleasure.
 
   My tongue ran up the column of his neck before I found the perfect location to mark him as well. The spot I chose, just below his ear, would make it visible, unable to be hidden by the collar of his dress shirt.
 
   It would make his admirers mad with wonder when they came around to bug him the next day. I smiled at the thought of them finding out he was breaking the rules every day with me, and not them.
 
   Hollywood had nothing on us. Awards could be given for the lies we told and the feelings we hid under a mask of hate and indifference.
 
   He pulled my hair, bringing my focus back to him. His teeth scraped my neck, no doubt leaving small pink trails on my skin. He growled. “You’re not paying attention to my cock, Lila.”
 
   A shiver ran down my spine and my muscles clenched around him, eliciting a rumble deep in his chest. He thrust hard, using long strokes, causing me to scream out in response.
 
   He picked up the pace. “That’s it, baby. That’s what I like to hear.” He was pushing me to the edge again. “Scream for me. I want everyone to hear what I do to you.”
 
   My mind was fuzzy, lost in a sea of lust. I obeyed and let go, no longer holding back. My screams echoed around the room, and that trademark smirk of his formed on his perfect features.
 
   His mouth moved down to my breasts where he began licking and nipping. The combination of sensations from his body’s assault was too much. His name spilled from my lips on a scream as my back arched off the bed. My hands grabbed his arms, nails digging in as my walls constricted around him.
 
   “Fuck, you feel so damn good when you come around my cock.”
 
   I was too far gone to respond, my body going lax after my orgasm. He was still going. Both hands were back on my hips as he drove into me. His stamina was unparalleled. How many times in the past had I been forced to come multiple times before he spilled inside me?
 
   “God, I’m close,” he grunted before pulling out. 
 
   I whimpered at the loss, but I knew what he was doing. What he wanted from me.
 
   I managed to turn my body around, coming face to face with his cock, and took him into my eager mouth. I lapped up my juices from him as my tongue swirled around his length. His eyes were on me, watching his cock disappear between my lips. He loved to watch me suck him after being buried in my pussy. I sucked hard, punishing him as he had me. I was rewarded with a hiss and a flex of his hips. My teeth grazed his skin. He moaned deep in his chest, his panting gaining speed, muscles tensing.
 
   His hands wrapped up in my hair just as he began to thrust, fucking my mouth. He was grunting and moaning as he hit the back of my throat. I reached up to massage his balls, adding to the sensations.
 
   “Fuck!” he cried out. His hips flexed forward before jerking. He came hard, spurt after spurt sliding into my mouth and down my throat.
 
   After licking him clean, I released him from my mouth. I smiled up at him, and he leaned down to kiss me. The kiss was passionate, as were all his kisses. It was also harsh, his teeth biting on my lip, scraping it, tasting himself.
 
   He got a rag to clean me up before we lay down and curled into one another. Tomorrow was closing in. Another day of wearing masks and hiding what we wanted—what we were—from the world. Another day of denying each other. Another night of punishment to look forward to.
 
   Why was he punishing me? Because I called to him, and I let him do whatever he wanted to me. Punishing himself for wanting me and doing whatever he desired to me.
 
   Punishing us both for our breach.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 1
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   It started out as one hell of a morning, so of course it had to be a Monday. It didn’t help that I only had three hours of sleep, thanks to work keeping me up at night. My brain was unable to shut down.
 
   I needed coffee.
 
   Stat.
 
   The day had to get better—the new hire was starting. Maybe I wouldn’t be in the office until midnight almost every night. The prospect of having a life again, thanks to the new employee, was wonderful. Not that I had much of one before. I’d been working sixty to seventy hours a week for the last four months since Vivian left us high and dry. I needed a vacation.
 
   Hell, I’d settle for leaving before five one evening a week.
 
   I pulled into the parking lot, zipping into my usual spot, and looked into the rearview mirror. My usually bright, expressive eyes were dull and bloodshot from lack of sleep, reflecting dark circles underneath and standing out against my pale skin. My hair was not cooperating, dirty blonde strands sticking up in all directions. I brushed it before I left, right?
 
   In my current state, I wasn’t sure of the answer to my internal question. I dug through my purse, locating my hair screws—the most wonderful hair invention ever—and threw the bird’s nest up into a quick, tight bun. Looking down, I noticed a run in my hose that started from my knee and ran all the way down my calf.
 
   Great. Another thing to add to my already spectacular morning.
 
   I hated wearing pantyhose, but they helped keep my legs a little warmer when I wore skirts in the winter. Surreptitiously, I pulled my skirt up to my waist. My hips jutted forward, feet braced against the floor. I pulled my pantyhose over my ass, down my hips, and peeled the offending material off my legs. As I settled back down, I gathered the flimsy fabric and threw it into the passenger side seat.
 
   I braced my body again, hips in the air, to pull my knee-length skirt back down. When I turned to grab my purse, I was startled to see someone watching me.
 
   Fuck.
 
   The driver in the car next to mine was sitting with his sunglasses on. Yeah, like those were needed with the 90 percent chance of rain we were due to have today. I stared at him for a moment, watching a smirk slide across his face. My skin heated, and I cursed at the blush I knew was blossoming.
 
   I flipped him my middle finger before stepping out of the car. Like I gave a fuck what he thought.
 
   I made my way to the double doors and stepped through, taking the elevator up to my floor, and walked back to my office. Well, it had been my office alone for the past few months, but now it was going to be “our” office in the next hour or so. I groaned at the stack of papers that awaited me. The stack had doubled in size over the weekend. 
 
   Didn’t anyone take a day off? It was clear they had no idea how long it took to go over and prepare all of their documents. 
 
   The bright yellow Post-it Note greeted me as I tried to sit down. It was attached to a file: Vivian’s file. Great.
 
   My former partner and office mate was suing my employer, Holloway and Holloway Law. “Termination without notification or provocation” being her case. It was a turn of events we all found quite ironic, seeing as she was the one who left for lunch one day and never returned. Job abandonment was what it constituted. I took it as her final “Screw you, Palmer.” She knew I’d be the one having to go through it all.
 
   I groaned. As much as I hated how overworked I was of late, I hated working with her even more in our shared office. It felt cramped when she was around. I could never get away from her annoying behavior or loud voice even if I’d wanted to, thanks to the sheer volume of work we received every day.
 
   I was antsy already as I looked at the piles, still surprised the desks didn’t buckle under the strain of all the files. So, I wound my way to the break room and got myself a cup of coffee.
 
   After getting a cup of fresh-brewed coffee from the break room, I finished up some paperwork left from Friday. Once completed, I began sorting through the new piles, finding the items that were urgent.
 
   I loved coming to the office early in the morning, before the rush of people. It was quiet, and I could concentrate on my work without disruption. 
 
   I was halfway through the stack of files when a knock on the door drew my attention away.
 
   “Delilah, do you have a moment?” Jack Holloway’s familiar voice called from the doorway.
 
   “For you, sir? Always,” I replied with a genuine smile. My boss, Mr. Holloway—or Jack, depending on the occasion—was always kind and easy to talk to, making it a pleasure to give him whatever he wanted. I knew it was because I craved his kind, gentle words—ones that were rarely offered to me by anyone else.
 
   “I wanted to introduce you to your new roommate before the announcement was made.” He stepped aside and let a man pass him.
 
   My mouth dropped open at the tall, god-like man with light brown hair and seductive blue eyes that stood before me. I sat in stunned silence, eyes wide. Was Jack serious, or had my brain shut down?
 
   “This is Nathan Thorne. He’ll need your guidance until he’s acclimated to how we operate. Please take good care of him.”
 
   “Delilah, was it?” the god asked with a smirk. A smirk!
 
   He held out his hand, and with reluctance, I slipped mine into it. We shook for a brief moment before Mr. Holloway toted him away for a chat before the big office reveal.
 
   I remained in silence while my still coffee-addled brain processed the newcomer. 
 
   Then it hit me.
 
   Shit!
 
   It was the guy from the parking lot. The sunglass-wearing moron.
 
   I could already tell he was going to be trouble. He was way too good looking, and all the women would be falling over themselves to get to him…in our office.
 
   Perhaps Vivian wasn’t that bad after all.
 
   My attention returned to the endless piles in front of me, and I resumed my work. It wasn’t until after lunch that Nathan came back. I spent the next hour helping him get set up—time I didn’t have to give. It was a bad idea, the monumental kind, to be that close to him.
 
   We weren’t very far in when the innuendos began and my patience started to wear thin.
 
   I leaned over him to guide the mouse where I needed it. “Okay, so here’s the path to the shared drive. All documents have to be saved out on this drive for backup purposes.”
 
   “You know, you don’t have to climb all over me to get my attention. Lifting your skirt works very well,” he said.
 
   My blood was on fire, even more so than it had already been due to annoyance. “Sorry, I didn’t realize there were any voyeurs around. Next time, I’ll lock myself up in an empty room to spare you.” I rolled my eyes before getting back to the task at hand, ready to show him the next step.
 
   “Spare me?” His eyebrow was cocked, a curious look on his face as he took me in.
 
   “Yes. Temptation is the road to Hell, or at least that’s what I hear.” I once again tried to draw his attention back to the computer screen.
 
   He smirked, something I was already beginning to loathe. “You think I’m tempted by you?”
 
   I thought about the answer, though I knew it already, but decided to string him along. “No, but I don’t want to give you the opportunity to be tempted by me.”
 
   “Why so hostile?”
 
   “Look, Nathan,” I huffed. “I’m here to do a job, not to flaunt my breasts around to catch your eye. I like my job, I like doing my job, and I want to keep it. Plus, I know you are not, and will not be, interested in a woman like me, so why even try? Now, can we get back to your tutorial?”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   My jaw locked, eyes closing before I turned to look at him. “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me,” he replied. His voice had dropped, now hard and cold, no hint of flirtation. “How. Do. You. Know?” 
 
   He was demanding, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. My façade was slipping, so much that the words came out as nothing more than a whisper. “Just drop it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Why would anyone?” I sneered at him before taking off to the restroom.
 
   Shit, shit, shit!
 
   I paced the length of the bathroom, taking deep breaths to relax and regain my composure. He’d made me slip, probing me with questions that were best left alone. The answers to those questions brought up emotions best left buried in the past.
 
   After about ten minutes, it seemed safe to exit. When I entered our office, he was staring at me with a perplexed look on his face. He didn’t speak, for which I was thankful. I walked back to my desk, bringing my chair around to his and resuming our tutorial.
 
   “Email and contact lists. Then we can see if you have access to the programs IT was supposed to set up over the weekend.”
 
   “You’re very peculiar, Delilah.”
 
   “I’m just a woman, Nathan. Nothing special,” I replied before focusing back on his computer.
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   “Do you have to do that?” My teeth were grinding after almost five minutes of pen-clicking from my new office mate. The sound was so loud it was echoing off the walls, distracting me from the contract in front of me.
 
   Nathan continued his assault on the pen’s button. “It’s my thinking tool.”
 
   I glared at him. “Well, your thinking tool has me thinking about all the ways I could harm you with it.”
 
   He stared back at me, defying my request and clicking it again. “That time of the month, Palmer?”
 
   “You’re an asshole. Get back to work.” I forced my attention back down to the papers in front of me.
 
   “Which leads me to the question: what have you been doing for the past four months?”
 
   Death wish. He had one.
 
   I knew the blood vessel on my forehead had to be protruding from the annoyance and anger he was eliciting. It had been three days since he began, and Vivian was looking like a ray of sunshine compared to him. I swear he was trying to get under my skin, provoking me. I just wanted to know why.
 
   “Hi, guys!” a feminine voice called from the door.
 
   I wanted to scream. 
 
   Women had been coming in all week to “introduce” themselves to Nathan. The amount of cleavage I’d seen that week alone was more than I’d seen in the entirety of my life, and I had breasts. They all had me wondering if every woman in the office bought a whole new wardrobe full of low-cut collars the night after he started.
 
   I was also about ready to snap. Nothing was getting accomplished with their constant interruptions.
 
   I watched for a moment as Kelly flirted with him. My nose wrinkled in distaste, wondering if I’d ever be able to tolerate him and if he’d ever stop baiting me.
 
   He was a good lawyer, but it didn’t excuse his after-hours activities presenting themselves in my office during business hours.
 
    He was hot, there was no denying that. I could agree with them there. I was a single, straight woman, not blind, deaf, and dumb.
 
   Nathan smiled at Kelly. “What can I do for you?”
 
   My hand was resting on my stapler. I resisted the strong urge to chuck it at his head while I stared at him.
 
   He was encouraging them, causing me to want to strangle him. There was a witness, and I valued my freedom, so that plan was a no-go. If I was going to take him out, it wouldn’t be at the office. Maybe some dark alley late at night, where I wouldn’t get blood all over my desk.
 
   With my annoyance at its limit, I got up and headed out, leaving what was bound to be a peep show. I was almost running as I muttered about refilling my coffee.
 
   Upon entering the break room, I heaved a sigh at the sight of the empty coffee pot. Oh well. It meant fresh coffee for me and more time away from him.
 
   “Hi, Lila! How are things going with Nathan today?” Caroline, my one friend and ally, asked in a teasing tone. I’d told her all about the situation with the asshole. The smile on her face faltered when she saw my expression. “Homicide is not an option.”
 
   I couldn’t help but chuckle at her dead-on comment. “Are you sure about that, Carrie?”
 
   “Yes. The Boob Squad still coming around?”
 
   “Boob Squad member number seven is in my office as we speak.” I plastered a fake smile on my face, attempting the best impersonation of them I could muster.
 
   “Boob Squad” was the name Caroline had bestowed upon all the women who now seemed to have a route past our—my and Nathan’s—office.
 
   She attempted to reassure me. “I’m sure it’ll get better. Everything has an adjustment period, right?”
 
   I laughed at her optimism. “Sure, why not? Maybe hell will freeze over as well?”
 
   I watched the coffee pot fill up and pulled it from the burner before it finished. I wished her a good afternoon with my now full cup in hand and turned to head back. As I left, she begged me not to end up in jail, but I couldn’t make her any promises.
 
   When I returned, Boob Squad number seven was nowhere to be found, and I let out a sigh of relief.
 
   “Which girl do you have your sights set on?” I took my seat, caffeine injection number five for the day in hand.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Which one? They’ve all been vying for your attention. Each wondering which one of them you’ll pick to screw first. I’m amazed they’re throwing themselves at you, not even caring about their jobs.”
 
   “You’re talking about the non-fraternization policy.”
 
   “Holloway is very strict on it now, ever since the Antonio and Karen incident. Lots of drama and problems there as a result. So, now they get rid of one or both parties. That’s why it surprises me so many of them are willing to give up their jobs for your junk.”
 
   His face lit up with that smirk that made me—and every other woman in the office—wet. “I do have pretty impressive junk.”
 
   I snorted, rolling my eyes. “Please.”
 
   “Do I need to prove it to you?” He stood, hands at his belt buckle, pulling the leather through the first loop.
 
   I hid my eyes behind my hand. “Keep it in your pants, Casanova.”
 
   “I’m surprised you care about them.”
 
   “I don’t.”
 
   “Then don’t worry. One of the reasons I agreed to come here was because of their strict enforcement of no office fraternization. I thought it would keep them away, but it doesn’t seem to be enough.” He sighed, his expression becoming dark, turbulent.
 
   “Do you want me to throw you a pity party because women are throwing themselves at you?”
 
   My eyes widened at the look on his face. His eyes were now dead, holding none of the light and humor they did a moment before. The smile fell from my face. The arrogant look I’d been seeing over the last few days was gone, the playful glint replaced with a tortured darkness. My jaw slackened as the atmosphere changed.
 
   “They should all stay away from me.” His voice was barely above a whisper as he spoke, right before getting up and leaving.
 
   I couldn’t help but stare after him for a few moments before my gaze moved back to the work in front of me. A shiver ran through me as realization dawned.
 
   There was much more to Nathan Thorne than what appeared on the polished surface.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 2
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   I spent the following weeks trying to work out the enigma that was Nathan Thorne, but to no avail. After his mood-altering comments, he had escaped, returning sometime later as the man I’d known up to that point. With careful glances, I watched the way he interacted with others, but there was no hint of the pain I’d seen in his beautiful features.
 
   Whatever plagued him was hidden well under his charismatic personality and good looks. The one glimpse I’d been privy to kept me up at night. What an odd thing for a man like him to say.
 
   I should’ve been more concerned with the fact that I was losing sleep over a man I couldn’t get along with—something I couldn’t afford as I already didn’t sleep much—and he’d become the star in all of my fantasies.
 
   “Morning,” I said with a yawn as I trudged in on Friday, the end of Nathan’s third week with Holloway and Holloway.
 
   Not that I was counting.
 
   “Coffee?” he asked, holding a cup toward me.
 
   I eyed the cup before glaring at him. “Is it poisonous?”
 
   He chuckled, the sound making wetness pool between my thighs. Stupid body, reacting to a man I couldn’t stand.
 
   “No, Delilah. Fresh brewed.”
 
   “Are you buttering me up for something?” I inquired before taking the cup from him.
 
   “No. I saw you walking in when I was heading to get a cup of my own. With as much as you drink, I figured you’d need one.”
 
   “Oh.” I was stunned he would do something nice for me. “Sorry… Thank you.”
 
   I smiled at him, half-genuine and half-rehearsed. His face lit up for a fraction of a second before turning to a grimace.
 
   “Don’t mention it.” His gaze returned to his desk and the papers that adorned it.
 
   There it was: that faint glimpse. He stopped himself from what could’ve been a real smile, for reasons only known to him. What was it that had me so curious about him that, with each new insight revealed, left me breathless and wanting to know more?
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   I called it quits about six that evening, ready for the weekend. It’d been a long, frustrating week, and I was in desperate need of a drink to unwind. There was a bar within walking distance of my condo, one I’d been frequenting every weekend over the last few months.
 
   “Hey, Lila!” John, the bartender, greeted as I entered.
 
   “Hey, John!”
 
   “Usual to start?”
 
   I nodded, and he got to work on my shot and Long Island Iced Tea.
 
   Not only did I need it to unwind, but it would also help me get some sleep.
 
   “Tough week?” He handed me the shot before making my other drink. “Insomnia still got you?”
 
   I tipped back the rum, cringing against the strength. “Yup. I feel like my brain should’ve melted at this point.”
 
   “Holloway got you any help yet?”
 
   “Yeah, he started a few weeks back, but he’s kind of a jackass.”
 
   He gave me a sympathetic frown. “That sucks. He at least good looking?”
 
   I eyed John for a moment, wondering if I was in some sort of setup. “Yes, he is. Fuck-hot and has every woman in the office chasing him around, hoping he’ll break and, I don’t know, just drop trou right there and plow into them.”
 
   He snickered, handing me the Long Island. “Every woman but you?”
 
   “What’s the point?” I shrugged. “First, he’s an ass. Second, he wouldn’t have any interest in me anyway, so why bother making an idiot of myself?”
 
   “Honey, you are beautiful and sexy. I wish you could see that for yourself. You get my regulars all riled up when you come in here.”
 
   “Yeah, well…” I trailed off. There was no response to give.
 
   John left to tend to some other customers, leaving me sipping on my drink and contemplating a game on the TV screen in front of me. The sound of the door opening wasn’t uncommon, but the shiver that ran down my spine was not normal.
 
   “Can I get a Dos Equis?” the newcomer asked.
 
   I didn’t need to turn to know who it was, nor to know he was looking at me. I was too tired and too tipsy to care.
 
   “Palmer?” I knew he was smirking by only the tone he used. Jesus, I couldn’t deal with him tonight.
 
   Could I not think about him for five minutes? He had to be a drunken illusion, even though I had little to drink. There was no reason why he would be at my local dive bar.
 
   I tilted my head toward him, his reliable smirk the first thing to greet me. Okay, not an illusion. “Thorne.”
 
   He brushed off my attitude. “What brings you here?”
 
   “I’m here every Friday. Why are you here?”
 
   “I needed a drink. I just spent the last hour trying to lose Kelly. I think she was trying to find out where I live.”
 
   “And of course you had to land in my bar.” I huffed.
 
   “Does it have your name on it?”
 
   “Here you go,” John interrupted, setting a bottle down in front of Nathan. “Wanna start a tab?”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   John smiled at me. “Lila, you good?”
 
   Crap. He was going to give me shit about Nathan the next time I was in.
 
   “One more.”
 
   John nodded and went to make my second Long Island, leaving me once again with the asshole.
 
   “Lila?” Nathan leaned his arm against the bar.
 
   “Short for Delilah.” My tone was clipped.
 
   “I’ve never heard anyone call you that nickname.”
 
   “Only Caroline at the office does. Delilah is more professional, so only my friends call me Lila.” I hoped that would be enough to sate his curiosity.
 
   It seemed to, because that was where the conversation stopped. I was not in the mood to talk. All I wanted to do was drink, then crash. I was exhausted and tired to the point of tears.
 
   Sleep called to me. I needed to shut out the world and turn off my brain. He made no move to speak as we sat next to one another. The feeling that we were in the same boat came over me as we stared at the screen in front of us. There seemed to be a weird tingling, an almost buzzing sensation, crossing between us. I wondered if he felt it too, or if my tipsy brain was imagining it.
 
   An hour later—after I downed my second Long Island—I was ready to go home. I paid my tab, said goodnight to John, and told Nathan I’d see him on Monday before I stepped out into the cold early-March air.
 
   After I had walked a couple of blocks, I noticed the sound of footsteps following me. I turned to find Nathan about thirty feet behind me.
 
   “Are you stalking me now, Thorne?” I turned back around before I became dizzy, fell down, and embarrassed myself.
 
   “You wish, Palmer. I’m headed home myself, and making sure you get home all right in your drunken state. Last thing I need is to be implicated because your drunk ass was last seen with me before you disappeared or wound up dead.”
 
   “I can take care of myself. Don’t worry your pretty little head.” I walked up to the door of the fifteen-story luxury condo building I lived in. “Well, I’m home, so off you go.”
 
   He followed me in anyway, and I lucked out that an elevator was waiting in the lobby. I waved hello to Mike, the night guard, and walked in. When I turned to press the button, Nathan was entering as well.
 
   “Seriously, Thorne, you can go home now.”
 
   He chuckled before leaning in to whisper in my ear. “I am going home.”
 
   His statement hit my brain at the same time his scent did, and I staggered back. The man was the most powerful walking aphrodisiac I’d ever encountered.
 
   His hand shot out to grab my arm, steadying me. I gasped at the contact. Electric tingles coursed through me where his hand was and turned to fire between my legs when his grip tightened. I groaned to cover up my slip, but it might have come out as a moan instead.
 
   “Do you really live here?” I whined, pleading to God that it wouldn’t be true.
 
   “Fourteenth floor.”
 
   The floor just below the top penthouse held not two, like most floors, but one large condo—four bedrooms, four baths, much larger wrap-around veranda, and way out of my price range.
 
   “You’re telling me I can never get away from you?”
 
   “What, you think because we live in the same building that I’m going to come find you? Dream on, Palmer. You’re not that pretty.”
 
   I flinched at his words, an involuntary reaction I’d never gotten over. I tried to keep the words from repeating, from drawing up others like it, but it was futile.
 
   “I know that, asshole.”
 
   He chuckled, and then stopped once the words processed, his eyes wide. “Wait… What? You’re agreeing with me?”
 
   “Of course I am. I’m not stupid,” I said, the words screaming in my mind. “I know I’m plain, boring and a workaholic…useless.”
 
   I slapped my hand over my mouth. My drunken brain was revealing things I never wanted anyone to know, least of all him.
 
   But the words remained, repeating over and over like a broken record until it was taking everything I had to keep them down. I was stronger than them.
 
   “Lila?” he questioned.
 
   I wasn’t so drunk that I didn’t notice the use of my nickname.
 
   “Sorry, I’m a depressed drunk.” I plastered a fake smile on my face. The elevator pinged, alerting me we’d arrived on the eleventh floor. “Have a good weekend.”
 
   I waved, but didn’t give him time to respond or talk about my rant. I made my way down the hall and into my condo, flicking lights on as I moved through to my bedroom and to the bathroom. Standing at the mirror, I stared into a copy of the unique grey-green eyes that haunted me and repeated my mantra, the one that always brought me back. It calmed me, but the memories started trickling through the cracks Nathan had unknowingly created.
 
   I sank down to my knees, my fingers gripping the sink as I tried to glue the fissures back in place.
 
   It was apparent then that Nathan could be my undoing.
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   It was midway through the next week, and it had been a long day. I was exhausted since I hadn’t slept much the last few nights, and we were still in the office working, even though it was almost ten in the evening. I struggled to keep hold of my verbal filter since my patience was almost non-existent at that point.
 
   My eyes shifted over to him, and he was still reading the same document he’d been studying for the last half hour. My blood boiled, pumping through my body like a freight train.
 
   “Jesus-fucking-Christ, Nathan!” I yelled in frustration at his slowed pace. “I would like to leave sometime this century.”
 
   His gaze snapped up and met mine, his eyes in slits. “Well, I do believe this is your fucking fault for telling Jack we could have all of these contracts done by Friday morning!”
 
   “Yes, well, it wasn’t a fucking problem until you told Jennifer we would have her contracts for the Sampson takeover ready by Thursday!”
 
   Jennifer Akins, aka Boob Squad member number one, was president of the Nathan Thorne fan club. She came around, flaunting her chest in front of him every single day, at any opportunity she could find. There were now twelve official members of his fan club, so Jennifer wasn’t the only distraction during the day as each one of them filed in at some point. 
 
   “If you had informed me of your agreement with Jack, we wouldn’t still be here.”
 
   “If you read your fucking email, you would have known.”
 
   “You’re saying fuck a lot tonight, Delilah. Something on your mind?” He raised an eyebrow at me.
 
   “Get your mind out of the fu—just get moving so we can leave, okay?”
 
   He smirked at my slip, a look I’d become accustomed to because he loved to taunt me at every opportunity. I was surprised to watch his lips morph into a lazy smile, his tongue peeking out to wet his bottom lip. My gaze zeroed in as it glided over those perfect lips. The man was sex on a stick, and he knew it.
 
   I eyed him sideways, trying not to give myself away. Sometime earlier in the evening, he’d taken his suit jacket off, loosened his tie, popped open the top buttons of his shirt, and rolled up his sleeves. Why did he have to look that fucking good while sitting a few feet from me?
 
   “With all the times you’ve said ‘fuck’ tonight, I think I know what you really want. What you need, Lila.”
 
   “What is it that you think I need?” I was getting more pissed off, and, to my annoyance, aroused at the same time.
 
   “Cock. You need a fucking hard cock in your tight little pussy.” He let out a ragged breath, eyes dilated.
 
   My jaw dropped as I looked at him in disbelief. He was just playing with me. He had to be.
 
   I quirked a brow at him, trying to appear calm and aloof, when inside I was tugging at my hair and fanning my face. “You’re an expert on what my pussy needs?”
 
   His eyes darkened as they looked me over, his fingers flexing in what appeared to be agitation on his desk. “Yes, and it needs a cock to fuck it.”
 
   “What makes you think this?” I tried to keep my voice steady, but it wasn’t working. He was right, and his words were turning me on as much as the growing look of lust in his eyes.
 
   “I can tell.”
 
   “Well, fucking finish so I can go home and get off with my B.O.B. He might not be flesh and blood, but he gets the job done.”
 
   His eyes darkened, and I knew the vision of me pushing a vibrator in and out of my pussy was playing in his mind.
 
   A moment later, there was no desk between us. In a split second, we’d gone from arguing to his body pushing mine against the wall. His hands pinned my arms to the hard surface, a shuddered breath leaving his chest. 
 
   I licked my lips, my body lighting up at his aggressive display. My body was on fire. I couldn’t think or speak. How was he doing it to me?
 
   He leaned in, his face next to mine, lips tracing the shell of my ear as he whispered, “Does that turn you on?”
 
   I resisted the urge to turn my head and find his lips. I wanted to feel them against mine, to taste him. There were many ways I wanted to taste him, but that was the first. My body betrayed my need, bowing into his.
 
   “My, aren’t you a naughty girl, panting for it. Tell me, Delilah, are you a dirty whore that likes to be fucked?”
 
   He was a dirty-talker—I was screwed. I’d always fantasized about being with a dirty-talking man, and now I had one pressed up against me.
 
   His voice was deeper, somewhat rough, making my desire for him grow. It was useless resisting – I wanted him. By his display, I had a feeling he could bring me the pleasure I’d never found with anyone else.
 
   His hips rocked forward, pushing his hard cock into my stomach. My breath caught in my throat, cutting off my words, as my entire body ached for him.
 
   “Answer me.” He pulled my arms above my head. “Are you a dirty whore that likes to be fucked?”
 
   I sucked in a ragged breath before whispering, “Yes.”
 
   A victorious smile broke out on his face before his lips crashed to mine, his hands releasing me then and wrapping around my body. It wasn’t gentle or sweet. It was passionate, needy, and full of bite. His teeth grabbed my bottom lip, pulling it then diving back in for another bruising kiss. My hands moved into his hair, tugging at his light brown locks. He growled, and I almost came from the sound.
 
   Fulfilling my unspoken words, Nathan’s hand moved down to my waist, his fingers kneading the flesh beneath. They relaxed a bit, almost unsure.
 
   “Harder.”
 
   His eyes widened at my request, and I realized the word had escaped my lips, revealing my secret need. I didn’t have time to blush or attempt to backpedal. He gripped tighter, lifting me from the ground, pressing my back against the wall he’d pinned me to. My legs wrapped around his waist, pulling him close to the apex of my thighs, where I needed him most. His hand moved up, pushing the material of my skirt with it, opening my legs further.
 
   Hard strokes of his hands worked their way up my torso before ripping open my button-up blouse. I was oblivious to the pinging sound of the buttons bouncing off the furniture, due to my own ragged, erratic breath, pounding in my ears, until one of them hit my leg. With a rough hand, he grabbed onto my breasts. He pulled the fabric aside and twisted my nipples between his fingers. I moaned at the feeling, my hips pushing into his.
 
   “You have beautiful breasts. Fucking perfect, perky tits.”
 
   Leaning down, he took one of my nipples between his teeth and pulled. His tongue flicked out to tease, his hand mimicking on the other side. I cried out, my body on fire with need for him, shaking with desire.
 
   “Please, Nathan.” I needed him inside me, fucking me, taking me.
 
   “Please what, Delilah? I don’t know what you want if you don’t say it.”
 
   He smirked, and I glared at him in return. I didn’t want to play his game. I wanted him inside me. My mind screamed out at him, calling him every nasty name I could conjure. His movements ceased, hands no longer moving but resting against my skin.
 
   I gritted my teeth and growled. “Please, take out that big hard cock that I can feel you hiding, and fuck my pussy with it.”
 
   “That was fucking sexy,” he replied, before tearing his shirt open. His hand moved between us, shredding the fabric that had been my panties away. He undid his belt and pants.
 
   Once his cock was free, he rocked his hips, running his hard, silky length against my wet folds, teasing my clit. “Is this what you want?”
 
   “Yes.” I whimpered, pushing against him.
 
   His hands returned to my waist as he lined himself up with my entrance. “Then fucking take it.”
 
   I cried out as he drove his cock into me. The force of his thrust was hard enough to rattle the painting that hung a few feet away from where we were. There was a brief second of a pause before he pulled out and pushed back in with the same intensity. In two strokes, he had me on the edge, my eyes rolling back as he filled me. I was so drenched for him that he slid in and out with ease.
 
   “So deep!” I managed to cry out between pants. My eyes screwed tight as I soaked up the pleasure, my head lolling against the wall. I was no longer able to do anything other than feel his cock pumping into me.
 
   In with a slam, and then out. Slam! Out. Slam.
 
   His movements were relentless, making me feel him almost to the point that I could take no more. He grabbed onto my jaw, tilting my face down and bringing us almost eye-to-eye.
 
   “Open your eyes. Don’t you dare look away,” he warned, driving harder.
 
   I cried out softly. “Can’t…too much.”
 
   “You will. Even when I make you come and you’re screaming my name. Or I won’t let you.”
 
   I whimpered again, and he knew why—there was no denying his words were pushing me closer to orgasm. My muscles tightened and my eyes threatened to close, my body giving in to his assault, shaking as I tipped over the edge. I complied and screamed out his name as I came hard, my eyes never leaving his. The feeling of him continuing to thrust so hard while my walls clenched around him was severe.
 
   “Good girl. Fuck, that was so fucking hot. You feel so good when you come around my cock.” His lips found mine again for another hard kiss.
 
   I couldn’t believe he was still going, his hips moving hard and fast. It was heaven and hell wrapped into one. His lips moved down my jaw to my neck, nipping and scraping at the flesh beneath as he went.
 
   He buried his face in the crook of my neck, his mouth continuing its attack. It felt so good when his teeth dug deeper, marking my skin but not breaking it. Each nip sent a wave of fire pulsing through me, making me wetter for him. The rumble in his chest grew as his hands tightened around my hips, making it pretty obvious he could tell.
 
   I was in sensory overload from his cock, grip, and teeth, not to mention from his body pinning me to the wall. Everything he did made me his. With every thrust of his hips, every dirty word, and every bite, he claimed me.
 
   He bit down on the meat of my shoulder, and I screamed as a second orgasm ripped through me. My hands searched for something to grab hold of, and they found his neck, pulling him ever closer as my body shook. A groan escaped him, and the rhythm of his hips became erratic as my walls milked him.
 
   I was still coming when his teeth clamped down harder and his hips slammed flush with mine. I could feel his cock pulsating as he spilled inside me, pushing further into me with each spurt.
 
   We were both breathing hard as we came down from our sex-induced high. His knees buckled and we slid down the wall, his forehead resting on mine. After a moment he removed himself from me. Every cell in my body mourned the loss.
 
   Standing up, he straightened out his clothing as he began pacing. I stayed where I was on the floor, watching him. My muscles resembled Jell-O too much to move. He gathered up his suit jacket and threw it on, never stopping his pacing. His hands moved through his hair, pulling at his neck, while he whispered “shit” over and over again, so low I almost couldn’t hear him.
 
   He was regretting the greatest sex of my life. Fantastic.
 
   He stopped and turned toward me, and my eyes widened at the look of absolute hatred and disgust that met me. His hand grasped the coffee cup on my desk and hurled it into the wall, making me jump. The ceramic shattered into pieces before landing on the floor.
 
   “Fuck!” he screamed, then flung the door open and stormed out.
 
   I was left sitting on the floor, stunned, staring at an empty doorway. After a few minutes, I knew he wasn’t returning, and I picked my tired, sore ass up off the ground. I collected my torn and tattered clothing, trying to redress myself as best I could with what I had remaining. With wobbling legs, I gathered my purse and walked out to my car, leaving the office in a state of disarray.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 3
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   It was hard to pull myself from the warm comfort of my bed the next morning. I ached, and my mind begged to call in sick. It wasn’t going to happen, though.
 
   My hand slammed down on top of my alarm clock, shutting off the offending piece of plastic. I turned on the light and slid out of bed. 
 
   My feet were dragging as I entered the master bath, rubbing my tired eyes in an attempt to wake up. I stopped in front of the mirror and stared at my reflection, shocked at what I saw. My normal bird’s nest of blonde hair and the dark circles from lack of sleep were present. What wasn’t normal were the black and purple marks that marred my skin. There were handprints on my hips from where he’d grabbed me, imprints of his teeth around my neck and shoulders, and small bruises along my chest.
 
   It was cold out, so I could get away with a high-collared shirt. I stared at myself for a moment. Was that really what I should’ve been concerned about? If his teeth marks were visible or not? Shouldn’t I have been concerned there were marks at all?
 
   I wasn’t embarrassed about them—they were a reminder of the pleasure he’d given me. I found I liked them. How twisted was I?
 
   While turning to step toward the shower, I groaned. My legs felt like they were no longer connected to my hips, and I was in major need of some aspirin for the ache between my thighs. There was no doubt—my pussy was sore from the pounding Nathan’s cock had given it. I never did see the glory between his legs, but I sure felt it, and he was well-endowed.
 
   The spray was cold, turning warm after a minute, and I felt myself slipping back into the out-of-body experience I had when I left the office the previous day. I stepped under the warm spray, the water wrapping around my body, loosening my muscles. The moment I started to relax, my eyes snapped open.
 
   Nathan lived in my building.
 
   I’d be seeing him soon if I didn’t run into him on my way.
 
   Panic began to rise within me. He’d been so angry when he left. Would he still be? If he was, I didn’t know if I could be in the same space as him. It would be too much. I’d crack. I had no idea what to do when I next saw him, nor did I have any idea how he would react upon seeing me.
 
   “Stop it. You’re making yourself crazy when there’s not a fucking thing you can do about it,” I mumbled to myself.
 
   I returned to showering, taking several deep breaths to clear my head.
 
   After my shower, I pulled out a short-sleeve, mock-neck blouse and one of my black pant suits, making sure that all of his marks were covered as I dressed. It worked, and anything else could be hidden by my hair.
 
   I let my hair air-dry like always, brushing through the knots in an effort to make it look presentable. It was stick straight and dirty blonde—not much to work with. I decided that I could get away with throwing it up in a bun if it gave me trouble later.
 
   After grabbing my purse, I headed out, locking the door behind me. I was anxious as I waited for the elevator to arrive, my heart racing. I was afraid when it came he might be on it. My nerves were getting the better of me. I let out the breath I was holding when the doors opened and the cab was empty. My shoulders relaxed, a tension I didn’t realize I was holding evaporating.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I pulled into my normal spot in the parking lot and froze when I saw his car was already there. It felt like I was on trial, heading to receive my sentence when I’d done nothing wrong. Well, other than inwardly swoon at a gorgeous man and let him take me against a wall, that is.
 
   My heart hammered against my chest and my hands shook as I walked down the hall, the office door in view. I let out a sigh when I found it empty, giving me at least a small moment to compose myself. Scanning the room, I could find no evidence of the previous night’s activities, and was shocked to find the remnants of the cup had been removed. No buttons from our shirts that had flown around in sight, while the papers were all back in their stacks, and the painting on the wall was straightened.
 
   My face flamed at the memory of him tearing my shirt. One of the most erotic things ever done to me.
 
   A noise from behind startled me. I turned to find a wide-eyed Nathan standing in the doorway. We stayed in place, staring at each other as time seemed to stop, neither of us knowing what to say or do. A range of emotions crossed in his gaze, so fast it was hard to keep up: fear, anger, sadness, and the strongest, regret.
 
   Stepping to his right, Nathan moved to sit at his desk, eyes to the ground as he greeted me in an almost whisper. Our interaction was over, and he continued with whatever he’d been working on. I shook my head to clear it from channel Nathan, forcing my body to respond to me, not him, and sat at my desk.
 
   As I placed my purse in the drawer next to me, I caught a glimpse of a stray white button that had been missed. I picked it up, twirling it between my fingers. My focus was trapped on the button, but I could feel him watching me, staring at it himself.
 
   I set it down and turned on my computer. My eyes never left the small piece of plastic, causing the tension in the room to rise. I could feel how high-strung he was, like he was waiting for the explosion or something equivalent to happen. The need to quell his fears and put him at ease was a strange feeling in me. Despite how the previous night ended, it was still a very enjoyable experience.
 
   “Nathan,” I said, my voice low. “I like my job. Do you like yours?”
 
   I turned my passive gaze to him. His eyes were trying to read me, but I knew he was smart enough to understand the meaning behind my cryptic words. The tension melted from his shoulders, and I relaxed a bit as well.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   My attention turned back to my computer. We could move on, keep things professional, and maintain our dignity along with a defined working relationship.
 
   At least I could. I hoped.
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   Over the next few days, the tension did not dissipate like I expected. Every day he would stare at me before slamming something, then his attention would divert back to his work. The way our office was set up caused us to be in one another’s peripheral view all day long, making avoiding him impossible.
 
   The Boob Squad had been intelligent enough to notice he was having a bad week, and so their visits became less frequent and were work-related only.
 
   I said nothing. He said nothing. But we would stare.
 
   I wished he would just tell me what he wanted. I wasn’t going to tell anyone, if that’s what he was upset about. Nor would I ask for a repeat. He’d made it clear that evening with his actions and temperament that it wasn’t going to happen again.
 
   I tried to pretend we didn’t have sex. I had to. My job would not be lost over a momentary indiscretion.
 
   “What is going on with him this week?” Caroline asked during lunch one day at our favorite bistro.
 
   “I don’t know,” I lied. I didn’t know what his problem was, so it wasn’t quite a lie, but I knew what triggered it. “I wish he would get the fuck over it. It’s hard enough to work with his ass when he’s in a good mood. Though I will say, it’s been nice without the Boob Squad around so much.”
 
   “His pissy mood is rolling out of your office. I don’t know how you can stand it in there. Maybe he needs to get laid.”
 
   I tried not to gag on the bite in my mouth at her words. If I’d been taking a drink, it would have ended up all over her. “With any luck, he’ll get over it this weekend. I’m surprised Jack hasn’t called him up to have a chat.”
 
   “He did.” She seemed surprised that I didn’t know. “He apologized, said it was a personal matter, and would work this weekend to put it to rest.”
 
   I wondered if I was the only one that sensed a double entendre in his words. I was the one who caused his mood, and I became nervous at what he was going to do to “put it to rest.” I didn’t want to swim with the fishes. I was certain there were things I wanted to do in my life.
 
   I almost laughed at the absurdities my brain was creating. Caroline would have, if I’d let it escape.
 
   “Speaking of getting laid…” She trailed off with a wink.
 
   “Shelve that conversation.”
 
   “Lila.”
 
   “I said shelve it!” My tone was harsher than I’d intended. I didn’t want to have that conversation with her again. I was tired of her harping on it almost every week, not because I did it just days before. The need to tell her was great. She was the closest person I had in my life, after all. At the same time, I wanted to keep it a secret that Nathan Thorne had been with me and no one else in the office.
 
   I chastised myself for even thinking it. I shouldn’t be proud of that. 
 
   Nathan was damaged—not the perfect being they pined after—and I was the only one who knew it. He guarded it so well, kept his façade secure. Even with his temperament that week, no one suspected. Everyone had a bad day or week. They all thought he’d be right as rain the next. I wondered if he’d ever be right, if he’d be able to defeat whatever haunted him, or move past it.
 
   Like I was one to talk.
 
   “Earth to Lila,” Caroline called, pulling me from my internal musings.
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap.”
 
   She smiled at me and took my hand in hers. “I just want to see you happy, you know. You haven’t been happy since…well, since Drew.”
 
   I sighed when his name crossed her lips. I missed him very much.
 
   Drew was always a ray of sunshine in my dreary life. We tried to stay friends. Tried. But even the best intentions sometimes fall to the wayside. My increased hours and inability to get together anytime he called only aided in the rift.
 
   Those were the main reasons that caused it. That, and he couldn’t handle the darkness in me sometimes. My self-worth was already at the bottom of the scale, and plummeted further after our breakup. I had nothing to offer anyone, so why would he stick around?
 
   I threw my napkin on top of my food, my appetite gone with the conversation and the souring of my mood.
 
   “I’m sorry. I know he’s still a sore spot.” She perked up as an idea hit her. “You should come out with us on Friday!”
 
   “Can’t.”
 
   “Don’t you even dare tell me you’re busy, because that is shit and you know it.”
 
   Her tone was startling. Caroline only raised her voice on rare occasions, and when she did, it was directed at her boyfriend, Ian.
 
   “Next week. I promise.”
 
   She sighed and gave me a small smile. “I’m holding you to that. I’ll drag your ass out if I have to, and I will employ people to help.”
 
   My lips quirked up into a small smile at the image of some mob coming to get me with Caroline at the lead. “Cross my heart and hope to die. Better?”
 
   She laughed. “Better. But I’m not sticking a needle in your eye. That’s just gross.”
 
   I laughed with her, my mood improving.
 
   When we returned from lunch, I found Nathan struggling, squirming to get away from a member of the Boob Squad and her obvious advances. She was determined to be the one to cheer him up.
 
   He inched his chair away from her. “Kelly, I’m sorry. I need to get back to work.”
 
   I smirked at his predicament. I’d hand it to her—she was tenacious.
 
   “Oh, hi, Kelly!” My voice surprised her, and she jumped down from his desk. “Are you here to pick up the contract to take to the Lowry’s? I know Amanda Lowry is anxiously awaiting it.” My voice was dripping with sickening sweetness as I asserted my position.
 
   “Oh, yes, Miss Palmer.” She was blushing as she grabbed the file from my hand on her way out.
 
   “Thank you,” Nathan’s melodic voice called, drawing my attention away from the fleeing girl.
 
   My body buzzed at his address. He shouldn’t have spoken to me like that. I hated how he could affect me—pull me to him, play with me.
 
   “I didn’t do it for you. I just can’t stand her presence.” Then it began again, the staring. His eyes bored into me, and my body heated under his gaze. 
 
   “You and me both.”
 
   “T.G.I.F, right? You can get a two-day reprieve from your fan club.” My voice was saturated with more venom than I’d intended.
 
   He blinked at me, his expression going blank again before turning back to his computer and whispering, “I wish everyday was a reprieve.”
 
   Once again, a small speck was given, leading to more questions with no answers.
 
   The rest of the afternoon passed in calm, silence reigning in the office. I ignored Nathan, with the exception of when the two visitors from the Nathan Thorne fan club stopped by. He declined every invitation to go out that evening, citing a previous engagement, leaving them with a promise of a rain check. It seemed to be the only way he could shake them.
 
   I left without much notice a short time later and headed home. Once there, I changed into my jeans, throwing on a tank top and cardigan. I inspected the marks that were fading from my skin. The ones on my chest were gone, but some of the deeper ones on my neck and shoulder remained. On my way, I pulled a scarf off the hall tree and wrapped it around myself, covering the rest.
 
   Being that is was Friday, I headed out to my local dive bar and drank myself into a stupor, despite John’s protest. I needed the escape. There was no Nathan to walk me home, but I managed to stumble my way home just fine by myself, as I did every week before he’d showed up. In my drunkenness, I almost hit the button for the fourteenth floor just to show him I could get home fine without him. But then I realized how stupid that would make me seem, and the last thing I wanted to do was give him something more to judge about me.
 
   With only twenty-six total units, it was a wonder I’d never bumped into him prior to that Friday night. It was a thought for a less-liquored mind, and I stumbled into bed, my brain shutting down as I passed out into the darkness I craved.
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   Sunday fell upon me before I knew it, and I found myself at home, cleaning an already spotless home. I’d lost most of Saturday to a glorious, deep sleep, waking up just after noon.
 
   Now, I was dancing around to the radio in my tank top and some lounge pants, my hair up in a messy bun. It was unusual for me to leave the house on Sundays, but when I did, I was often dressed in something similar. After all, I needed to feel comfortable after being in a suit all week.
 
   The sun was shining, and I contemplated taking a walk, maybe down to the circle, as it was a warm day. Perhaps I’d stop at the coffee shop or head over to the mall for a movie. Then again, I could always find something on the movie channels, maybe make some popcorn.
 
   A loud, incessant fist pounding on my front door startled me, and I ran to answer it. I released the deadbolt and pulled open the door to find Nathan standing in my doorway, his expression wild.
 
   “Why didn’t you say anything?” he asked as soon as he saw me, his hands braced on the door frame.
 
   “Nathan?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   The pinging of the elevator signaled my neighbor was coming up, and I grabbed onto Nathan’s tie, dragging him in. “Idiot! Do you want the whole building to know?”
 
   He ignored my question and began pacing. “I don’t get you. All week long I’ve been waiting for Jack to pull me into his office and fire me, or the police to come, knocking down my door to take me away, and…nothing.”
 
   “Why the police?”
 
   He stopped, staring at me, his hand fisting in his hair in agitation. “I practically fucking raped you, Delilah.”
 
   My eyes widened in surprise as I stared at him. “Is that what you think happened?”
 
   “Yes!” he yelled. “I took you against your will against a wall. Fuck!” His eyes were roaming over me, taking in the expanse of skin I’d kept hidden from him all week. He swallowed hard.
 
   “Listen, Nathan, I think we need to get some things straightened out, because I thought you understood. First off, I asked for everything you gave me.”
 
   “Fuck. You sound like a battered housewife.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him just before my temper snapped. “Will you shut the fuck up? I’m trying to talk!” He stared at me in shock as I resumed. “I’m pretty sure I recall begging you more than once, and I never asked you to stop or said no, did I?”
 
   His hand cupped the back of his neck, and I could tell he was thinking back to that night. There was movement in his pants, and his eyes glazed over.
 
   “No,” he conceded and resumed pacing.
 
   “Second, that was the best sex I’ve ever had in my life.”
 
   His agitated movements stopped and his lip twitched. “Really?” His telltale smirk returned for the first time in a week, then turned to a look of despair as a realization hit him. “Fuck, I came inside you.”
 
   “Are you clean?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then we’re good. I’m on birth control. Third, if I did do any of those things you said, there would never be the possibility you would ever do them to me again…not that you would.”
 
   He stared at me, unblinking. “Okay, I’m intrigued. Why wouldn’t I?”
 
   “Because no one wants me, so why would you?”
 
   “You have such a fucking low opinion of yourself it pisses me off.” His blue eyes blazed, surprising me.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You are so fucking sexy, Lila, that all I can think of doing right now is bending you over that table and slamming into you again and again. Hard. My cock is like fucking steel at the thought of being inside you again. You need to be punished for making me want you this much.”
 
   With a wicked glint in his eyes, his gaze roamed over my body, making my pussy twitch at the thought. I stared back at him in disbelief. Once again, words foreign to me were falling from his lips. He took a few menacing steps toward me, much like a predator, and I drew in a ragged breath. My body was heating up, high on the anticipation of what he would do to me. I wanted him to lay claim to me again, to mark me.
 
   “Fuck!” he yelled, breaking our trance and pacing again. “What the fuck is it about you?”
 
   Nathan turned to face me. His tortured expression indicating his mood was shifting, once again. I never knew what to expect from him.
 
   “I. Don’t. Want. You.” He spat as he accentuated each word. I cringed as his harsh words forced open cracks. “And you really don’t want me. No one should want me. I’m not a fucking catch, I’m a fucking…”
 
   His fist pulled back as if he was going to punch something, but I lunged out and grabbed it, then with all my strength, pushed him against the wall.
 
   He was stunned, staring down at me with wide eyes. My lips were inches from his, taunting him, playing him back. His expression was one of wariness.
 
   “You think you forced yourself on me? Well, how about a little payback then?”
 
   I dropped down to my knees in front of him and began undoing his pants, driven by the growing need to have him again.
 
   “Shit!” he exclaimed as I pulled his hard cock from its confines. His hands slapped against the wall, palms flat, bracing himself.
 
   His legs were locked in preparation for my mouth. I looked up and found his gaze focused down on me, unblinking and lust filled. His eyes were wide from the anticipation of what I was going to do to him. He was long, thick, and deliciously hard. My pussy gushed at the vision of perfection before me, and I leaned forward, wrapping my lips around the leaking head before taking in as much of him as I was able.
 
   “Fuck, fuck!” His hands moved from the wall and fisted in my hair.
 
   I attempted to work him all the way in, but it didn’t happen and was going to take further practice. My tongue pressed against the vein on the underside of his cock as I moved back up, sucking on the tip.
 
   The action triggered the dirty words I’d gotten a peek of. He had no idea how much they turned me on. I loved it.
 
   “Shit, that’s it, baby. Fuck, you are such a good little cocksucker.”
 
   My head bobbed up and down his length, and he watched with rapt attention, eyes dark and hooded. I moaned around him, the sensation causing his lips to part in ecstasy.
 
   “You can’t stop yourself from craving my dick, can you? It’s all you can think about, isn’t it?”
 
   His hips began to rock, pushing him deeper, almost all the way in. His hands in my hair began to push and pull me up and down his length so he could fuck my mouth. My panties were drenched.
 
   “You have such a hot, wet little mouth.” He groaned and then slowed his movements as he tried to push my head down, taking my mouth all the way to the base. I choked around him, the intrusion foreign. His sexual aggression was sparking something inside me that had been festering for a long time. “Fuck, I’m all the way in…feels so damn good. You love it, don’t you? You love sucking me off like a little cock slut.” 
 
   He pulled me off him, picked me up, and slammed me against the wall, lips crashing to mine. His eyes were even darker, lost in the lust that surrounded us. “I don’t think I want you to swallow me tonight. I want to come in that fucking tight cunt of yours.”
 
   He kissed me again, hard and needy. One hand was still tangled in my hair, the other grabbing my ass so hard I anticipated a handprint bruise in the morning.
 
   “How do you taste on my lips?” I asked him in the brief moment his left mine. 
 
   He growled, pulling my hips to his, rubbing the fabric of my pants against his very erect cock. “Oh, baby, I’m about to ask you the same thing,” he whispered in my ear before biting just beneath.
 
   His mouth worked its way down my neck, tongue licking, teeth nipping. He stopped, his gaze locked on the still prominent mark on my shoulder that had not faded. His finger traced the outline his teeth had created, his tongue mirroring the path before his teeth clamped down.
 
   “That is so fucking sexy.” He yanked down the strap of my tank top, exposing my breast.
 
   My nipples tightened against the cool air. Nathan dove down, taking one into his mouth and biting. I cried out in pain and pleasure, repeating the sound when he moved to the other side. He rounded back, sucking hard on the first nipple as his tongue flicked the harden flesh.
 
   He worked his way back up, lips mashing into mine, bruising, our tongues dancing. “Now to taste your pussy. I bet you’re so fucking sweet.” He inhaled and smirked. “I can smell you from here.”
 
   “Fuck!” I cried. His words were going to be the death of me. The thought of his mouth on my clit was more than I could handle. I ached for him to touch me, to take me.
 
   “Soon. Very fucking soon.” His hands grabbed onto the waistband of my pants, pulling them and my panties down in one quick tug.
 
   I pulled my tank top the rest of the way off as I stepped out of my pants. His hands on my skin created paths of fire that shot straight into my quivering pussy. His arm hooked underneath one leg, placing it on his shoulder. He licked and nipped his way from my knee to my pussy lips.
 
   “Baby, you are fucking dripping wet for me.” His finger swiped my slit, causing my hips to buck and a moan to escape. I looked down in time to watch as he placed that finger into his mouth, licking and sucking my juices. “Mmm, so good. This is what sucking my cock did to you? Dirty girl… So fucking naughty.”
 
   His mouth clamped down on my inner thigh, hard enough to leave a mark. Then his mouth latched onto my pussy, licking up my opening before nipping at my clit and making me moan like a whore. He was relentless in his attack, pulling me hard to his mouth. Screams bounced off the walls, all emanating from me, from what he was doing to my body.
 
   I’d been climbing toward my orgasm with each touch, my body burning with desire. But when he slipped two fingers inside, pumping them, that was what finally threw me over the edge.
 
   “Oh, shit, Nathan! I…I…” My body shook, head tilting back as my orgasm ripped through me. My hands were in his hair, pushing him further into my pussy, riding his face as I spasmed around his fingers.
 
   “You are so fucking hot when you come.” He groaned and set my leg back down. His tongue swiped around lips that were shining with my juices. He stood, pressing his body against mine, grinding his cock into me and guiding my arms above my head. 
 
   I stretched up and captured his lips with mine, tasting myself mixed with him. His fingers flexed against my hips.
 
   “Time to fuck that pussy of yours. That’s what you want, isn’t it? You like being fucked fast and rough, don’t you? You want my cock to own your pussy and pound it hard.”
 
   I nodded. His grip moved down to my arm, pulling me down the hall. We walked into the dining room, and he pushed me against the ledge of the table, my hips stinging as they hit the hard wood.
 
   “Bend over and hold on,” he instructed in my ear, his mouth latching onto the opposite shoulder where his mark was, teeth scraping against my skin as I leaned forward.
 
   My hands searched out the edge, my body vibrating in anticipation, thighs clenching. I gripped down just in time for Nathan to slam into me in one thrust. The motion had me crying out as he filled me.
 
   “So fucking good! So wet…tight…shit, Lila.” He pulled out and pushed back in even harder. The table legs scratched against the floor, moving each time his hips slammed against mine. One of his hands released me and twirled around my hair, pulling my head back. The other hand pushed down on the small of my back, pressing me into the wood surface.
 
   My back arched, scalp tingling in both pain and pleasure as I tightened around him due to the new angle.
 
   “That’s it, take my fucking cock. You love it, don’t you?” 
 
   I whimpered as his pace increased to the pounding state I craved. His hand pressing hard against me held a sexual neediness my body wanted, so different from the touches of my past. His want and desire flowed through his skin into mine.
 
   “Answer me! You love my cock in you, don’t you, little slut?”
 
   “Yes. Yes! Please fuck me with your…ugh…hard cock…shit…p-pound my naughty pussy.” My mind was unable to keep up with the emotions he was driving into me as he pushed me to the edge.
 
   His grip on my hair tightened, making my head and shoulders arch farther up off the table toward him. “Harder. Deeper, oh fuck…so deep inside me. More! Pull me down, take me over…shit. Make me sorry for being so naughty.”
 
   I whimpered again, unable to speak anymore. Incoherent sounds were all that came out. I’d never had it like that—so rough. I loved it. He was gritty, demanding, and had a dirty mouth that sent me into overdrive. But his eyes held no disdain, just desire and lust.
 
   “Yes… Punish you. Fuck. I don’t want this…don’t want you. This.” Slam. “Is.” Slam. “All.” Slam. “Your.” Slam. “Fault!”
 
   I crumbled beneath him, screaming his name as my pussy clenched around his perfect cock.
 
   “That’s it, come on my cock. Shit, your pussy feels so good… Milk my cock, baby. Fuck!” His hand released my hair, and I fell back down to the table, exhaustion taking over as I moved toward a second orgasm. He gripped my hips, pulling me back, pushing in deeper. “That’s it. Grip it tight like a vice. That’s what you do. It’s how you torment me. Fucking cock tease.”
 
   My whole body shook, tearless sobs taking over as my oversensitive body tingled, and I fell again. His hips jerked, fingers digging into my flesh as he exploded within me. A moment later his movements stopped, the sound of his harsh breath filling the room. 
 
   He collapsed on top of me, unable to hold himself up, muscles spent. We were both panting, trying to regain a normal heart rate.
 
   “You should stay away from me, Lila. I’m no good for you.” He placed a soft kiss on my shoulder blade with the tenderness of a lover. “Run while you can. Run away from me, and don’t look back. I’m not worth your life.”
 
   His eerie warning was the last thing I heard before exhaustion took over and my eyelids closed, blacking out the world.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 5
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   My eyes fluttered open, the familiar sight of my bedroom coming into focus through my disoriented mind. Warm, soft light filtered in through the curtains covering the windows, greeting me from my comfortable bed. It took a moment to recall what I’d been doing before I awoke, confused as to why I was asleep in the middle of the afternoon. A twinge in my abdomen when I tried to sit rectified that.
 
   Nathan had been there, inside me. It was better than the last time, the pain and stiffness when I moved a testament to his visit. He was rough and dirty, and I knew my body was ruined for any other man. No other could make my body sing the way he had during our encounters.
 
   The last words he said surfaced through my addled mind, playing over and over, looping until it was clear.
 
   “You should stay away from me, Lila. I’m no good for you. Run while you can. Run away from me and don’t look back. I’m not worth your life.”
 
   All I could think of was: why? Why wasn’t he “worth my life”? If he wasn’t a good or even decent person, would he have placed me in my bed before he left? Would he have even come, so aggravated, thinking he’d hurt me? I was tucked under the covers of my bed, cleaned of our actions, with a glass of water on the bedside table—all evidence to the contrary.
 
   Another question was: why me? Each member of the Boob Squad was throwing themselves at him daily. We weren’t friends, nor did we pretend to be. It was a constant butting of heads, sarcastic remarks, biting words, and eye rolls filling our everyday encounters.
 
   With no answers, I forced myself from the bed and threw on some clothes before I plopped in front of the TV, intent on losing myself in whatever movie was on. I was too tired and aching to even contemplate anymore cleaning. In the back of my mind, I wondered if Nathan was upstairs doing the same thing. He was so close, yet so very far away.
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   Sunday had long since passed, and now it was nine in the morning on a Wednesday. I hadn’t seen Nathan at all outside of work, much to my body’s regret. Our usual bickering never faltered, but his mood improved over the weekend like most thought it would. I was the only one privy to the real reason why.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted him staring at me almost like he was searching for the answer to a question. He never looked when anyone else would see, just when we were alone, tucked away in our space with a view.
 
   Our office had once been one of the conference rooms for Holloway and Holloway, back when they only took up one floor of the building. When the firm expanded and the load became more than one transactional attorney could handle, Mr. Holloway split it into two, but kept it together. Hence the occupation of such a large room by comparison.
 
   Vivian was hired to work with Trevor to lighten the burden, making it more manageable. When Trevor’s wife was relocated, I applied in hopes of being relieved of the grunt work of a newbie. Mr. Holloway hired me straight out of college after I’d interned between my second and third year of law school.
 
   I had no desire for the courtroom. I never had, but I loved the law. When I looked at Nathan, I saw a courtroom personality. He was much smarter than I was. I envisioned him prosecuting criminals or suing large corporations. Not stuck in a room, meeting with clients a few times a week, and looking over legal jargon until his eyes bled. The job wasn’t him. I assumed it was part of his mystery, but I’d never asked, and he wasn’t forthcoming with information about himself.
 
   “Delilah?”
 
   I was pulled from whatever contract my eyes had blurred over while I was thinking about him. The man was too distracting for his own good.
 
   “Yes.” I sighed and eyed my empty coffee mug. I could use a fresh one.
 
   “Are you okay? You’ve been staring at the same contract for the last fifteen minutes, your hands hovering over the keys.” His lips pulled up into that damn smirk of his, the one that made panties wet on almost every woman he encountered, mine included. His blue eyes sparkled with amusement, and I wondered if he knew I was thinking about him.
 
   “I just need more coffee.”
 
   His smirk grew. “Your mind seemed preoccupied, not tired.”
 
   Damn him.
 
   “Don’t worry, Thorne, you weren’t starring in my preoccupation.” A lie. A bold-faced one at that. I’d thought of no one but him in weeks. I wanted to know all of him, but was aware he’d never allow that to happen.
 
   High-pitched giggles drew my eyes to the door as another member of the Boob Squad had arrived. Wasn’t it against the dress code to have your breasts hanging out of your top? I was beginning to think Jennifer hadn’t read that memo, or the one about fraternization. Who was I to talk? Nathan’s cock had been in me more than once, and it was bliss.
 
   “Nathan, I was hoping you could help me.” Her flirtation was in full force. It was a blinding and gag-worthy performance.
 
   “I’m going to lunch.” I grabbed my purse and coat, heading out before I vomited. They really were vile.
 
   There was a small bit of satisfaction in seeing him squirm as I walked out. I’d bailed him out too many times in the past week, he could fend for himself. I hated them interrupting my work, and I was sick of it.
 
   But not because I was jealous and wanted to scream out that he was mine while I yanked on their hair to drag them off of him. My stomach twisted in a knot as I imagined one of them with their hands all over his cock, their mouths on his hard flesh.
 
   I wound my way around the cubes of the newbies and interns until I reached an open door. Caroline was finishing up a phone conversation, holding up one finger for me to wait.
 
   “Ready?” she asked as she hung up the phone. I nodded and waited as she grabbed her purse.
 
   “Please, I need to get away from them.”
 
   “Ah… He’s in a better mood, and now they’re all over him again.”
 
   I sighed, picturing the scene as I left. “I’m not sure you can say Jennifer’s shirt is doing its duty today.”
 
   “What does he do with all these women trying to climb into his pants?” she asked as we walked to the elevators. With luck, there was one waiting and we hopped on.
 
   “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure he isn’t touching any of them.” Because he’s touching me.
 
   “Why do you say that?”
 
   I snorted. “You should see the look on his face, I mean the real look. Their tenacity scares him. I’ve had to save him more than once in the past week.”
 
   Her eyebrow arched up as she regarded me, a smile forming on her lips. “You’re attracted to him.”
 
   I stared at her, openmouthed. “I…I… Shit. Of course I am! Have you seen him?”
 
   Her grin widened, and she moved to look forward again. “I’m just happy to find out you haven’t lost your libido with two years of cobwebs up in there.”
 
   I snorted. “Um, thanks?”
 
   “We still on for Friday?” She arched a brow at me, but when I opened my mouth she silenced me. “You promised me. Don’t make me call in reinforcements to drag you out.”
 
   I threw my hands up in protest. “I’ll go. I’ll go.”
 
   After a quick bite at a bistro down the street, we headed back. While Jennifer was gone, Kelly had taken her place and was pawing all over him. The girl was only nineteen—did she really think she stood a chance?
 
   Then again, guys often went for younger girls.
 
   She was all giggles and flirtation, and he was smiling and joking back. I scowled at him for encouraging their behavior. As I sat down, I woke up my computer, placing my purse in the bottom drawer and attempted to get back to work. My irritation was too great, and only grew as their conversation continued. I turned to glare at them and was met with a grin—he was enjoying my torment. The man was so infuriating sometimes. He knew I was pissed and was rubbing it in my face.
 
   “Kelly, have you set up my appointment with the Sanders yet?” I questioned, knowing the small task I’d asked of her was incomplete. I was drawing at anything to get her out and away from him…us. We both needed to work.
 
   “Nope,” she answered, and then turned back to Nathan.
 
   I cocked my eyebrow at her, attempting my best icy glare. I couldn’t see it, since I was looking at her, but I could tell Nathan was staring at me. “I asked you to set that up three hours ago.”
 
   “I’ll get to it,” she said in an annoyed huff and with a roll of her eyes.
 
   “Well, I’d say if you have time to sit in here and talk, you have time to make the call you should have made three hours ago.” My teeth were clenched at that point, my voice climbing an octave as I restrained myself from yelling at her. Nathan was still staring at me, but not in amusement. He almost seemed annoyed.
 
   “Fine, I’ll go do it now.” With a huff, she told him she’d be back before bouncing out the door.
 
   “Better not be,” I grumbled under my breath. He was still staring, so I turned to meet his gaze. “What? It’s your damn fault they’re in here all of the time. You could at least discourage their advances.”
 
   “How is it my fault?”
 
   “Your damn pheromones are drawing in the bees, and they’re pissing me off. You’re the best looking man in this office, and they all want you.”
 
   “And you don’t?”
 
   My face heated when he hinted for the first time at what we’d done. In a fit of embarrassment and nervousness, I chucked my stapler in his direction. Childish, but I didn’t know the right social cue for the situation, and I was afraid he would notice my deficiency. The stapler tumbled on the floor, missing him and breaking apart.
 
   “Back to work,” I mumbled.
 
   His brow furrowed in anger as he glared at me. “Yes, throw shit, Palmer, that’s mature.”
 
   “Do you really want me to go there, Thorne? Answer me this—do you plan to screw one of them?”
 
   His voice was low and steady as he said, “No.”
 
   “Then why do you flirt with them?”
 
   “Because I’ve found that being friendly makes people more apt to do what you ask without delay or complaint. You catch more bees with honey, Palmer.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right. I forgot you’re the friendliest person in the world.” My voice dripped with sarcasm. “Oh, wait, no…” I leaned forward and whispered so that no one except him could hear me, “You’re damaged and hiding behind a fucking mask.”
 
   He snarled, leaning in closer. “You have no idea what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   He sat back, jaw tight as he focused back on the screen, his demeanor ending all conversation.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   Nathan continued his foul mood the rest of the afternoon, but once in a while I caught him looking at me again. Though I would almost call it a glare at that point. Kelly never made it back to continue her flirting, but she did stop by to tell me when my meeting was scheduled.
 
   It was almost six when I finished up the contract I was working on, and it seemed Nathan was almost done as well. It wasn’t worth getting started on another one, so I decided to call it a night, packing up and heading to the elevator. I left him working, without saying goodbye or waiting. 
 
   It was just my luck, though, that when I was getting out of my car, his own pulled in three spots down from mine. I refused to acknowledge him as we entered the lobby. My eyes avoided Thorne as I greeted Mike, the night guard, and I stayed as far away as possible as I pushed the button to call for the elevator. The air around us was charged as we waited, making me anxious. The ping alerted us to the arriving elevator and we stepped on together, each hitting the button for our respective floors.
 
   As the doors slid closed, I kept my eyes trained to the front, but in the smooth metal, I saw him lean down toward me. I held my breath.
 
   His mouth stopped an inch from my ear, his voice low and mocking. “Were you jealous?”
 
   I tried to hide how he affected me, but the small, jagged breath I took was a telltale sign. “No,” I replied, trying to keep my voice aloof and indifferent.
 
   “You shouldn’t be. I don’t want them, and I don’t want you either.” His words stung, even though I knew why he said them—to push me away. “No,” he whispered even lower, his fingers reaching out to play with a stray lock of my hair, tortured tones replacing all others. “That’s not true, is it? I don’t want to want you, but I do. I fucking crave you, but I can’t…I can’t give in.” He stepped closer, and the current that passed between us grew stronger, want taking over every part of me. “Please, Lila, push me away.” His body leaned into mine, his lips running along the column of my neck. “Don’t let me take you again.”
 
   He was so close that I could breathe in his intoxicating scent. It made my legs shake and threaten to collapse out from under me. An inch apart was too far. I needed to feel him pressed against me.
 
   “I can’t stop you. I want you too much.” I turned toward him, my hand resting on his chest. “You’ve given me a taste, and now I want more. I need more.”
 
   I lifted my eyes to meet his. The longing I’d heard in his voice melted from his face and turned to anger.
 
   “Fuck.” He backed away from me. “No. Don’t say that.”
 
   I pulled on his tie, bringing his face down to mine, my lips ghosting his. We were so close. “You’re like a drug, and I’m going through withdrawal.” My tongue snuck out, lapping against his lips. “I need your help.”
 
    My hand slid down, grasping his thick cock through his pants. I was being forward, a trait I wasn’t used to, but figured it was because I knew he wanted me, and I needed him. He was reacting, his body rocking, pushing him harder into my hand as he released a deep breath, so I kept going. When his head lifted and his eyes met mine, heat rushed through me. His eyes were dark, wild, and clouded with lust, and I knew I was going to get what I wanted.
 
   The elevator pinged, signaling we’d reached my floor. The war that raged within played out on his face. He wanted to follow me, but the part that was pushing me away, kept him inside. The doors started to close, separating us, and his eyes widened before jumping through to join me.
 
   His hands gripped my waist, as his mouth latched onto my neck while he pressed his erection into me. We stumbled down the hall like that to my condo. My body lit up with each step, the excitement of him soon being inside me causing a flood in my panties. I was drunk on him.
 
   My fingers fumbled with the lock, unable to get the key in due to the distraction of his chest molding to my backside. With a few more tries, the door unlocked and we stumbled through. I turned, and his lips captured mine, walking me back until I was pinned against the wall. My hands wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him closer.
 
   “I want your hands and lips on me. You’ve kept me waiting long enough, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   “Fuck.” His teeth nipped at my jaw. “What about my cock?”
 
   “I want it in my pussy where it fucking belongs.” I wondered where my assertiveness was coming from. Who was the woman speaking through me?
 
   “I’ll fuck you so hard, you won’t be able to walk.” His voice was low and rough. “You make me so hard; you better be ready to work your ass off for my come.”
 
   “More,” I begged. My hands worked at undoing the buttons on his shirt as his hands moved to my ass, pulling me harder against him and his cock. I whimpered, my head dropping to his chest, panting with my need for him.
 
   He snickered. “Excited, my little whore? Yes, that’s what you are, letting me fuck you the way I do. You know that’s not good, letting me punish you. My cock wants to be down your throat, inside your pussy, and,” he paused, his grip on my ass tightening, “in your ass. You tease me with it every fucking day.”
 
   I’d never done anything like that before—the idea was scary to me, but somehow I knew I’d do it…for him.
 
   I was able to get his dress shirt unbuttoned, but when I went to untuck the undershirt, he stopped me, moving my hands further down to his belt instead. Odd, but I didn’t ask. As soon as the zipper was down, I slid my hand in and wrapped it around his hot, silky cock. I pumped him a few times before I moved to my knees, lowering his pants as I went. I leaned forward, my tongue peeking out and licking around the head before taking him into my mouth.
 
   His hips began to move in small thrusts, a groan leaving him. “That’s it, take it all. I’ll fuck your mouth until I come, and you’ll fucking swallow all of it. Do you understand?”
 
   I moaned around him, slipping him out from my lips. “Fuck, you have such a filthy mouth.”
 
   “You think you own my cock, don’t you?” He slapped the head of his cock against my cheek, running it along my bottom lip. “You don’t, little whore. You don’t own it, but you will take it.” He shrugged off his suit jacket, pushing my head back down his length. His fingers unknotted his tie before gripping my hair as his pace picked up.
 
   With a sudden movement, both of his hands were pushing my head down on his shaft. I gagged at the intrusion, causing Nathan to hiss and moan in response.
 
   “Get your ass up here and let me fuck you the way you love it: hard, fast, and dirty. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” He was taunting me.
 
   I couldn’t protest. He was right. It was what I wanted. Caught in his seductive spell, eager for what the next pleasure to come, for what he was going to give me.
 
   “It’s what I want. To stretch you open and have your pussy suck me back in.” His fingers moved down my jaw, grasping on to the back of my neck and pulling me, his lips devouring mine.
 
   He proceeded to rid me of my clothes, yanking my shirt off and pushing my panties to the ground.
 
   “Oh, God!” I cried out as he leaned down, his teeth biting onto my cloth-covered nipple, sucking it into his mouth.
 
   “Not God, baby…Nathan. That’s the name you’ll be screaming when you come.” He unclasped my bra, sending it to the floor with the rest of my clothes.
 
   His fingers wrapped around my wrist, leading me into the living room. I stared at him as we walked, noticing he was still wearing his shirt and pants, which he slid down to his knees as he sat down and leaned back. One hand pushed his cock upright, while the other guided me over, steadying me as I straddled his hips.
 
   Once there, his fingers pinched my nipple, then moved down between us, past my clit, and found the moisture that had settled and pooled at my core. A throaty groan ripped through me the instant his finger slipped inside.
 
   He let out a groan. “You’re so fucking wet. Was this from sucking my cock?” He pulled his fingers from me, then swirled and dragged my dripping juices straight to my puckered ass. A light pressing of his fingers made my eyes widen. “You’re so uptight and frigid. I should warm you up, then shove my cock in your ass. Fucking shoot my load up there.”
 
   His fingers flitted, dancing around at my opening, and I had never felt so wanton, so dirty. My hips were moving against him, the tip of his cock hitting my clit each time and making me beg for more.
 
   “Maybe I’ll paint you white. Fuck. You’d love that, wouldn’t you? Have my come all over your body.”
 
   “Please. I want everything you want to give me.” I should have been ashamed, but there wasn’t room for any reaction except pure, unadulterated lust and filthy desire for him and his words.
 
   His fingers pushed back up into my pussy, his thumb hooking onto his cock and pressing it against my clit. I leaned forward, one hand braced next to his head as I drew in a shuddering breath.
 
   “That’s it, baby, you love my cock deep inside you. You need me to fill you.” His eyes were twisted, dark, and so fucking glorious. I was transfixed, and I was hanging on to every word. He was beyond aroused. It seemed it wasn’t just about punishment for him anymore—it was about self-medication and numbing his mind, drowning out his ghosts.
 
   One finger slipped out and back, sliding just inside the entrance, tempting me and sucking me into his world. I wanted to be part of it, be part of his soul. He was my God, and I worshipped him.
 
   “Have you ever had a cock up here?” he asked. I shook my head, my body crying out for him to shove his cock inside me. “Don’t lie to me, slut.”
 
   I shook my head again. “None…j-just a dildo. Now stop teasing me, and fuck me!”
 
   He grinned up at me, licking his lips. “You’re a naughty little slut. I’ll show you what it feels like to have a cock shoved up there. Soon.” He pulled his fingers from me, his weeping cock released and landing back down on his stomach. “That is fucking sexy, the thought of you stuffed everywhere with a vibrator. You love that, don’t you?”
 
   “Y–yes,” I stammered.
 
   “My cock likes the sound of that, and,” his gaze moved down, “so does your pretty little pussy.”
 
   I almost cried with joy when he lined up his cock, but screamed out in pleasure when he slammed me down hard as he pushed up, filling me in one swift movement. My hands moved to his chest for support, while his held my hips in a painful grip, almost bone crushing.
 
   “Damn, you feel so fucking good wrapped around me, squeezing me.” He let out a loud groan, then lifted me up and pulled me back down.
 
   “Deeper,” I moaned.
 
   “Deeper?” He slowed down and kept his cock at my entrance.
 
   “Fucking tease.” I let all my weight relax so he was filling me again.
 
   “Nobody tells me how to do this shit.” He flipped us over, pounding me into the couch. My head rolled back, my eyes fluttering close. “Yeah, that’s it, squeeze me. Take me all the way in. I’m not going to stop until you’re coming while screaming how much you fucking love it.”
 
   I smirked at him, he was so full of himself in that moment. His hooded eyes watched, transfixed, as his cock disappeared into my pussy with each thrust. His jaw was tight and there was a constant look of furious concentration, as if he was driving his demons out of him with each movement.
 
   He growled. “That is a fucking spectacular view. I could watch it all fucking day.”
 
   I was buzzing, my muscles tightening, signaling I was close. Nathan must’ve felt it as well.
 
   “Come on, slut, come all over my cock. Come!”
 
   I screamed out his name, my nails digging into his arms, back arching as I convulsed around him.
 
   His relentless pounding didn’t let up as I came down—it increased. Curses flew from his mouth, the slapping sound of skin filling the room. His sexy sighs, his tortured look as he stared at his cock pumping into me, and his declarations of, “Fuck, that’s the shit I love,” set me on fire.
 
   I loved watching him, knowing that I was the one making him come apart at the seams. Me. I was the one. Not Jennifer, Kelly, or Tiffany. Me.
 
   His eyes met mine, and there was an emotion I’d never seen before emitting from them. It was strong and overpowering. He leaned down and captured my lips, his hand wrapped around the back of my neck, holding me close.
 
   My head couldn’t wrap itself around the enigma that was Nathan Thorne.
 
   He pulled away, his eyes holding mine—fierce, determined and so damn hypnotic. His body was draped over mine, his pace quickening. Teeth scraped against my skin, biting and marking, as the assault from his mouth moved around. His tongue lashed at my skin, while lips caressed the harshness away. He bit down hard on my shoulder, sucking the skin between his teeth, making sure the mark was good and dark. My walls tightened, and I could feel myself on the edge.
 
   “You’re going to come.” His mouth crushed mine and forced my lips open. Several sexy sighs escaped him, flowing into me, and I felt his dick twitch. I smiled at the thought of watching him come undone above me. 
 
   He picked up my legs and anchored them over his shoulders. He pumped straight into me, his tip hitting the same glorious spot his fingers had earlier.
 
   “Oh God!”
 
   “Yes, that’s it, baby. Take it. Flood your pussy and let it flow out onto my dick. You know you want to.” There was a fierce edge to his voice. His erotic words were not empty or void. I knew he meant every single fucking word.
 
   “More,” I said, the word coming out unbidden. My mind was foggy, lost in the Nathan-induced haze.
 
   “Shit! Fuck, baby, you’re…oh, fucking…clenching so tight…so fucking tight!” he stammered out, pleasure-induced incoherency taking over.
 
   His fingers dug into my thighs, shoving them together with a force I’d never felt before. It fucking ripped me apart and landed me with an orgasm that was akin to an out of body experience.
 
   “Fuck, Nate. Yes!” I screamed louder than I ever had during an orgasm, shuddering breaths and indecipherable moans falling from my lips.
 
   Every muscle in his body was vibrating, his head tipped back as he started yelling. “Yes! Oh, fuck, baby, fucking you… God, so good!”
 
   His voice shattered, drowning mine out. I felt a sudden emptiness as he pulled out of me. I stared as his hand pumped his cock, the head straining so much it was almost purple. He let out a strangled cry as the first hot stream was released. It landed on my left breast, the following spraying on my stomach. His body convulsed and swayed, hips jerking with each spurt.
 
   “Shit, that is the best fucking sight in the world,” he whispered, licking his lips as he stared down at my body. “You look so fucking good covered in me.” He moved his cock around, spreading his come around my skin, staring in perverse fascination.
 
   “That was… God, I can’t describe it.” I was incredulous as I dragged my hands up through my sweat-matted hair.
 
   He beamed at me. “I know.”
 
   The damned mercurial man in front of me was so happy. He was beaming at me like he adored everything about me. What the hell? Was it due to my earth-shattering orgasm and he was pleased he’d done it to me? Or was there something else going on?
 
   “I don’t think I’ll be able to walk tomorrow. I want Starbucks in the morning. You’re buying,” I said between pants.
 
   “How about I tell the other ladies I’m gay? Would that be sufficient payment?” He smirked and slowly pushed off me.
 
   “I’m not some damn call girl, you know.”
 
   Before I could smack him or throw something at his smirking face, he was shrugging his pants up his hips and heading for the door.
 
   “Asshole!” I hollered at him from my gelatinous place on the couch.
 
   “You mean ‘thank you!’” He snorted and threw open the door, letting it slide closed behind him as he disappeared into the hallway.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 7
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   By Friday morning, I was still walking a little on the funny side, my muscles recuperating. With a coffee cup in hand, I headed to the break room, only to find Caroline filling up her own.
 
   “So, how’s it going today?” she asked, pouring the creamer into her cup and stirring.
 
   I rinsed my own cup out in the sink, then poured myself some. “He’s such a pain in my ass!” I tried to keep my lips from quirking up into a smile and present a pissed off demeanor. Inside I was laughing, knowing that one day he’d make it true in a literal sense.
 
   I couldn’t tell Caroline about that though. Not yet. I still didn’t know what we were anyway. She laughed before going over the evening plans. I was supposed to be out of the building by five to eat dinner before meeting her and some of our coworkers at eight.
 
   I headed home at the promised time and ate while I scoured my closet for something to wear. It’d been so long since I’d gone out for “fun” that it took me some time to dig out any going-out worthy clothing. Suits and business attire had taken over my closet, making it hard to find anything else.
 
   The air still held a chill, so I settled for a jean skirt and large neck sweater that fell off one shoulder. I dug out some knee-high heeled boots for added warmth on my legs. The thought of tights passed through my mind, but I knew Nathan wouldn’t like them.
 
   I didn’t even know if he was coming, and even if he did, people we worked with were around, so he wouldn’t be touching me or dancing with me.
 
   When I arrived at the destination, Caroline and her boyfriend, Ian, were waiting for me at the entrance, and we were able to secure a large half-moon booth for our group.
 
   I’d finished off a shot of rum and was starting in on a Long Island when I felt it. Felt him.
 
   His eyes.
 
   Nathan was there.
 
   “Hey, Nathan, you made it!” Caroline called out.
 
   I jolted, shooting my friend a death glare as we scooted around to make room. I was on the end, making me the one he sat next to, our thighs touching.
 
   “Wouldn’t have missed it,” he replied with a smile as he greeted the table. He leaned close to me, whispering in my ear and sending heat throughout my body. “Lila.”
 
   I smiled at him. “Nate.” His eyes flashed and he drew in a quick breath, but he composed himself before anyone noticed. “I’m surprised to see you out.”
 
   “Oh, we used to see him here all the time,” Ian chimed in. “Been months, dude. We thought you fell off the face of the earth or something. Finally find yourself a steady girl?”
 
   Nathan laughed, but I couldn’t find it in me to join in due to the knife twisting in my gut. Of course he would go out to get his kicks. It didn’t slip my attention that Ian said he hadn’t seen him since before we started having sex, though.
 
   “So, you’re a manwhore? Should have known.” I downed the rest of the Long Island in front of me. The thought of his hands on some of the skanks I saw around the place made my blood boil. Okay, the thought of his hands on anyone other than me did it, but did I expect him to have been a monk before me?
 
   No. It wasn’t rational.
 
   “It was just sex, Delilah. Fucking,” he mumbled low enough for just me to hear. 
 
   I could feel the bile rising in my stomach, my expression slipping, exposing my displeasure.
 
   That’s right. Just sex. You don’t mean anything to him other than a good fuck.
 
   I jumped, flinching when I felt a hand on my leg, right above my knee. Nathan’s hand gripped tight, his thumb making small circular patterns on my skin, placing a fire in their wake. His scent enveloped my senses as he whispered in my ear, “I don’t want them.”
 
   He didn’t include me in that comment, as he would have previously, grouping me along with the rest of his fan club. A step, I supposed, but a step to what? To him fucking me at his whim? If I was being honest with myself, I wanted more, but I would take whatever he would give just to have a part of him.
 
   “I need another drink,” I said as I turned for Nathan to let me out. His face was hard and unreadable, and his grip on my leg tightened. My heart rate sped up. He always touched me in a way that excited my body and made it rebel.
 
   “Are you sure that’s wise?” His gaze moved to the empty glasses in front of me.
 
   “Are you my fucking father? No, I didn’t think so. Let me the fuck up so I can get another drink.” I was fuming, no doubt about it. He finally relented, and I pushed past him and through the crowd, clamoring for a drink.
 
   Up at the bar, I tried to get the bartender’s attention. Tried, but failed.
 
   “Need help, pretty lady?” a slimy voice asked from behind. The smell the alcohol wafting off him was noticeable without even turning around. I crooked my head to find a good-looking but drunk as all hell blond man.
 
   “No, thanks, I’m fine.” I returned back to my task of getting the damn bartender to acknowledge my existence.
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   After finally getting some attention, I got a Hard Lemonade and headed out to the dance floor where Caroline and Ian were grinding away. I joined in, the booze and the music taking me away from my inhibitions, and I danced.
 
   My eyes were closed, hips swaying to the beat. A body pressed up against mine, but not the one I wanted. There was an arm around my waist, a hand at my hip. The touch was foreign, not what I craved, what I needed, but in my inebriation, I let it stay.
 
   He pulled me back into him, and I felt his arousal. The hand on my hip worked its way up my waist, skimming the side of my breast.
 
   It was wrong, all wrong. It wasn’t his hands, his body—Nate. That was who I wanted. Nate.
 
   A chill ran down my spine, igniting my body. I didn’t even have to look to know Nathan was there.
 
   “Can I cut in?” His voice was low and menacing. I opened my eyes to find him staring at me, anger vibrating off of him.
 
   “Wait your turn,” a drunken voice said from behind me. I tilted my head back to see the blond that had been at the bar. Ew. I was dancing with him?
 
   Nathan snarled. “I’m not asking.”
 
   Funny. People snarled at me in the past, but it had always been frightening. Not so with Nathan—he turned me on.
 
   “Okay, man, shit, take her,” blondie said as he backed away and shoved me at Nathan.
 
   I crashed into his chest, hands gripping his shirt. I was unable to stop myself from breathing him in.
 
   “What the fuck was that about?” I pushed off him.
 
   Instead of an answer, he grabbed my arm and pulled me from the dance floor. “You’re letting strange men put their hands all fucking over you!” His grip tightened.
 
   “What the hell do you care, Thorne? Huh?”
 
   “Because, you are mi—”
 
   “This guy bothering you, Lila?” A familiar voice boomed out over the music, cutting off whatever Nathan was about to say.
 
   My head snapped to the side to find a familiar silhouette, and my gaze rose to find an annoyed set of eyes trained on the hand gripping my arm. It looked like he was waiting for the go-ahead to tear it off.
 
   A gasp escaped my lips as I looked at my very pissed off ex-boyfriend. “Andrew?”
 
   The rising tension was almost palpable in the small area we occupied. Andrew was there, standing next to me, ready to rip Nathan apart. A pissing contest seemed to commence while Nathan’s hand remained in place, his fingers still digging into my arm.
 
   “Let go of the lady,” Andrew warned, fists clenching at his side.
 
   Nathan’s eyes flickered to mine before going back to Andrew. Instead of releasing me, he pulled me closer to him. Andrew’s hand reached out to grab Nathan, and I knew what I had to do.
 
   Stepping between the two, I grabbed the front of their shirts and pushed them apart with as much force as I could muster. Which, considering their sizes compared to my own, wasn’t much.
 
   “Enough! Jesus, knock it off.” I glared at them. “Nathan, you can let go now. Drew, back off.”
 
   “He was grabbing your arm, Lila. Hard.” Drew’s steely gaze was leveled on Nathan.
 
   “Yes, after saving me from some drunk sleaze on the dance floor,” I explained. Well, it was pretty much true. “Then he proceeded to lecture my drunk ass about watching out for myself.”
 
   Andrew’s jaw opened and then closed, looking from me to Nathan. “Really?” He looked like he was still dubious of Nathan’s reaction and harsh grip, which was warranted as Nathan was still on the defensive side.
 
   “What’s going on?” Caroline came up to us, her eyes taking in our stance.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Just a misunderstanding and too much testosterone.”
 
   Andrew visibly relaxed but continued to be on his guard. It took Nathan longer. What had Nathan been about to say? My stomach churned as an insane curiosity swept through me. And what was he so angry about now?
 
   “Okay, then,” Caroline said, looking between all of us. “We ordered another round of drinks back at the table. Join us, Drew?”
 
   Andrew’s gaze moved down to me as if he was searching for something before answering. “Sounds great, Carrie.” His familiar, good-natured grin lit up his features. He swept me up in his arms for a hug then extended his hand outward, indicating for me to go first. “After you, Lila.” It was apparent he didn’t trust Nathan enough to let me walk in front of him.
 
   My steps wobbled a bit, the alcohol getting to me more. Nathan’s hand reached out to mine, steadying me. I looked up to find his emotions secured back in place, his anger stifled for the moment, hidden away, stewing beneath. His fake smile was plastered in place, and inside I cried out for the real Nathan to show himself again. I wanted to know him, not the pretty picture he presented to the world. Brief glimpses were not enough to satisfy me.
 
   God, we were the perfect pair with the way we handled ourselves.
 
   It would be nice to be normal, not to have to keep the act up all of the time. To end the masquerade.
 
   Somehow the nightmare escalated as I ended up sandwiched between Andrew and Nathan. The most awkward place in the world to be—at least for me. Trapped between the guy I used to date, and the guy who was secretly fucking me into oblivion. It didn’t help that Nathan’s hand had returned to my thigh under the table.
 
   Andrew hiked his thumb toward Nathan. Subtlety be damned. “Okay, so who’s this newbie?”
 
   We all laughed, then everyone launched into the whole Vivian debacle that led to Nathan being my new partner in crime. Oh, if they only knew how true that was in reality.
 
   The waitress came by with the round Caroline ordered. I got one sip in before a hand grabbed it from me.
 
   “You don’t need that,” Andrew said.
 
   My glare was icy as I grabbed the glass back from him, taking multiple large gulps until the majority of the liquid was gone. “Don’t mess with my drink, Drew. I need it.”
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   “It’s the only way I can sleep, okay?” I admitted in a huff and rubbed my eyes. I was so tired, exhausted to the point of tears. Add in the downers of the booze, and I was about to burst. “I just want to get some fucking sleep. I can’t fucking drink every night, so let me sleep tonight. I can get more than a couple hours in and my brain will shut down.”
 
   Caroline thankfully jumped in, which was good because I didn’t want to go into it any further. “Her insomnia’s back.”
 
   Nathan was already staring at me. I could feel it. My attention moved down to where his hand was, the skin tingling beneath.
 
   “All right, off topic Lila. I’m not interesting enough. Next topic,” I rambled, trying to steer the conversation away from my depressing self.
 
   Andrew snorted. “I see you still love to be the center of attention.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, which caused my whole head to spin. “Yeah, yeah. Drunk, depressed, center-of-attention-hating, stupid, ugly…” I choked as the words began swirling in my head. I tilted the rest of my drink back, trying to drown them out.
 
   “Okay, enough.” Andrew took the glass out of my shaking hand. “I think it’s time to get your drunken ass home.”
 
   I let out a whimpering sigh. “I drove.”
 
   “You definitely aren’t driving. I can take you,” Andrew said.
 
   Nathan’s fingers dug into my thigh, and I could swear I heard him growl. “I can take her home.”
 
   Everyone at the table turned to stare at him, myself included.
 
   I couldn’t hold back the laughter that escaped. “Oh, Caroline, I forgot to tell you.” I placed my hand near my mouth to block people from hearing as I whispered across to her. “The asshole lives in my building!”
 
   “You know I can hear you, right, drunkie?” Nathan quirked his brow at me, while his fingers caressed my thigh. It was a dangerous thing to do in the company we were keeping, but I loved it.
 
   I turned to him, contemplating what to say in response. He was distracting me again, not that it was a hard thing for him to do. “Do I look like I care?”
 
   “Don’t hold back on me now, Palmer. Let it out.”
 
   Fine. He wanted to play? My drunk ass would play. “I was going to go into great detail on where to stick it, but thought it might be a little too rough for our party here.”
 
   Ian laughed. “Oooh, Lila’s getting surly.”
 
   “Surly wench. That’s my name.” I gave a half-hearted smile.
 
   Nathan smirked at me. “I’m going to call you that from now on.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “Bite me, Thorne.”
 
   “You are so fucking asking for it,” he whispered in my ear, his hand sliding up under my skirt.
 
   “Alrighty!” I jumped, startling everyone at the table. “I need…home. Who’s taking me?”
 
   Andrew turned to me. “I can, babe.”
 
   There went Nathan, glaring at him again. “I live in the same building. Why waste the gas when we’re going to the same place?”
 
   And pissing contest round two, commence!
 
   I had to try to pull their attention away from each other. “Asshole has a good point.”
 
   “Would you stop calling me that?” Nathan’s face turned red and a vein pulsed at his temple. His jaw flexed as he exhaled in a rush.
 
   “Nope. You threatened to call me ‘surly wench’ at work. If that’s the case, I have every right to call you ‘asshole.’”
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay to go home with him?” Andrew asked, his eyes locked on mine.
 
   “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” The tone of Nathan’s voice made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.
 
   “I just thought you’d want to stick around and pick up someone for dessert,” Andrew answered with a smile on his face. It was becoming obvious they didn’t care much for one another.
 
   Nathan sneered at Andrew. “No, thanks. I’m full.”
 
   “And on that note,” Caroline piped in.
 
   “On that note, I’m calling it a night and taking ‘drunkie’ here with me.” Nathan scooted out of the booth so I could get out.
 
   “Well, it’s been fun, all!” I added. “Drew…good to see you.”
 
   I had turned to leave when Andrew’s arms wrapped around me. “You call me if you need anything, okay? I’ll always be here for you. You know that, right?”
 
   “I know, Drew.” I placed a chaste kiss on his cheek. “See you.”
 
   Nathan led me through the club, his hand wrapped around my wrist as we worked our way to the entrance. It was a silent walk to his car as most of my concentration and energy was focused on walking straight. He held open the door to the car like a gentleman, and I slid in.
 
   The tension was thick in the car, and I didn’t have to look at him to know he was riled up. I just hoped he didn’t explode before we made it home.
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   We pulled up to our building, and I stumbled out of the car. My body lit up at his closeness, then I felt his hands on me, hoisting me up in the air and over his shoulder.
 
   “Nathan, put me down, damn it. I can walk,” I whined as he moved us into the building. 
 
   I pounded on his back with my fists as he greeted the night guard, but my attention was diverted by the fine ass in front of me. I could not—and did not—want to contain the urge to grab it, so I did. He yelped in surprise as he stepped onto the elevator. I smacked it, and his grip on me tightened.
 
   I could feel the growl in his chest, there was no doubt about it. Wetness began to pool from the sound and the anticipation of what he might do to me this time.
 
   We arrived at the fourteenth floor, and he stepped out, walking a few steps—the keys rattled as he unlocked the door. As soon as we entered his condo, Nathan dropped me down onto my feet and had me pinned against the wall with his body, his lips hard on mine. It was a punishing kiss. I didn’t know what for, but he was angry about something.
 
   He released my lips. “Who is he, this Andrew?”
 
   I blinked at him. Was he jealous? I wanted him to be jealous as it would mean I amounted to something to him.
 
   “Andrew is my ex-boyfriend.” I was still confused as I answered. His eyes were hard, his muscles tight. “Nathan?”
 
   His lips crashed to mine again before moving away. The sound of splintering drywall filled the room as my eyes opened to find where he had gone.
 
   Nathan’s fist was imbedded in the wall.
 
   “Nathan!” I ran to help him pull his hand out. That was when I got a look at the entry wall. Seven. I counted seven other holes in the drywall. “Why?”
 
   I gazed at him, the inexplicable man in front of me. He confused me so much that I never knew which way was up.
 
   “You. You do this to me. Every time… You make me so angry,” he admitted.
 
   I might have been scared if it hadn’t been for the burning in his eyes and his fingertips caressing my cheek. “I slept with my dress shirt on the other night because it smelled like you, and that pisses me off! I’m mad at myself and pissed at you for wrapping me around your little fucking finger.”
 
   “But I didn’t…”
 
   “I know!” he yelled, his anger seeping from him. “And that ticks me off more. I hate that you turn me on. I hate the way I need you all the fucking time. I don’t want that. I can’t want that. I can’t want you…but I do. So fucking much I do.”
 
   “I want you, too.”
 
   Pain flickered across his face. “I hated every male that even looked at you tonight and wanted to hurt the one that dared touch you. I wanted to scream out ‘mine’ to keep them all at bay. But I can’t. I can’t claim you like that. I will consume you.”
 
   “Why me?” The question snuck past my lips before I could stop it. My strength gave out, and I sunk to the floor.
 
   “What did you say?” He seemed to be in complete disbelief as he stared down at me.
 
   “I’m nothing. Drew leaving me proved them right. I’m nothing special. Plain, boring, pitiful, ugly Lila. Worthless.” 
 
   “You shut that shit up right now!” He took a few calming breaths before sitting down on the floor in front of me. “You are beautiful, intelligent, witty, sarcastic, fun as hell to tease, and so fucking sexy I have trouble keeping my hands off you. You make it so hard to stay away… I want you so much. I’ve tried so hard, but you keep fucking drawing me in.”
 
   “Then why? Why can’t we…”
 
   “Because I can’t. I can’t love you. I can’t allow myself to pursue you, Lila. A beautiful woman like you shouldn’t waste your time on me.”  
 
   “But, you said I wasn’t ‘that pretty.’”
 
   He jumped to his feet, startling me. “Shit. I was being a sarcastic asshole and was going to tell you I was joking, but you fucking threw me with your response. I’m used to women arguing against me, but you agreed. That shit is fucked up.” He paced in front of me, his brow twisted, fingers tugging at his hair in agitation.
 
   I stared at him in disbelief. Boy, drunk me was envisioning quite a different Nathan. He couldn’t have admitted all of that. I was delusional. I had to be. Right?
 
   I picked myself up off the floor. “Don’t you want to know what I think?”
 
   “No. It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter that I want you?”
 
   His jaw tightened, and his eyes squeezed shut. “Please don’t.”
 
   I looked up at him, my head tilting, trying to find the words for the idea rattling in my head. It wasn’t much, but it would be something. I was pathetic enough to settle for something.
 
   “We can’t…be?”
 
   “Be? Be, how?”
 
   “Like we have been?”
 
   He pushed the palms of his hands into his eyes. “You don’t really want that with me.”
 
   “What if I do?”
 
   “Drop it, Lila.” His tone was harsh and silenced me. I had gotten more out of him tonight than I ever expected to.
 
   “Well, goodnight, then.” I turned toward the door. His hand caught my wrist and spun me around.
 
   “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”
 
   “Home.” I wasn’t home. I was at his place, and I just wanted to get out of it.
 
   “Oh, no. I’m not letting you out of my sight, drunkie.” He pulled me away from the door, making sure I couldn’t leave. My eyes roamed around while we moved through his condo, and I was astonished. It looked nothing like what I thought it would. I expected lavish furniture and decorations due to the price tag on his place, but there was little of either. The walls were bare, and the furniture was sparse.
 
   We entered the bedroom, and he sat me on the bed before kneeling in front of me and proceeding to take off my boots.
 
   My fingers brushed through his hair. “So silky,” I murmured.
 
   He leaned into my touch for a brief moment, then swiftly moved out of my reach. He grabbed my waist and lifted me to where I was bending over his shoulder. His fingers found the zipper to my skirt and slid it off me, tossing it somewhere on the floor of the dark room.
 
   “You do know I’m not so drunk that I can’t walk or undress myself, right?”
 
   “Shut up and get in the bed, Delilah,” he commanded.
 
   Was it wrong that I loved when he directed me like that?
 
   I obliged and snuggled under the covers. They smelled of him, and I found a new happy place, wrapped around the musky and spicy scent that was Nathan. I was sure my therapist would like that. He never felt my happy place was happy enough. 
 
   I woke a few hours later wrapped up in Nathan’s arms. It was warm and inviting, and I wanted it. I wanted him. Could I do it? Could I show him it was okay to love? Maybe it was best to go with the flow. Maybe we could both heal. What would Dr. Morgenson say? Shit, I needed to see him again. It’d been too long—several months.
 
   I turned my head to look at him, taking in how peaceful his face was when he was asleep. I sighed as I moved to sit up. I needed to go home. It was too intoxicating being so close to him. I was drowning in Nathan.
 
   “No,” he mumbled. “Stay.” 
 
   His arms pulled me back into his body, lips kissing my shoulder and nipping the skin beneath as his fingers flexed around my waist. His tongue slid out, tasting my skin, his hand moving down my stomach and teasing the skin at the top of my panties. He slid beneath the fabric and two of his fingers found my opening, pushing deep inside.
 
   I cried out at the intrusion, one I’d been aching for. “Fuck!”
 
   His hips rocked against my ass, his hard length pressing into me. “Mmm, your pussy gets so fucking wet for me. Do you get this wet for other cocks, or just mine? Hmm?”
 
   My body arched under his assault. His other hand moved to pinch my nipples. I couldn’t stop the rocking of my hips, pushing farther down on his hand. I needed him deeper. “Nate… mmm, only you.”
 
   “Good girl,” he said. “Or should I say naughty? Only naughty girls get this fucking soaked. Listen to you moaning like a whore. You love my fingers buried inside you, don’t you? Not as much as you love my cock filling you to the hilt, though.” His whispers were gruff and needy.
 
   “Fuck, no. You...oh God…filling me with your…fuck...” I moaned, barely able to keep myself from screaming incoherent sounds at his onslaught of my pussy. “Cock! Please!” 
 
   His body left mine, his hand turning me onto my back as he slipped between my thighs. His clothed cock nestled against my wet center, while his lips found mine for a searing kiss.
 
   “This what you want? Right here?” He accentuated his words with a thrust of his hips, hitting my clit just right, making me scream out. 
 
   “Yes, yes, please.” I really was a slut for him, but only for him. He pulled my shirt over my head, tossing it on the floor, my bra following.
 
   He leaned down and took my nipple into his mouth, his teeth scraping across my skin, fingers digging into my hips before hooking into my panties and pulling them down my legs. I pulled his shirt up and over his head while he pushed his pants down, freeing his straining cock. I licked my lips, wanting to taste, but was pushed back down on my back.
 
   I could feel him at my opening a split second before he slid in, cursing as his forehead rested on mine.
 
   “So fucking tight…every time. Why do you have to be so goddamn fucking tight?”
 
   He rocked his hips until he was all the way in, and I felt full, whole. His arms wrapped around me, pulling our bodies flush as his hips began to move. There was a tenderness replacing the usual frenzy, a shift from what was and entering the possibility of what could be.
 
   His hands, which were usually rough, were sensual, his need focused. His kisses were still hard, just calmer. It was like he was trying to burn himself into me with each slow, steady touch. I was caged in his arms. He was keeping me as close as possible, his head in the crook of my neck. His hips were slower, driving his cock into me in long strokes.
 
   “Baby, you feel so fucking good,” he whispered into my ear. “So sexy, so fucking irresistible. Don’t want to fight it anymore. Beautiful Lila. You make me crazy.”
 
   It was a slow burn, my body humming with each thrust in and whimpering with each stroke out, our bodies rocking together. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced. The fire consumed me, my body and my heart opening up to him.
 
   “You like that, don’t you? Oh, shit…you…you like my cock thrusting into you, don’t you?” he asked, wanting an answer. “That’s how dirty of a slut you are. Tell me—you like my cock always pumping into you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?” he questioned, his voice losing the confident edge it held. He sounded unsure, his hips stopped moving, leaving him buried to the hilt. I had a hard time concentrating on anything at all when he was that deep inside me.
 
   “No. I love it.”
 
   “Fuck… Shit.” His hips dug harder as his grip tightened. His speed increased, his teeth biting into my shoulder. I was getting close, whimpering at every movement.
 
   If possible, he held me closer. His groans of pleasure had me shaking, sitting on the edge of my orgasm. I was panting into his neck, just behind his ear.
 
    I wanted to mark him as he marked me, and I found my spot. I licked at his skin, tasting the saltiness of it. My mouth clamped onto the tendon right below his ear, sucking hard before my teeth pushed into his skin. Hard enough to mark, but not hard enough to break skin. Like he did to me.
 
   “Shit!” he cried out, his thrusts becoming erratic. 
 
   I tipped over the edge and screamed out his name as my pussy clenched around him. “Nate!”
 
   “That’s it, baby, fucking come. Shit, shit. Oh, fuck… You really do love this shit.” His body started shaking as his hips stilled.  Our eyes were locked with one another, his hooded and glazed, and I was certain mine matched. I felt him emptying inside me, and I shuddered in ecstasy.
 
   After his orgasm, his arms gave out, no longer able to hold his weight. He fell to the side, landing next to me on the bed, and pulled me up so that my head was resting on his chest. 
 
   Hours later, I awoke with the need to use the bathroom, prying myself from the death grip he had on me. Once done, I walked back into the bedroom and gazed at his sleeping form.
 
   The light was starting to come in through the windows, illuminating his body. He was lying there, naked, the sheet barely covering below the waist, one of his legs sticking out. I had never seen him naked before. He’d always been half-dressed. But in that moment, I could admire him in all his glory.
 
   I walked closer to the bed to get a better look and my stomach dropped. The sight before me was horrific. It felt as though I’d been punched in the gut.
 
   A thick, jagged, and raised pink scar ran on his left side from his ribs, down his side, and around his hip. It wasn’t the only scar. Some were jagged, others straight, but all were smaller than the one on his side, marring his beautiful body.  There were holes next to some, indicating the wound had been stitched or stapled up. His left leg held the second largest scar, and it ran from above his knee to halfway down his shin. I studied his face as I tried to keep myself together. That was when I noticed the star-shaped scar in his hairline, right above his ear.
 
   It was part of his puzzle, a big piece of his mystery. Something happened to him, something terrible, and he shut himself off from everything. My heart was breaking as I took in the sight of the evidence of his once-broken body.
 
   Tears flowed in steady streams down my face as I dropped to the ground, my legs giving out. I erupted in violent shakes, arms wrapping around my body, trying desperately to keep the sob that was threatening to escape within me.
 
   “Lila?” His voice was groggy and thick with sleep. He jumped out of bed and stood in front of me, giving me the full view of his body and all the damage that had been inflicted. The sob broke from my chest, and it was painful and raw. “Lila?”
 
   He dropped down on the ground in front of me, and I flung my arms around his neck, pulling him close. Tears fell from my eyes as his arms wrapped around my body, his head dipping into the crook of my neck.
 
   “What happened? What happened to you?” I asked through my sobs. His grip grew tighter as if he was using my body to hold his own together, to keep himself from breaking.
 
   “Please, don’t ask me that. Please… I can’t…”
 
   We held each other on the floor for what seemed like hours until my tears stopped. I leaned away from him to see a frightened look in his eyes. My gaze wandered his body, my fingers reaching out to trace the large scar around his hip. He didn’t flinch at my investigation, but stared at me in wonder.
 
   He leaned in and took my bottom lip between his teeth, staring into my eyes. He was searching for something, but he couldn’t find it.
 
   “Push me away. You have to,” he demanded. His eyes were haunted and scared.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Push me away!”
 
   “I can’t!” I cried out, the tears returning.
 
   His body sagged. “Why? Tell me why…say it.”
 
   My heart was breaking for the hollow, empty shell of a man in front of me. “Because I want you! I want you so much it hurts! I need all of you, and I can’t deny it anymore.”
 
   He looked down at me, his inner conflict and turmoil evident on his face.
 
   His fingers brushed strands of hair behind my ear as he cupped my face. “I can’t give you what you want, beautiful. I’ll only hurt you.”
 
   “It’s okay. If it’s you, I don’t mind.”
 
   “Stop,” he pleaded, his hands coming up in surrender. “Let’s just go back to bed.”
 
   “Okay…okay.”
 
   With that, we returned to the sanctuary that was his bed and curled up in each other’s arms. It seemed to be what we both wanted, what we both needed. He was relenting, if even a little, and letting himself simply be.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 9
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   It’d been a week since I admitted to myself I was altered. That Nathan had altered me. The growing feelings for him I’d kept hidden were out. The night after we left the club made me face that fact.  How I thought and felt about him changed. He wasn’t the asshole I thought he was when I first met him. He was a broken man, and it made me wonder—can two broken souls make one whole person?
 
   He intrigued me, it wasn’t only sex anymore. Every time his guard dropped around me, I saw the real Nathan, and I liked him. I wanted him. Every day I needed him more. Any thought of leaving him and returning to the way we were was painful.
 
   One week had passed since he conceded to letting himself have something with me. It was undefined and not spoken about out loud, little different than it was in the beginning. The exception was that every night he was either in my bed, or I was in his. It started on Saturday night when he showed up at my door just before midnight and took me against the wall in the entryway. 
 
   For three nights in a row, I was running to answer his knock near midnight. He’d fucked me like I’d never been fucked before. His eyes were dark and angry as he snarled at me, always reminding me he believed his lust for me was my fault. Hands dug into my flesh, bruising me. They were harsh as he pulled me to him at the same time he pushed me away. Then we’d crawl into bed and fall sleep, his arms wrapped around me with the same intensity he’d used to fuck me.
 
   On the fourth night, things changed. It was past midnight, and he hadn’t knocked on my door. I knew of his struggle, and if I truly wanted him, I was going to have to fight for him. So, a few minutes before one in the morning, I knocked on his door and fucked him into oblivion, then collapsed, exhausted, in his bed.
 
   I’d never had such a peaceful sleep. The cure for my insomnia appeared to be a hard fucking, as I had passed out every night and did not wake until the alarm went off the next morning.
 
   That lasted until the wee hours of Saturday morning when I felt the bed shake before Nathan screamed out—a sound so raw and harrowing, I knew it would haunt me for the rest of my life.
 
   His body was shaking, his chest gasping for air as he swung his legs around the side of the bed. He fumbled in the dark with the light switch, and I cringed against the sudden, intense glow that filled the room. I couldn’t see anything, but I heard a drawer open and the clinking of plastic and what sounded like pills bouncing around. Frustrated sounds and movements came from him in his frantic search. Once he found the right bottle, he opened a container and threw his head back.
 
   I crawled out from under the comforter to sit next to him, my eyes having adjusted to the light. He must have felt the bed move, because his hand shot out and pushed the drawer closed, as if he didn’t want me to see the contents inside. He was still breathing hard, his face contorted in pain and anguish. My chest constricted; his agony became mine. It was so overpowering at times. I wondered how he even managed day-to-day tasks. Or was it my presence? It was always me that set him off, that much I knew. He never did explain why, other than he was angry at himself for wanting me and giving into that want to some degree.
 
   My hands reached up to cup his face. His pained gaze met mine as he leaned into my touch.
 
   “Ssshhh,” I soothed, my other hand stroking the sweat-matted hair from his face. “It’s all right, baby. Everything’s all right.”
 
   His lips caught mine in a harsh kiss. He didn’t say anything, but pulled me close as we lay back down. His arms wrapped around my body, head lowering to the crook of my neck. My hands began running through his hair.
 
   After a while he calmed, and his breath blowing across my chest slowed to an even cadence. Tears stung my eyes, but I pushed them back. I needed to be stronger if I was going to help him—a large feat for me.
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   It was Wednesday when Caroline dragged me out into the spring rain for lunch at our favorite dive.  It was a hole-in-the-wall bar that served some of the best potato skins I’d ever had. It was a rare treat to split an order, and I was willing to brave the weather for the wonderful tastes that awaited.
 
   We placed our order and included side salads to make it a little less terrible.
 
   “So, you got laid?” she asked without missing a beat.
 
   I choked on the drink as it went down the wrong pipe, and almost spit some of my soda across the table at her. “W-what?”
 
   “You heard me. You. Got. Laid.”
 
   “How… Why do you think that?”
 
   “Oh, come on, Lila. I’ve known you since we interned together between L2 and L3. That’s five years, if you’re trying to figure it out.”
 
   I sighed. “Fine. Yes, I got laid. Happy?”
 
   “No. Who is he?” She was not letting the subject go, her lips curling into a smile.
 
   “Just some guy I met,” I lied, trying to brush it off. I wanted to tell her it was Nathan, but how was I supposed to explain our situation? I didn’t want to tell her about his scars and his self-imposed inability to love. I didn’t want to gossip about his pain. I wanted to protect him. I needed Nathan. So, I would lie to my best friend for now in the hopes that soon I could tell her everything.
 
   “And?” she pressed. “Name? Date of birth? Social security number? Birthmarks and tattoos?” She grinned and waggled her eyebrows.
 
   I laughed at her absurdity, and it felt good. “His name?” I felt the blood leech out of my face. My mind raced to come up with something when Nathan’s middle name popped up. I remembered seeing it on some of his access paperwork. “Christopher, his name is Christopher.”
 
   “Was he at the club the other night?”
 
   Oh, thank the heavens, something I didn’t have to lie about. “Yeah.”
 
   “Well, obviously you liked him enough to have fun with him on multiple occasions.”
 
   I couldn’t help the sad smile that formed on my face. “I like him, I do.”
 
   “But?”
 
   “But, he has some issues he’s working through, so I’m not really sure how he feels about me.”
 
   “Well, if you can keep your self-flogging at bay, maybe you two can help each other. It’s obvious he likes something about you if he keeps coming back for more.”
 
   “The feeling of me wrapped around his…” I trailed off, the waiter smirking as he set down our food.
 
   Caroline laughed, and I couldn’t help but join in. I felt lighter after telling her, even though it wasn’t much. It felt good to talk about him in some fashion to someone other than myself. We ate our treats and headed back to the office, and I went straight back to the mysterious god that sat in the desk next to me.
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   Two days later, I was squirming in my chair, my mind envisioning the previous evening’s activities, and it was making my panties soaked. Every day seemed to be growing longer; minutes where like hours. His scent filled the confines of our office, making my cravings for him stronger with each tick of the clock. I wanted him all the damn time.  
 
   I absently twirled a pen in my mouth as I attempted to read over the contract in front of me. It had been a day for reading and re-reading, and starting over because I didn’t catch anything. I didn’t even realize I had begun daydreaming, the pen sliding between my lips, until my phone began to buzz, breaking me from my trance. It was a text from Nathan, sitting right next to me. I’d forgotten we exchanged numbers. Curious, I opened the message and wished I hadn’t. It was too much for me to handle.
 
   If you keep sucking on that pen I WILL drag you off to a secluded spot and shove my cock in your mouth. 
 
   My eyes widened, and I choked on said pen while I read his text. The message was so hot my whole body lit up, and I licked my lips at the thought. Fantasies about places he would drag me to were rampant in my mind when my phone buzzed with another message from him.
 
   And you will choke like that around my cock when I jam it all the way down your fucking tease of a throat. 
 
   I had to begin fanning myself with the still unread contract. My face was so hot, I was certain it was Santa-suit red.
 
   “Hey, Delilah,” Benjamin called from the doorway. “Can I get your help on this verbiage...? You okay?”
 
   I gave him a fake smile. “Fine, just got a little hot all of the sudden.”
 
   “Well, keep your cooties to yourself. Marianne will kill me if I bring home another illness from work,” he said with a laugh. Benjamin was such a sweet guy, and his very pregnant wife had gotten sick earlier in the year and she was unable to take much medicine, adding to her increasing level of discomfort.
 
   “I’m not sure that what’s wrong with Delilah is contagious,” Nathan spoke, interrupting our conversation, his eyes trained on the screen in front of him.
 
   I quirked my brow at him. “And exactly what is ‘wrong’ with me?”
 
   “Few screws loose there, drunkie. Now, be a dear and help Benjamin out so you can get back to drooling all over the Henderson contract,” he taunted.
 
   “Screw you.” I scowled at him and turned back to Benjamin. “So, verbiage?”
 
   I worked with him for about half an hour before returning to my attempt at concentrating on my work. A difficult task when I was still so worked up from the texts Nathan had sent me.
 
   It was after six when we saw Benjamin again, dropping by to let us know everyone was gone and to lock up when we left. I sat stock still at my desk, paralyzed. A sudden extreme awareness of Nathan, and how we were alone, hit me. The words of his texts came back to me, and a small moan slipped from my lips. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see him look briefly at me before resuming his work.
 
   After a few minutes of pin-drop silence, Nathan rose from his chair and walked to the door. He reached out and slammed it shut, the sound making me jump. My breathing became labored, my body shaking in anticipation as the click of the lock echoed in my ears. He turned toward me; his eyes were dark, menacing, and full of lust.
 
   He stared at me as his fingers worked to undo his tie, while he stalked his way over to me.
 
   “You have been a very naughty girl today.” His hand wrapped around the fabric, slipping it from around his neck. “Naughty girls get punished. Hard. I don’t think I can wait any longer to punish you…”
 
   My thighs were rubbing together, my bottom lip caught between my teeth to stifle the moan that threatened to escape. It was too late. The look in his eyes was animalistic, and I was dripping for him. He grabbed my arm, pulling me to my feet, and turned me around. My arms were pinned behind my back, the silk of his tie wrapping around my wrists, binding them.
 
   He plopped me back down in my chair, giving me a fierce kiss before straightening to reach for his zipper. His fingers lowered it, making me fight off the shiver at the sound of the metal teeth clicking. He pulled his cock out of the slit, took a step closer, lining the tip mere inches from my lips. The urge to touch him was great, but I couldn’t—I was restrained from doing just that.
 
   “Kiss it,” he demanded. I leaned forward as best as I could, limited without the use of my arms. My tongue flicked out and licked the underside of the head. Nathan’s fist wrapped around my hair and pulled tight so I was looking up at him. “I told you to kiss it, Delilah.”
 
   He released me. I parted my lips and kissed right at his slit, tasting his salty tang. I placed hot, open-mouth kisses down his length and back up to his hot, red tip.
 
   “Good girl. Now open wide.”
 
   My mouth opened in time for him to impatiently push forward. I gagged as he hit the back of my throat, unprepared for him.
 
   “Mmm, that’s it, baby. Shit, your mouth is so fucking good.” His hips thrust him in and out. I was only taking him about halfway. 
 
   Impatient, he thrust all the way in and I did what he said I’d do: I choked on him.
 
   He chuckled and stared at his cock as it moved between my lips, his eyes morphing into slits. They looked like they were fighting to remain open. His mouth slack, lips parted.
 
   He took a deep breath and seemed to re-center himself. “I told you you’d choke on it. You like that, don’t you, baby? You have the best fucking mouth. Love watching my cock disappear between your hot little lips. You’re a little cock slut, sucking me in like that. Shit, so fucking good.”
 
   His fingers tightened in my hair, his other hand joining as he began to drive his cock down my throat. I moved my tongue along the underside, and suctioned as best I could around him, spurring more sounds of pleasure out of him and obscenities stumbled from his lips.
 
   As always, his words had my panties soaked through, and I was certain a wet spot was seeping through my skirt. My eyes watered a little with each harsh thrust of his hips, but I took everything he gave me. Because it was all about him. My punishment for teasing him, and I’d take it again and again with a smile on my face.
 
   My body began to ache, the inability to move my arms, coupled with my leaning forward, was burning muscles I wasn’t accustomed to using.
 
   His thrusts became erratic, his cock hardening even more, and I knew he was close.
 
   “Swallow it all. Every fucking last drop,” he ordered before pushing forward, pulling my head down to the base as he twitched and emptied down my throat. I gagged around him, tasting him as he poured into my mouth.
 
   My tongue swirled around the length, licking him clean as he pulled out. His breath was coming out in hard gasps, and he leaned back against the edge of my desk for support.
 
   “Holy shit, baby, that was…fuck…excellent,” he said with a lazy smile. 
 
   I grinned up at him and leaned forward to kiss the drop that was leaking from the tip. He moaned and twitched, his lips crashing down on mine for a hungry, thankful kiss, tasting himself still on my tongue.
 
   He fastened his zipper and then helped me up, a difficult task since my knees were still shaking from want and desire. He freed my wrists, massaging and kissing where the fabric had dug in.
 
   His hand slapped my ass, and I squealed in surprise, then he walked back around to his desk. “Back to work, Palmer.”
 
   I stared at him in disbelief. Was he really going to leave me in such a state? I whimpered as he took his seat. “You’re mean.”
 
   “Well, maybe that will keep you from playing with your pen in your mouth.”
 
   I gave him a wicked smile and licked my lips. “Or maybe it gave me the idea to do it more.”
 
   He groaned and rubbed his face. “Lila…”
 
   I looked at him with raised eyebrows. “I’m not the one who’s so impatient. I can wait an hour.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “You just called me mean for not fucking you right here and now.”
 
   “That’s because I’m all wet, soaking through my panties.”
 
   “Serves you right. You’ve kept me hard all fucking day. Back to work.” He twirled his finger as he pointed to my chair.
 
   With a huff, I sat back down and, with a sort of urgency, returned to my work. 
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   It was almost eight when we rolled into the parking lot of our building. We walked up and greeted the night guard, then stepped onto an awaiting elevator. As we entered, Nathan pressed the buttons for our respective floors, indicating tonight would be the same as the previous nights. Denial would overpower our want until one of us broke sometime during the night.
 
   I should have grabbed him the second the doors closed, but I lacked the courage. Odd how his emotions ebbed and flowed like the tide, constantly changing the dynamics of whatever it was we were to each other. His moods always set our tone. At that moment he was rebelling against us, trying to ignore the pull we both felt. Did he feel guilty for giving in at the office?
 
   The air around us changed the second his stomach let it be known it wanted food, the grumble echoing around the elevator.
 
   A giggle escaped before I turned to grin at him. “Hungry, are we?” 
 
   He visibly relaxed, a sheepish grin forming. It was new, and I couldn’t help but think how cute he looked.
 
   “Maybe just a little.”
 
   The elevator pinged, signaling we had reached my floor. I stepped off and extended my hand to him. “Come.”
 
   He stared at me like he was contemplating what I meant. “Lila, I…”
 
   “Have dinner with me. Come.”
 
   He shook his head. “You don’t have to cook for me.”
 
   “Well, I have to do it for me, and it’s usually enough to feed four. So, come.” I beckoned him with my hand.
 
   After a moment of deliberation and great reluctance, along with an argument from his stomach, he took my hand. He stared at me with his brow knitted together while we walked down the hall to my condo. I didn’t know what was going through his mind, but from the outside it looked as if he was guarding himself from my sexual assault. The thought made me laugh as it was he who attacked me in the most spectacular way against a wall in our office. And he was frightened of little me?
 
   “So, how long have you lived in Indianapolis?” I asked while I moved to the bedroom and changed into something more comfortable. We knew few details about one another, and I was going to get to the bottom of Nathan Thorne.
 
   “My whole life, with the exception of college. What about you?” he asked.
 
   He removed his tie, and I licked my lips in memory of how he’d used it earlier. He also rid himself of his suit jacket and unbuttoned his dress shirt.
 
   “Indiana native, born and bred,” I admitted. “I moved to Indy just before college and stayed. No reason to return anyway. Not much demand for lawyers in the middle of nowhere.”
 
   He sounded surprised by my admission. “You didn’t go out of state for law school?”
 
   I moved past him and walked to the kitchen.
 
   I sighed and shook my head. “No. Too much to pay out of state tuition. I’ll be paying off my school debts for another few years as it is. Even with my grants.”
 
   He smirked before admitting his parents had paid for college, including his stint at Harvard Law. I stared at him as he spoke of the East Coast school and his time there. He was smiling as he recounted his first year at the elite establishment. 
 
   I had always known he was more than just a transactional attorney. You didn’t go to Harvard Law for such a technical position. Another piece for my Nathan puzzle.
 
   I admired his smile before commenting, “You know, that mask of yours is slipping a lot lately.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders, his smile faltering. “There’s no point in the pretense around you.”
 
   My heart fluttered in my chest. “But I still don’t know your secrets,” I pointed out as I opened the fridge door and dipped down to find some vegetables for a salad.
 
   “No, but you know there are secrets. That’s much more than anyone else. It’s nice not to have to always pretend everything’s perfect.”
 
   I, better than anyone, knew what he meant. Even his voice had lost its pretense and was low with little inflection.
 
   “So, why pretend then?”
 
   “It makes things easier.” He rubbed the back of his neck. It seemed a nervous gesture to me. I had a feeling he didn’t like the subject matter. “It didn’t take long to learn that after… People don’t really want to know that your knee and wrist ache every day, your body hurts in ways you can’t describe, that you’re plagued by migraines and nightmares, or your depression and anxiety continue years later.”
 
   I stood staring at him after his impromptu confession. He hadn’t given much detail, but at least I knew why. It was easier than the truth by far. It kept looks of pity at bay. It kept the memories away.
 
   “What about you?” he asked. 
 
   I pulled away from the open door, bringing with me a variety of vegetables and a can of pasta sauce. Pasta was quick, which was good due to how late it was, according to the wall clock.
 
   “What about me?”
 
   He quirked an eyebrow at me. “You really want to play that game? Do you want me to say it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why then?”
 
   “The same. It’s easier to say I’m fine then go into detail about how I put out a confident front, but inside I’m holding the darkness at bay and one word can send it crashing down.”
 
   His head tilted to the side, eyes studying me. “You confound me.”
 
   My brow scrunched as I stared back at him in confusion.
 
   “You have such a poor view of yourself.” He frowned, deep in thought, and his voice was full of concern. “How did you get this way?”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. Damage done, and I’m working to get past it.” I swallowed hard, turning away from him as I located a cutting board and knife.
 
   He settled his hip into the side of the counter, keeping out of my way as I worked. His position meant he could continue to talk to me and also watch my every move. “Hiding it doesn’t help you get past it.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t. You know that all too well. The thing is, I’ve at least gotten a little better over the years. Have you?” I asked as I filled a pot with water and set it on the burner, turning it on high to get it boiling.
 
   “Your eyes say differently,” he said, diverting away from my question yet again.
 
   “I said I’ve gotten better, not that I was healed. Downers don’t help. That’s why I don’t go out drinking with people…you’ve seen what happens.” 
 
   “Yes, but that also shows you aren’t better.”
 
   “You make me better,” I whispered in a small voice.
 
   He blinked at me, his face stoic.
 
   “You make me feel like I’m all of the things they said I wasn’t. Beautiful, smart, sexy…worth something.”
 
   “Who are ‘they’?” Nathan asked after a moment of silence. “What did ‘they’ do to you?”
 
   “You want to know? You’re certain you want me to tell you how every day I was told how insignificant I was?” I set down the knife and turned toward him, my arms crossing over my chest. “You’re not forthcoming with information, and I get that, I do. I hope one day you’ll be able to tell me. As for me… Well, when you’re young, and the people in your life tell you these things every day, you begin to believe them. They become ingrained into who you are, and I’ve worked damn hard to push them away. Years of therapy. I’ve seen a psychiatrist from the time I was seventeen. Twelve years later, I have more confidence, but everything still haunts me.”
 
   “I’ve done that to you, haven’t I? I’ve said something to trigger you?” His tone was knowing.
 
   “You didn’t know,” I said with a shrug, looking away. “Alcohol is a double-edged sword for me. It helps me sleep, but my depression spikes.”
 
   “Yet you drink every Friday, letting everything come back,” he noted.
 
   “Stalking me now?” I teased.
 
   “No, just observant.” 
 
   “Well, Mr. Observant, can you hand me the bread sitting next to you?”
 
   I placed the vegetables on a cutting board and rinsed my hands. My skin prickled with the familiar humming that passed between us, letting me know he was in very close proximity. I took the bread from him, letting out a breath. The back of his fingers caressed my cheeks as his gaze captured mine.
 
   “You are so much more than pretty. That was what I wanted to say to you that night. Instead I was inadvertently mean to push you away.” He pressed his body against me, pushing me into the counter. His forehead fell forward, resting against my own. “How do you do this to me?”
 
   With a small tentative move, I tilted my head, testing him, giving him an out before my lips found his. He didn’t move at first, didn’t breathe, but then his hands were in my hair, his tongue slipping in to find mine, his teeth biting my bottom lip when he gave in.
 
   “Fuck, you taste so good. Could fucking eat you for dinner,” he said with a growl, his hips rocking forward, pressing his cock into my stomach. He was hard and my eyes closed from the euphoric feeling of what I wanted.
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Please what?” he asked. His hand moved down to my ass, squeezing it, pulling me closer to him as he continued to rock into me.
 
   My fingers clenched around the fabric of his shirt, the heat in my cheeks rising. “Please, Nathan, I need you to fuck me. I need you inside me. I’ve waited all day.”
 
   I received a moan of appreciation as the hand in my hair tilted my head back and his mouth began its journey down my neck. I was panting with need, still so worked up from earlier. 
 
   He was unable to take any more, and lifted me up onto the counter. My legs wrapped around his waist, and the new position had him lined up with my throbbing pussy. He pushed his hips into mine, rubbing the length of his clothed cock against me. I moaned at the sensation, what I’d been dreaming about all day.
 
   “You like that? Little wanton slut begging for my cock. Is that what you want? Me to shove my cock in you? Make you scream?”
 
   “Yes, fuck yes!” I pulled him back down to my lips. We shifted again as need took over.
 
   We worked to remove our clothing as swiftly as possible. It was difficult, what with our lips crashing together and hands doing anything we could to get closer, but somehow we managed to remove them.
 
   “Fuck.” He shuddered as I took his cock in my hand, stroking him. “God, you are so fucking insatiable.”
 
   “Good thing you can keep up,” I managed to say as he lined up and pushed his hips forward, filling me one inch at a time.
 
   “So wet for me,” he moaned as he pulled out and slid back in, his hips stilling. 
 
   His mouth moved down to my nipple, teasing it, the sensation skyrocketing down to my abdomen. I mewled, my hips trying to get him to move. My scalp cried out as he pulled my head back, exposing my neck, bowing my body and granting him access. 
 
   His gaze was commanding as he sneered at me. “I’ll fuck you when I’m good and ready. Until then you will sit there with my cock shoved up your cunt and be happy it’s there.” 
 
   A shiver ran down my spine at his words, and I complied. His hand moved down to where we were joined and his fingers began teasing my clit. I whimpered as the fire grew, my walls clenching around him, every flick of his fingers or tongue making me tighter. After a few minutes, his need to move took over. He started with short strokes that drove me insane. His teeth pulled on my nipple, and it was the final straw. My orgasm ripped through me, leaving me shaking. 
 
   “That’s it, baby, come all over my cock.”
 
   Nathan released my hair, his hips beginning the punishing pace my body had become accustomed to. He’d given me no time to recover, and I was crying out, screaming, my body still so sensitive. I had no words, just sounds. My vision was blurred, unable to focus, my mind blank. Only my body remained to receive him and the pleasure he gave me.
 
   He was shouting expletives, but I couldn’t understand anything other than his large cock slamming into me, his hands gripping me tight, and his mouth marking me. He forced my body over the edge again, and I felt tears running down my cheeks. I was literally crying from the onslaught of sensations.
 
   “Shit, shit, shit!” His hips stilled. He grunted and groaned as he came deep inside, sheathed to the hilt. 
 
   His body relaxed against the cabinets as he came down from the high. Our chests were heaving as our pants died down. My limp arms wrapped around his neck keeping him close. “Lila…fuck, Lila.”
 
   “No. No fuck Lila. Lila done for tonight. Try back in the morning,” I managed to say. I received a chuckle to my neck and a light kiss against my skin in response.
 
   “I suppose I could wait a few more hours, maybe fuck you while you’re asleep in the middle of the night. Wouldn’t that be a nice way to wake up? My cock buried inside of you?”
 
   I moaned at the thought. “Oh God!”
 
   “I’ll take that as a hell yes, Miss Palmer.”
 
   “I am all for wake up calls like that, Mr. Thorne.” 
 
   Steam filling the room drew my attention away from him—the pot was at a rapid boil. Nathan stepped back, and I shuddered as he slipped out of me. He helped me down from the counter before locating a towel to clean us up. My feet touched the cold tile floor, and I turned to shut off the boiling water, but my legs failed me and I stumbled back into him.
 
   He chuckled, his arms wrapping around me as he kissed my neck. “Hmm, maybe we should have something delivered instead of putting you near a pot of boiling water right now.”
 
   “You may be on to something.” My legs gave out and I sank to the floor, laughing the whole time.
 
   Two hours later, we were full of fried rice and cashew chicken, lying in my bed. My head rested on his chest, and his fingers were lightly running through my hair.
 
   “Hey, Nathan?” My eyes and body were heavy, sleep closing in.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “I’m yours, just so you know,” I mumbled, my mind drifting off into the dark of sleep before he could respond.
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   Nathan never brought up my declaration in the following weeks. At least not in words. Sometimes I caught his expression flicker, like he was thinking about what I told him—about being his. It faded as soon as it showed up, and I figured that the thought of it made him edgy.
 
   Every day, his agitation grew. It was subtle, hiding in his perfected act, so most people didn’t notice, but I knew him better than they did. His fingers combed and tugged at his hair and neck more often, his leg bounced in an increasing tempo, and his fuse became shorter.
 
   All in all, he was a ticking time bomb.
 
   His nightmares shook the bed almost every night. His grip was bone crushing as he clung to me, trying to keep it all in. I soothed him as best I could, but I knew it would take more than me to fix him. He needed to let it all out, not keep it in. Purge himself of the emotions he kept tightly locked away. Pot calling the kettle, coming from me, but his pain was earth shattering compared to my own.
 
   Over time, I learned he was taking a myriad of drugs daily—anti-anxiety, anti-depressant, pain medications. I didn’t know everything he was ingesting, but I had a feeling some of them he was taking more than he did before, and it was because of me. The effect I had on him, and the demons I caused to surface, were too much. He could try to deny it, but there was no point in hiding from me. Not me.
 
   I was amazed at how well I was beginning to read Nathan when we were in the office. His discomfort for the Boob Squad was clear, but no one else could tell.
 
   I sat in my chair, pretending to work, when in reality I was gauging his reaction, trying to figure out why he didn’t tell the Boob Squad to leave him alone once and for all.
 
   His muscles tensed with every passing minute, and he was not good.
 
   Tiffany, member number three, was clamoring for his attentions. Leaning toward him, the top two buttons of her blouse were undone, exposing the top of her breasts as she reached to point at some arbitrary word on a summons her client had received.
 
   In my peripheral, I watched him try to avoid looking down her shirt, not wanting to give her any opening, alluding to his disinterest. However, he was a man with breasts being flashed at him. It wasn’t like he could resist their call for long. Even from my angle I could see right down her shirt, and her ample assets were straining against the hot pink lace of her bra. Of course he was staring at her tits. They were like a fucking neon sign, drawing people in. Who could resist that? Even I was having a difficult time looking away.
 
   One small glance spurred her on, and she walked around to his side of the desk so she didn’t have to read it upside down. To most it looked like he was making room for her, moving over and back a bit. To me, I saw him fleeing, trying to keep space between them.
 
   I was pretty sure if I hadn’t been there, she would have taken it as an invitation to mount him.
 
   Despite his disinterest in the women in the office, especially the Boob Squad, I knew he was attracted to many of his female colleagues.
 
   I caught him sneaking a peek when he thought no one was looking. It didn’t bother me. We weren’t in a relationship, at least in the technical sense, and I knew he was only looking. He had no interest in acting on the attraction.
 
   I learned a lot about him by observation. I was a people watcher, after all. His cocky attitude wasn’t exactly a lie or an act. It was all based on the man he used to be: a smooth, charismatic, arrogant, intelligent, and fuck-hot God. He was playing himself in a role that was no longer his life.
 
   I broke down and asked him one night at dinner about Ian’s comment of him being a playboy.
 
   “Playboy? No. You’ve saved me enough at the office to know that. However, I’m not a monk either,” was his response.
 
   I nodded. “What lonely, angry, sad, and gorgeous man with a strong libido wouldn’t partake in casual sex now and again?”
 
   He pursed his lips at me, his face unamused. “You see more than what’s good for you.”
 
   “Like you?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I still didn’t get it, why he didn’t regard me the same as all the other women. Fuck and run, look but don’t touch. I sighed and leaned back in my chair. What was it about me that attracted him?
 
   “You’re daydreaming again, Palmer,” he said, bringing my mind back to the present. I looked around and noticed Tiffany was no longer hovering over his cock.
 
   I gave him my best bitch brow to keep up the show. “Thinking, Thorne,”
 
   “More fun if you were daydreaming.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   He smirked at me and returned to his work, ignoring me.
 
   A moment later my phone buzzed. Why couldn’t he just tell me?
 
   Because if you were daydreaming, I would have a valid excuse to punish you for ignoring your work.
 
   Oh, that’s why. I swallowed past the lump that had formed in my throat before responding.
 
   Okay, no more texting from you during work.
 
   Lame, but that was all I could come up with. My brain had exploded at the implications of his words, wildfire ripping its way through my body. How did he always do that to me?
 
   Telling me what I can and cannot do, Palmer? Now THAT’S something to punish you for.
 
   My jaw dropped as I stared at the tiny screen. He was going to be the death of me in the most glorious of ways.
 
   I was startled out of my thoughts by an unexpected rapping on the door, making me jump.
 
   “Hey, guys,” Mark, from the office next door, called from the entry. “Jack just called a meeting in Lincoln.”
 
   We both nodded and rose from our desks, heading to the south side of the floor where the company’s largest conference room resided. Almost fifty people filtered into the space. Nathan and I ended up being shoulder-to-shoulder, leaning against the wall, as there were only twenty seats in the room.
 
   My eyes scanned the faces of the room, and I did a double take at the man sitting next to Jack Holloway.
 
   “Fuck.” I hissed through gritted teeth. What was Andrew doing here?
 
   Nathan jumped, taken back by my low outburst. “What?”
 
   “This’ll go over like a pregnant pole-vaulter.” I directed his gaze to Andrew.
 
   “What the hell is he doing here?” Venom laced his tone as he shot daggers at him.
 
   “All right, everyone. Settle down,” Jack’s voice boomed out over the murmur of the crowd. “This won’t take too long; soon you will be back to the mounting piles on your desk.”
 
   The crowd chuckled, while Nathan and I turned and raised an eyebrow at one another. We always had mounting piles. It would be a blessing to have the stack some of the other attorneys had awaiting them. Oh, wait, we did. The difference being we had a bit of everyone’s work. It came with the territory, and I was happy to have it instead of going to a courtroom any day like many in our office.
 
   “As you’re all aware, we’ve been down a team member since Daniel’s departure late last year. Well, it’s been over six months, and I think we’ve finally have found the right man for the job,” Jack announced. “Some of you may remember the man to my right. He was once an intern here, and I would like your help in welcoming Andrew Carter to our ranks.”
 
   The crowd erupted in applause, and the Boob Squad already seemed to have Andrew in their sights.
 
   “Andrew’s first day will be tomorrow, and he’ll need everyone’s help getting reacquainted with Holloway and Holloway.”
 
   Andrew caught my gaze, and I stood, frozen. A huge grin spread on his face. He looked like such a cute, innocent kid when he did that.
 
   “Hey, Lila!” Andrew called out, interrupting Jack.
 
   My face heated up in embarrassment as everyone turned to see who he was looking at.
 
   “Hi, Drew.” I waved my hand, trying to move the room back to the topic at hand.
 
   Nathan tensed beside me, but my eyes remained on Andrew, and I watched his flicker beside me to Nathan. His gaze hardened, but he kept the smile plastered on his face.
 
   “Well, now that everyone knows Andrew and Delilah are acquainted…” Jack chuckled. “Let’s get back to work.”
 
   With a clap of his hands, the mass dispersed to their separate sections of the office.
 
   Just as I was making my way through the doorway, a hand grabbed my wrist and pulled me back. The sudden halt caused Nathan to crash into me. Andrew’s strong arms wrapped around me and lifted me into the air, then back down for a hug. My eyes widened before I began laughing.
 
   Nathan shot us an icy glare before continuing down the hall, and for some reason I found the sight hysterical. It made me laugh more, but everyone thought it was due to Andrew’s antics. The exchange had been so quick, that I figured no one had picked up on the cold undercurrent.
 
   “Something about that guy rubs me the wrong way,” Andrew said out of nowhere.
 
   “He’s harmless,” I assured him. “By the way…what the hell are you doing here, and why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   A sheepish grin spread on his face. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”
 
   “Well, it worked.”
 
   “I hope you don’t mind.”
 
   I gave him a knowing look. “Andrew, I know you loved working at Holloway and Holloway as much as Caroline and I did when we all interned together. You just chose the dark side.”
 
   “Well, I came back to become a real Jedi.”
 
   “Welcome back, Anakin,” I said with a smile. “Well, I have a mountain and a half waiting for me.”
 
   I turned to head out the door when his voice stopped me.
 
   “What was the name of that bar by your place? Skips? Tips?”
 
   “Nipps,” I responded.
 
   “Later, Lila.”
 
   I waved back and headed in the direction of my office. Once there, the tension was rolling off Nathan, permeating our space. He didn’t say anything for over an hour, and I could no longer stand the tension. I sent him a text, hoping it would cure his foul mood.
 
   So, what was that about punishment? I’d like to hear more about that.
 
   He smirked at the message, and his shoulders dropped and relaxed.
 
   The remainder of the day went off without a hitch, as did the next day. Andrew was nowhere to be seen on Friday, his first official day, and I was thankful. 
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   “What’s this?” Nathan asked as I handed him the jagged piece of metal.
 
   “It’s a key to my condo.”
 
   “I don’t want it.” He thrust his hand back toward me.
 
   “Take the damn key,” I said. We stood at a standstill, neither backing down. “Look, my neighbor is getting annoyed at the late-night knocking, and we haven’t spent a night apart in three weeks.”
 
   He contemplated my words for a moment, the warring indecision etched onto his features before he conceded. “Fine.” Pulling his keys from his pocket, he twisted the metal piece on to the key ring.
 
   He held his hand out to me. “Here.”
 
   “What?” I asked, confused.
 
   “If I can molest you at all hours of the night at my will, you should be able to return the favor.” He smirked as he placed his key in my open palm.
 
   The next day, I yawned and rotated my shoulders, attempting to relieve some of the ache. I should have known not to tease Nathan. He made sure to prolong his own release to torment me.
 
   The day was over, and as soon as I entered my condo, I stripped out of my suit and into a sundress with a shrug. It was a nice spring day, the temperature reaching into the mid-sixties, and I was excited for the coming warmth of summer. I located a pair of strappy sandals hiding in a corner of my closet before heading out the door and up to Nathan’s to pick him up.
 
   I told myself it was to pick him up, as if it was a date, something planned, but once again it was an unspoken thing we did together. I opened the door with my key and walked in.
 
   It had been a difficult trade-off, but in the end, it was a great idea. I felt safer not leaving my door unlocked, as did Nathan, and it came in handy when once, after a night of drinking, I realized I didn’t have my keys with me.
 
   I walked in and called out, my voice echoing on the empty walls and near vacant rooms. I sighed. Again, another reminder. He didn’t care about furniture or decorations. His condo held the bare minimum and nothing more.
 
   The only things on the walls were holes. He was up to seventeen, one more since yesterday. I told him he needed to get a punching bag—it was cheaper than drywall replacement.
 
    I found him out on the terrace sitting on one of the lounge chairs, a cigarette between his lips. His leg was bouncing at near sonic speed, his fingers pulling at his hair. He screamed of nervous agitation, and I cried inside, knowing the cause.
 
   I walked forward and sat down next to him. “I didn’t know you smoked.”
 
   His head tilted to me in acknowledgement as he took a long drag.
 
   “Sometimes,” he admitted as he released the smoke from his lungs.
 
   “It bothers you that much…my feelings?” Brutal honesty wasn’t our thing, but I wanted him to tell me.
 
   “Yes,” he responded after a moment. “I don’t want you to feel that way.”
 
   I nodded in understanding. I hated it, but I had hoped he would open up to me.
 
   After taking a deep breath, I sat down next to him and grabbed his arm. My thumb massaged the surgical scar on the inside of his wrist as I pulled his hand to me and took a drag of his cigarette. It burned, but sparked an old craving. He watched me in intense fascination.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t like the way he looks at you.”
 
   I was stunned at his declaration and the possessive edge around it.
 
   “And?” I pressed.
 
   His face twisted for a moment before a cocky smile presented itself. His hand moved between my thighs and grabbed my pussy, his fingers pushing the thin cotton of my panties against my opening.
 
   “For me only,” he snarled.
 
   I shook my head and huffed. “You are such a fucking contradiction.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I wish I knew what was going on in that head of yours sometimes.”
 
   He shook his head as he leaned down to put the cigarette out on the concrete. “No, you don’t.” He tapped on his skull. “It’s dark in here.”
 
   With that, he stood. After offering me a hand up, we headed out to Nipps for our Friday relaxation.
 
   Two hours later, we were laughing about who knows what, snacking on bar food, and I was two beers in. I snagged the cigarette from between his fingers and took another puff.
 
   “Delilah Anne Palmer!” I heard my name yelled out from somewhere in the bar. I turned to find Andrew staring at me as he stomped over. “Smoking? You worked so hard to quit, and now you’re at it again?”
 
   I sighed, my body sagging. “It was just a drag, Andrew.”
 
   “A gateway drag.”
 
   I glared up at him. “What are you doing here?”
 
   He pulled the bar stool out from beside me and sat down.
 
   He signaled to John, the bartender. “Well, I was thinking we could have a celebratory drink.”
 
   “Whatever,” Nathan muttered from my other side.
 
   Andrew peeked around me and his face dropped. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Nathan quirked his eyebrow at Andrew’s tone. “It’s Friday night, this is the closest bar to my house, and I needed a drink.”
 
   “Cool. Just stay away from Lila.”
 
   “Andrew!” I shrieked.
 
   Nathan’s body stiffened. “What did you say?” He shifted, starting to stand. 
 
   Andrew’s body shifted as well, both ready to get up and beat the shit out of one another. “You heard me. You’re bad news, I can tell.”
 
   Nathan sneered at him. “What the hell do you know about me? Nothing. So shut the fuck up.”
 
   Andrew stood. “I’ve seen the way you look at her. Stay the fuck away.”
 
   “What way do I ‘look’ at her?” Nathan asked, mirroring Andrew’s movement.
 
   “Like she’s another notch to add to your bedpost.”
 
   I had to place my hand in front of my mouth to keep from spitting my beer out at Andrew’s comment.
 
   I stood between them, a hand pressed to each of their chests. “All right, boys, back up.”
 
   Andrew backed down, returning to his seat. Nathan was still standing, but he took a step back.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom. Do you think you two can be civilized?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Nathan began, tilting the bottle back and downed the remaining contents of his bottle. “I’m on my way out.”
 
   I couldn’t believe my non-boyfriend and my ex were fighting over me. I hated watching Nathan go, but tried to remain unfazed by it.
 
   “I don’t trust him,” Andrew said.
 
   I sighed. “He’s fine, really.”
 
   “I’m surprised to see you two out together. Word is you can’t stand each other.”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “Word is correct. Like he said, it’s the closest bar to our building, and it’s Friday night. We’ve run into one another here before.”
 
   “I still don’t like him.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and excused myself, leaving Andrew at the bar as I headed to the restroom. Just as I placed my hand on the door to push it open, someone grabbed my arm and pulled me in. I didn’t have to look to know who it was. His grip moved down to my waist as he turned me to face him, his lips attacking mine. We walked backward, and I stopped when I met a barrier behind me that I assumed was the sink.
 
   My body was buzzing, high on the feeling of him being so close. Heat coursed through me, lighting up every nerve ending in a way only he could do.
 
   The hands at my waist tightened their grip and lifted me onto the counter with ease. My legs spread open, wrapping around his waist, welcoming him between my thighs. His fingers moved to the hem of my dress, pushing the fabric up to my hips. He leaned forward. His cock was straining against his pants when he pushed into my now wet center.  One of my hands fisted in his hair while the other kept me upright, pushing against the counter and his body.
 
   His mouth moved down my neck and above where it met my shoulder and he bit me hard. A shiver ran down my spine, and I was pooling between my legs as he clamped and sucked harder.
 
   “But you left,” I managed to pant out.
 
   His teeth detached from my skin, his tongue lapping at the new mark. “I couldn’t exactly follow you into the bathroom to fuck your brains out with your knight in shining armor watching, now could I?”
 
   His fingers worked between us, pulling my panties to the side, and then he plunged two fingers inside. I moaned at the feeling, while I was kissing up and down his neck, my tongue tasting his skin.
 
   He let out a low, dark chuckle. “Already this wet for me? That’s my good little slut,” he whispered in my ear.
 
   I cried out as his fingers flexed upward, hitting my G-Spot.
 
   “Shh!” he hissed then changed to taunting. “I’m going to fuck you. Here. Now. And you’re going to come so hard around my cock while you hold in your screams.”
 
   I shook my head, knowing Andrew would come if he heard.
 
   He pulled his fingers from me, brought them to my lips, and pushed them into my mouth.
 
   “Suck.” I did as he ordered, lapping up my juices from each finger, and he continued to dictate how it was going to go. “So fucking sexy like that. You love it when I tell you what to do. When I tell you how to be my good little whore. Now tell me… Do you taste good?”
 
   I nodded in agreement, my eyes transfixed on him. I watched him lick his lips, his eyes fixed on my mouth. I made sure my tongue made more than one appearance, teasing him in the process.
 
   The telltale sounds of his belt being loosened, and the clicking of the metal teeth of a zipper filled my ears. He forced the rest of his fingers between my lips as he pulled his fucking perfect cock out and tapped the head against my clit. I moaned at the sensation, like the wanton slut I felt like with him. He teased my slit, slipping the tip up and down but not entering.
 
   With his fingers in my mouth, he grabbed hold of my jaw and nipped on the spot just behind my ear. “Remember to keep quiet, baby. You don’t want anyone barging in… Do you? At least not until I’ve gotten mine and filled you up with my come.”
 
   I shook my head, my body tingling in anticipation. I had never done anything like that in my life, but I would do anything he asked of me.
 
   In one swift motion, he was buried inside me, just as he had said. My teeth clamped down on his fingers to keep the scream in, but my body still let out a sob of pleasure, the whimper slipping out. His hips rocked, pushing his cock in and pulling it back out. In with a hard thrust and out as fast.
 
   The hand that wasn’t knuckle deep in my mouth was gripping my ass like a vice as his cock pistoned into me.
 
   “This is your fault. Fucking flirting with another guy in front of me, practically offering up your pussy to him. But it’s not yours to give away, is it?” he asked in a condescending tone.
 
   His fingers were still lodged in my mouth, rendering me unable to respond, but I managed to get out an almost “no.”
 
   “That’s right, baby, it’s not. Your fucking pussy belongs to me, and I’m going to make sure everyone knows that it’s taken.”
 
   My head was foggy as he pounded into me. I couldn’t tell which way was up. I didn’t care that we were in a dirty bar bathroom, or that people could probably hear us. All I cared about was him and the way he made my body sing. Only for him.
 
   “Oh, shit! Baby, I’m so close,” he grunted. “Are you close?”
 
   I hummed around his fingers, my eyes locked on his.
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   He smirked before pulling out. I cried out at the sudden loss, almost sobbing as I had been a few strokes away from my orgasm.
 
   “On your knees,” he commanded, tugging on my jaw, drawing me down from the counter.
 
   Once I was kneeling in front of him, the fingers in my mouth moved to my hair. He grabbed a fistful of my locks and yanked my head back so I was looking up at him, my jaw going slack from the angle. His breath was erratic as he smacked his cock against my bottom lip, the tip running across my lips and cheeks.
 
   “You like that? Fucking dirty girl. Look at you, fucking me in the bathroom of a bar, then begging to suck my cock.”
 
   His fist pumped his shaft at a furious pace. He relaxed his motions and tilted his hips forward, pushing the head to my lips. I began sucking on the tip, licking anywhere I could, tasting myself on him. His eyes were dark and glazed as he stared down at me. 
 
   Pulling harder on my hair, he detached my lips from his dick. His stroking resumed, letting the tip bounce on my lower lip. His fingers flexed around my hair, holding me in place. His whole body tensed and his face screwed up in a look of pain. A strangled cry left his lips as I felt the first warm drops hit my lips and cheek.
 
   He repositioned it so the next few streams landed on my chest and neck. His eyes were hooded as he freed my hair and used his hand and cock to move his come around on my skin. He had a loopy grin on his face as he rubbed it in, all over my neck and any exposed parts of my chest. Even the come on my face he rubbed in until it was all dry.
 
   I licked my lips to get the drops that had landed, tasting his salty tang. It was obvious he liked that, and he placed his cock in front of my mouth. I greedily sucked him in, making sure to get all of the remaining fluid.
 
   “What was that all about?” I asked as I released him.
 
   He smirked as he pulled his pants back up and tucked everything back into place. “Now you smell like me.”
 
   “What?”
 
   He leaned down, nipping at my ear lobe. “When you go back out there, any guy who comes close will smell my jizz on you.”
 
   My eyes widened, and heat rose on my skin. I righted my clothing and turned to check the mirror. My eyes were bright, my skin was flushed, and my pussy twitched, still aching for release.
 
   “Have fun, Honeybear,” he said with a wink, a kiss to my forehead, and slap on my ass as he walked back out the door.
 
   Once he left, I pulled out a paper towel from the dispenser and got it wet. I worked to clean the come off my jaw, chin, and cheeks, but stopped there. The paper towels were empty and it was everywhere. I hoped it wasn’t as noticeable as he implied, and sighed in defeat. He’d won after all.
 
   My gaze returned to the mirror as I readjusted my dress and hair. After a moment of trying to calm down, I decided I didn’t look like I had just been fucked and headed back out to the bar.
 
   “About time. I was about to send in a rescue crew,” Andrew joked when I returned to my seat.
 
   “Sorry, I…really had to go.” The lie seemed apparent, even to my own ears. It was then that I realized I never did get to use the restroom the way I had intended.
 
   “Okay…”
 
   We started to chat about his first day and how it went. It had been enjoyable enough. He was happy to have left Lerner, Sorenson, and Martin and return to Holloway and Holloway. He lamented having turned down their offer during our internship together.
 
   My pussy was still begging for release, and I wondered if it was like blue balls for men. I was crawling out of my skin. I needed to leave. I needed to find Nathan and yell at him for leaving me in such a state before I fucked his brains out into the morning.
 
   Drew leaned in to say something, his face inches from mine when he said the unimaginable. “What’s that smell?”
 
   “Smell?” I questioned. My nerves were shot. Please, no. Please, no.
 
   Andrew sniffed around. “Yeah, well, you wouldn’t notice. It smells like…” He leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “It smells like come.”
 
   It was my turn for my eyes to widen. My mouth dropped open in disbelief that Nathan had been correct. Men could smell him.
 
   “I…well… It is a dive bar.”
 
   Andrew stared at me. “Don’t tell me it’s coming from you.” Silence surrounded us, and I had no idea how to respond. “Is that what took you so long in the bathroom? Letting some random guy get his rocks off all over you?”
 
   My embarrassment switched to anger. I did not like his implications. “You know what, Andrew, what I do is no longer any of your concern.”
 
   Andrew’s eyes darted around the bar, looking for the guilty party. “So my friend getting fucked in a bathroom by some stranger is none of my concern? Who is the cocksucker?”
 
   “Technically, I’m the cocksucker.” I gave him a sweet smile. “Just so you know it wasn’t some random guy. I don’t need you to come in here and play big brother, or knight. It’s my business, not yours.”
 
   With that, I stood, threw a twenty on the bar, and walked out.
 
   I walked home as fast as my legs would carry me and stepped into an awaiting elevator. My fingers hit the button for the fourteenth floor over and over in my agitation. After a few minutes, I arrived at his door and began pounding. I was not going to use my key. The asshole was coming to me.
 
   It took him a moment to get the door opened, and when he did, he stared at me in surprise.
 
   I launched myself at him, pushing him against the wall as the door clicked closed behind me. “You, sir, are a fucking bastard.”
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   My fists clenched in the fabric of his shirt, my gaze glaring. I couldn’t believe all that had happened in the last hour. It was unbelievable what he had done and that Andrew could smell it on me. I was so embarrassed and pissed…and still turned on. I had to be a sick pervert.
 
   “What the fuck was that all about?”
 
   He smirked in that damned way he always did.
 
   “He noticed.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement. He leaned down to whisper in my ear. “Good.”
 
   His hands moved to grab my ass, pulling me against his body.
 
   My hand smacked against his chest. “I can’t fucking believe you.”
 
   “You’re the one who said you were mine,” he said, throwing my words back at me. “I was just making it known.”
 
   I pushed out of his arms and stepped back, regarding him warily. His arms crossed in front of his chest, closing himself off. “You’re always trying to push me away, but I want you to think about it. I mean really think about me no longer being around…or better yet, me with another man, screaming out his name as his cock is buried in me. Tell me, what do you think now?”
 
   I watched his face contort as he did what I asked. The usual myriad of emotions flickered across his face, but then there was a softness I’d never seen before, and it made him look very different.
 
   In a split second, he snatched hold of my wrist and pulled me to him. His eyes widened and his gaze shot down to his hand, staring in absolute disbelief. It had been impulse. The moment he thought about me with another man, his possessive side came out.
 
   His hand relaxed and as it began to drop, I slid mine into his. His eyes grew in alarm, his breath picking up in tempo.
 
   “Shh,” I soothed, my thumb running over his in small circles. His eyes looked tormented, tearing at me. The simple gesture of affection was almost too much for him.
 
   My gaze flickered to a hole in the wall next to his head that had not been there before we went out. It was out of place, on the opposite side of the foyer from the others.
 
   “Did you punch another hole in the wall?” I asked, stating the obvious. “Were you angry that you let yourself go again and showed me the real you?” His face became steel, like he didn’t want to admit I was right. “Did you do that because you were pissed at taking me in a public restroom, or because you claimed me as yours?”
 
   All expression on his face fell away.
 
   “What does it matter?” he asked in what almost sounded like a sigh of defeat.
 
   “What does it matter?” I mimicked. “We’ve been going with the flow, and then all of a sudden… I don’t get you.”
 
   “You’re the one who wants to ‘be.’ I told you it was a bad idea,” he spat. He picked up a glass from the table next to the door that contained a small amount of amber-colored liquid and tipped it against his lips.
 
   “Yes, but your actions back at the bar? Laying claim to me caveman-style? Being possessive and jealous?” He stared at me in disbelief as the words began to match up in his mind, showing him what he’d done. “You changed things.”
 
   His gaze snapped back to me, and the painful expression looked like it turned to fear then anger. His arm swung out, throwing the glass in his hand into the wall. It shattered into tiny pieces as he yelled out. I jumped at his sudden aggression, surprised by his actions.
 
   “Fuck!” His hands tugged at his hair. “Why was he there?”
 
   “Who? Andrew?” I was confused, wondering what Andrew had to do with anything.
 
   “He doesn’t know shit about me!” His lips twitched and his nostrils flared.
 
   “Well, he seems to think he knows something.”
 
   “With all the rumors, he probably believed them. He seems the type.”
 
   “Before I touch that last part…what rumors?”
 
   That stopped him cold, and he turned to stare at me. “Lila, you’re intelligent, so I know you’ve figured out transactional law and contracts are not my area, but I can do it.”
 
   I nodded. “You don’t have the personality, and no one graduates with honors from Harvard Law to work contracts at a law firm in Indianapolis, albeit a large one.” 
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   There was a pause, his hand moving through his hair, tugging at the chestnut strands. His jaw clenched, and his forehead crinkled, as if lost in thought.
 
   “The last few years…hell, they’ve been hell…” He trailed off and began pacing in front of me. His other hand moved to his chest, fisting the fabric above his heart. “I can’t go through that pain again. If I love you, then that’s something they can take away from me. Take revenge on me by hurting you. I can’t deal with that.” His voice dropped to a whisper, so low I almost couldn’t make out what he said. “Not again.”
 
   My heart thudded in my chest when he mentioned even the prospect of loving me, admitting to both of us that it was a possibility.
 
   He stopped and turned back to me, closing the distance. He surprised me. His lips attacked my mouth, his tongue forcing its way in to mix with mine. There was desperation in his actions. His arms wrapped around me, pulling me to him. Our need was fierce, pushing and pulling.
 
   He slowed his kisses. They became lighter, almost savoring. He leaned back, his hand reached up, and he caressed my cheek with the backs of his fingers.
 
   “I’m not worried about you being hurt by me, Lila. I’m worried about you being hurt because of me.”
 
   He was soft and tender for the briefest of moments. Even that seemed too much for him, and his expression turned pained and the pacing resumed.
 
   He stopped with his back facing me, and I watched a shudder move through him, from his head down his spine. His agitation seeped out, infecting me.
 
   I took my bottom lip between my teeth, my fingers knotting and fidgeting at my waist. My whole body shook. My chest constricted, hindering my ability to breathe.
 
   We were the same.
 
   Broken.
 
   Remnants of a soul inside a fragile, cracked shell.
 
   His pacing resumed, and he began mumbling, but I couldn’t make out the words. For a brief moment, I feared for his sanity. His chest expanded in deep, hard breaths. I couldn’t tell what emotion would face me as they were all present, and the anxiety in the room continued to grow. He turned and stopped in front of me. His nostrils flared, his eyes wide, and I took an involuntary small step back, my body bending away from him. His gaze ran up and down my body, taking me in.
 
   “You think being a federal prosecutor is great. You work hard to put heinous criminals away, hopefully for good. You don’t think about the repercussions. About how the ones you’re prosecuting or their families may be angry with you and want revenge for you trying to uphold the law and make people safe. You don’t think about how someone will try to take your life because they blame you for ruining their life or their loved ones. They don’t care who else gets hurt in their quest to get to you. Sometimes they even threaten them to scare you.” 
 
   After a moment, he headed to the living room and sat down on the couch. His eyes were fixed on the fireplace, his leg bouncing at a furious pace. He picked up a sandstone coaster from the coffee table and twirled it in his hand. 
 
   I moved to stand near him, remaining silent so he would continue. A snarl ripped through his chest as his arm pulled back and he chucked the coaster into the fireplace. It fractured, sending dust and debris around the room.
 
   “I was cocky. I thought nothing and no one could touch me. I was very wrong.” His eyes were glassy and his voice wooden.
 
   The weight of all his words dropped me to the ground in front of him. A tear escaped and landed on the carpet between us. There was more, so much more he was omitting.
 
   “I couldn’t do it anymore. I couldn’t handle it, not after... I tried, I did. I failed miserably when not even a month back in, I exploded in the courtroom.”
 
   His eyes met mine. His look was pleading, begging me for understanding.
 
   “But you’re not a prosecutor anymore,” I observed.
 
   “Do you think that matters, Lila?” he asked. “This condo? It isn’t even under my name. Because I’m still alive.”
 
   There was a shift, and calmness took hold of him. It was eerie, and I assumed it was from years of hiding from everyone. He just flipped the switch and that was it. Topic ended.
 
   His gaze bored into mine, and I felt oddly exposed. It was like he was opening me up, seeing everything that I was…or wasn’t.
 
   “Why are you so empty?” he asked.
 
   I stared at him, stunned.
 
   “I can see it as clear as day. It’s one of the many things that drew me to you. You’re empty. You wear a mask to hide it, to make yourself seem somewhat normal, but your face… Do you know how expressionless it is when you think no one is looking? I provoke you to get some kind of reaction, like you provoke me to feel. Have you ever been happy?”
 
   I was bombarded with question after question, and my anxiety started clawing its way through my being.
 
   “Is that why you chose law? Contracts in general, because it’s cold with precise guidelines? The people at the office don’t see it. They think you’re frigid, but I know you have a loving soul. The problem is you were never shown love, right? That’s very cruel, to grow up without love,” he stated with a cool tone, his eyebrow quirked in curiosity.
 
   “Shut up!” I jumped to my feet, my fists clenched at my sides, my eyes blazing. I felt like a cat, the hackles standing on my neck, baring my teeth as I hissed. It was like he was poking me with a stick, and I wanted to swat at him with my claws to get him to stop.
 
   He stood and walked over to stand directly in front of me. “Why? Because you don’t want someone to point out what you’re lacking? That’s why things failed with you and Andrew, isn’t it? He couldn’t take your darkness, couldn’t fill your void. He seems like the type to want to fix something that’s broken.”
 
   “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” I screamed, my fists beating against his chest.
 
   He needed to stop, I needed him to stop. How? How did he know what no one else knew?
 
   I can’t stand to look at you.
 
   No one will ever want you. No one will ever love you.
 
   I hate you.  I never wanted you. I was dumped with you.
 
   You. Are. Nothing.
 
   “Please, it hurts!” I moaned, my heart shredding inside me.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I was never wanted, I was never good enough, never smart enough, never loved! He hated me. I was in the way of his happiness, shackled to him.”
 
   Their words were running through my mind on a loop. All of the things they said to me my whole life.
 
   I wish you’d never been born.
 
   No one wants you here. You should just leave.
 
   “He hated that my mother died and forced me upon him. A child he never wanted from a woman he knew for a day. The things he said, the things he did, the looks he gave…so many times, he wouldn’t even give me that. It hurt more than when he smacked me or grabbed me and yelled. Those were the only times he ever touched me. He was my father. He was supposed to love me. Protect me!”  My chest felt like it was ripping as I spilled some my darkest secrets, showing him just how much I was lacking.
 
   His face was pale, but there was no abhorrent look of pity—more like an expression of understanding and empathy. So, I took a deep breath and braced myself so I could continue on.
 
   “My stepmother, she ignored me. Oh, God…the nasty things she would say to bring me down. She knew he wouldn’t stop her. He encouraged her. Then there was Adam…” I paused, but wasn’t sure I could find the words to describe him. I shivered as I envisioned him, sneering at me. My whole body shook with violent vibrations.
 
   “He took high advantage of being able to say and do whatever he wanted. He hated it when I moved in, hated his beloved stepfather bringing him a sister, and made it his personal mission to make me the most alienated and bullied kid in school. I kept my head down, my mouth shut, and prayed for someone to see me. For someone to love me… I still don’t know why I never killed myself. I thought about it, a lot.”
 
   My voice cracked at the end. I couldn’t take anymore. It felt like my chest had been cut open, and my worthless self had been laid bare for Nathan to see, to dissect, and then to abandon as a lost cause. I wouldn’t blame him, because everything he said was true. I was hollow, nothing but emptiness. I so craved the love I had been denied and the chance to love in return. Words could not express how deeply I craved the feeling of being wanted.
 
   Nathan did that. He made me feel what I hadn’t ever felt before: wanted, desired, beautiful, sexy. To him, I was all of those. He made me start to think all I’d been led to believe was a lie. He was filling the void. I would give him anything he wanted. It was twisted and unhealthy, but I didn’t care. My feelings for him were more than I had ever felt for anyone in my life.
 
   Sobs wracked my body, my fists losing their momentum. His arms wrapped around me, pulling me to him, holding me up.
 
   His fingers stroked my hair, calming me. “You’re dead inside, just like me.”
 
   “That’s not true,” I argued. “You have very strong emotions, violent almost.”
 
   He laughed. It was almost maniacal. “You don’t get it.” He pulled back to look at me, his gaze serious and intense. My muscles tensed in response. “I wish I was dead.” I stared up at him in disbelief. “I wish the paramedics had taken five more minutes to get there.”
 
   Without thought, my hand reached up and connected with his cheek. It was as involuntary as him grabbing my wrist. I couldn’t stand the mere thought of him not being there with me. His head snapped back to face me. He wasn’t angry, but stunned instead. Tears slid down my cheeks.
 
   “Please, don’t leave me,” I whispered, my voice breaking.
 
   “I wish the battery on the defibrillator had been out,” he continued on, the emotion gone from his face and voice. “That way they wouldn’t have been able to restart my heart. Because then I wouldn’t feel dead inside, in pain daily. Because I wouldn’t be here, hurting you.”
 
   He paused in thought for a moment, probably asking himself how much he could give.
 
   “I’m angry because I’m alive. My heart, my soul…they’re gone, dead, but my body remains. This is my purgatory.”
 
   Tears were streaming down my face even faster. My fists picked up their beating against his chest.
 
   “No, no, no, no! Please, please, Nathan… I can’t fathom… I need you. You make… I’m falling… Please, please, please.” I begged and pleaded over and over again. For what, I didn’t even know: for him to stay with me, for him to live, for him to never wish to be dead and to be with me always. I needed him to live.
 
   I couldn’t even make out what I was saying, but I hoped he understood the meaning. I was falling, hard, for him. My chest constricted, and I almost doubled over from the strain. The feeling was so foreign I didn’t know what to do.
 
   His arms wrapped tighter around me in an attempt to contain me, but I pulled back. My hands smacked his away, hitting his chest.
 
   “No!” I screamed, pushing him away.
 
   I didn’t want him to soothe me. Not anymore. If he didn’t want to stay there with me, what was the point?
 
   “Lila,” he cried out, clearly stunned at my reaction. Through my hysteria, I could hear the desperation in his tone, panic setting in. His hands grabbed at my arms. “Baby, stop!”
 
   “No!”
 
   Every time he tried to restrain me, I escaped. Through my blurry eyes, I saw his panic mixed with anger and frustration.
 
   He managed to get a hold of my wrists and walk me backward into the wall, pinning me.
 
   He growled, his forehead resting against mine. “Calm down.”
 
   “Say it!” I screamed at him.
 
   His eyes screwed tight, knowing what I was asking. His fists closed around my hair as he took in a shuddered breath and his eyes locked with mine.
 
   “I want you,” he said before capturing my lips with his.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 14
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   He leaned over me, pressing me into the wall. Our lips, teeth, and tongues met in a frenzy I had never experienced. I pushed back into him, and my fingers reached into his silky locks and pulled hard, tipping his head back. He groaned as our lips broke apart, his hips rocking against mine. He was ready, very ready.
 
   My teeth nipped at his jaw, working down to his neck. I found a nice spot right below his ear, and bit down, sucking, marking him.
 
   “Fuck.” His hands moved down to my hips, his fingers digging in to the flesh beneath.
 
   I growled at him like a possessed demon. “Jesus… I can’t take it! You’re mine. You’re not going anywhere. Mine!”
 
   “Why do I matter? What difference, if any, do I make?” His words spurred me on, gasoline on my raging fire.
 
   I’d show him and then some. I’d tell him why we needed each other, but without words.
 
   I pulled his hair in my fist, smashed his lips to mine one more time and shoved him toward the bedroom.
 
   “Lie down,” I ordered.
 
   I had no idea what I was doing, but that was the point. Thoughts were always getting in our way, keeping us from going anywhere. I needed that blinding white, all-consuming rapture we shared to engulf us, to wipe our minds clean like it always did. In that place, I not only felt whole, I felt powerful.
 
   He stripped off his clothes, his eyes shifting down to his eternal erection. I wasted no time tearing my clothes off and pushed him down on the bed. I’d show him why he couldn’t leave me and why we both mattered.
 
   I climbed on top of him, straddling his legs. His cock was so hard, lying against his stomach. Hard and angry. Beautiful. I wanted to taste him, but my need to ride him was winning. I had to have him inside me.
 
   I slid my hand down over the head of his dick, spreading the pre-cum around. My hips rocked, sliding my pussy over his length.
 
   I grabbed his cock and squeezed it.  
 
   “Power…you think you wield it with this?  It’s what makes you feel alive?” It was rhetorical. He blinked as if in understanding of what I meant, then stared deep in my eyes, his lips parted, his breathing soft. “That’s not a power that can be sustained.  But this,” I pointed to my heart, “this doesn’t end, doesn’t run out. This is true power. But you already know that, don’t you? You’ve just forgotten how to use it.”
 
   His indifference was dwindling, and he was listening with rapt attention.
 
   “You want to know why you matter?”
 
   “No, I don’t care about that shit.” His voice wavered.
 
   “For a lawyer, you suck at lying.” I dipped my head down and bit his bottom lip, then dragged my hands up his forearms and pinned them above his head. “You matter because…”
 
   I left him hanging. He did that to me all the time. I’d let him figure it out.
 
   I reached over and grabbed the tie he was wearing earlier, having thrown it on the bed as he had undressed.  Without skipping a beat, I wound it around his hands and secured them nice and tight to the post.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere. You’re going to watch me fuck you while you figure out why either of us matter.  Why we feel like this when we’re together. Suck it up and watch me take what’s mine.”
 
   I stood from my position and turned away from him, bent over, spreading my legs so he could see all I had to offer. My hands wound through my legs to my entrance, my fingers teasing along the slit. I could feel my juices dripping.
 
   “Shit,” he ground out through is teeth. I could hear him struggling to break free, so he could take me hard and fast the way we both needed it. Not tonight.
 
   “Andrew used to touch me here,” I said, torturing him as I slipped my middle finger in.
 
   He snarled at me. “I don’t want to hear that!” I could hear the venom in his bite.
 
   “Don’t listen then. I’ll show you.” I continued on. My fingers dragged in and out, over and over again.  Then I splayed them and didn’t say a word, letting him think what he wanted as I dragged my juices up to my back entrance to tease him.
 
   “That’s mine. No one has touched you there, and no one will but me.” His tone was beyond lethal. His breathing picked up and his hips bucked toward me.
 
   The bed started rocking as he thrashed around, trying to break free, to grab me. There was a pitiful desperation in the sounds coming from him—from his moans, groans and whimpers, and I almost considered letting him go… almost.
 
   “Think what you want,” I mewled at him as my finger parted my cheeks and pushed in.
 
   “Fucking untie me now!”
 
   I peeked over my shoulder to find him seething. A shudder ran through me, and I licked my lips, continuing on.
 
   We were both lashing out. He wasn’t the only one in pain. But unlike him, I kept fighting, kept going. He’d already given up. When we touched…it all clicked into place. He was my soul mate; I could feel it when he was near. Our bodies together made sense. Our lives on a whole had new meaning. We were no longer condemned to walk alone like the undead.
 
   “Quit being so cold to me,” I said. “We want each other…because…”
 
   I waited for him to fill in the blanks as I continued to finger my ass.
 
   “I don’t know…fucking Christ! I have no idea.” He sounded completely broken.
 
   Hearing him break down was painful, but there was beauty in his surrender.
 
   I relented, releasing my power play, and sat back down, straddling his chest.
 
   “You do know. We both know. When you realize why we belong together…you’ll quit relying on old habits and pretending that you have no purpose, no direction.”  I kissed him hard, and his whole body arched toward me.
 
   His body clung to mine, even though his hands were not free to join in.
 
   “There’s peace in the blackness. We’ve found it. I’m beginning to embrace it.” I tried explaining it to him in simple terms as I scooted down his waist, stopping when I felt his hot head against my clit.
 
   His eyes closed, shutting me out along with the inevitable pain of allowing himself to love me. “Please! Stop this.”
 
   “Won’t admit it out loud? Fine. I’ll just make you feel it.” I slid against him, moaning at the feeling of his silky hard length as it rubbed against my entrance and my clit.
 
   “Shit, baby!” His eyes scrunched tighter, hips pushing up into mine. “I can feel how fucking wet you are for me.”
 
   I slid back up and lined the tip up before gliding down, taking him to the hilt. My eyes screwed tight, my mouth dropping open, a guttural moan escaping me as he filled me. My fingers flexed, pushing my nails into his chest.
 
   “Oh, God. Fuck, Nathan!” I shuddered as he flexed his hips up, his feet gaining purchase to help prop him up.
 
   My body began acting on its own, sliding up and down his hard cock, taking him as deep as I could. I cried out every time I slammed all the way down and whimpered when I retreated.
 
   The pace picked up, my body bouncing up and down as I rode him, as I took control.
 
   “You look so fucking good riding me.” His eyes were clouded, jaw slack. “I love watching my cock disappear in you. Do you like that, too, baby? I bet you do. You’re a good little cock whore that way.”
 
   I cried out. “Fuck, Nathan!”
 
   “That’s it, scream my name. Shit, I want to touch you, baby.”
 
   At that, I stopped and sat on him for a moment before standing up with a smirk and looking down at him.
 
   “Shit, don’t stop!” 
 
   His hips were moving of their own volition, seeking my pussy out with desperate thrusts. I licked my lips. He was delectable in that state of lust. My fingers moved back inside of myself, pumping in and out, torturing him. Nathan panting, muscles tight… I almost came just from the sight alone.
 
   I turned around and sat back down, reverse cowgirl, taking him inside my pussy again. My wet fingers moved back to my puckered hole, now on display for him. I pushed one finger in to tease him, then another, stretching it open right in his line of sight.
 
   “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”
 
   “See something you like?” My fingers moved in and out at a slow pace.
 
   I could feel my muscles coiling. With each thrust up and downward fall, I was being driven closer and closer to the edge.
 
   Up. Down. In. Out.
 
   “You are such a fucking naughty little slut. I will fucking pound you so hard in your ass. I take what’s mine, and your sweet ass is mine,” he growled, thrusting hard into me.
 
   I shuddered at his words. They sent a fire racing through my body, and I fell over the edge. My head was tilted back, and I screamed his name, unable to move as I clenched around him.
 
   The sound of wood splintering rang out before I felt his hands on me, grabbing me, pushing my body, bending it to his will. He had broken free and flipped us to where my chest was pressed into the mattress, my ass up in the air, and his cock still buried to the hilt. His fingers twisted in my hair, pushing my head down while his other arm pinned the hand that had been teasing my ass, against my back.
 
   He wasted no time and began thrusting, pushing me harder into the bed. A relentless pounding.
 
   “Such a damn fucking tease. Take it. Take my fucking cock.”
 
   I screamed out, my body burning. I hadn’t even had the chance to come down before he was pushing me into another orgasm. My mouth was open, crying out in pleasure, sobbing from it.
 
   “That’s it, baby. Scream. Tell me how much you love my cock buried in your tight pussy. Ungh,” he grunted.
 
   His pace was constant, furious. He wasn’t letting up, and I wasn’t coming down.
 
   He released me and my arm. My head relaxed into the bed.
 
   “Are you ready for it?” he asked. He disappeared from my back, and the sound of a drawer opening, followed by a familiar snap, was all I could hear over my harsh breaths. Cool liquid hit the heated skin above my pussy, and his cock popped out, sliding up the crack between my cheeks, wetting it. “Not that it matters, because I’m going to fuck your sweet ass regardless.”
 
   I tried to relax when I felt him push in. He went slow, letting me adjust to the odd feeling of being so full. He slid in all of the way, and once there, he leaned forward, his mouth at my ear.
 
   “Mine. All fucking mine, baby.”
 
   “Yours,” I agreed.
 
   One arm wrapped around my waist, his fingers ghosting their way down to my eager pussy. The other came around my chest and lifted my body up, bringing my back against his chest. His hand moved up, his fingers wrapping around my neck but pushing down against my collarbone. His other hand moved down and slid two fingers in, the palm of his hand pressing into my clit.
 
   Once he was ready, he pulled his hips back only to slide back in. It was a slower, sensual, punishing pace. His fingers slid into my pussy at the same time his cock filled my ass.
 
   “Baby, God, your fucking ass loves my cock, doesn’t it? Yeah, all of you loves my cock. I could fuck you all day long. So fucking sexy.”
 
   My arms reached behind me, grabbing onto his hair, tugging.
 
   “Nathan…shit, I love your cock!” I was shaking, and with each thrust as I grew closer to another orgasm.
 
   “Getting close again? Fucking naughty girl, so sexy when you come.”
 
   He licked up the side of my neck, his teeth scraping against my skin. I whimpered, my body shuddering, a silent scream building on my lips as my orgasm ripped through me, making me clench around his cock and fingers.
 
   “That’s it, baby. Shit, fucking come…oh fuck!”
 
   His fingers closed around my neck, squeezing as his muscles tensed before he exploded inside me.
 
   His body relaxed, his strength giving out, and we fell to the bed. His arms were still wrapped around me, one hand at my chest, the other cupping my sex.
 
   We lay there for a moment to catch our breaths. His lips ghosted across my neck, his tongue peeking out to taste.
 
   “Mine,” he whispered.
 
   I turned my head to look behind me, my body twisting in his arms. I pressed my lips to his and he leaned forward to deepen the kiss, his arms pulling me tighter to him.
 
   “Mine,” I whispered in return. 
 
   He took a deep, shuddering breath before pulling the blanket over us and sending us into what would hopefully be a peaceful sleep.
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   It was dark, midnight black. Everything was. It always was.
 
   It was my room, but it wasn’t…not anymore. It hadn’t been for a long time. It was sparse. Empty. Nothing on the walls, not even color. Blank.
 
   A dream or a nightmare; I didn’t know which. 
 
   I heard…nothing. It was safe to move. I exited the room, my feet sliding across the hardwood.
 
   I stumbled through the dark. My hands found the wall and I followed it to the open space of the living room. An eerie glow appeared, shining through the window, illuminating little, but it wasn’t enough to create shadows.
 
   They moved against the wall, sending shivers through me.
 
   I knew the place, or I had known it. It had been many years since I was last here. Since I last saw…
 
   “Dad…”
 
   Slap!
 
   My head was flung to the side, my body twisting with the momentum, my hand slapping against the wall to keep me upright. My eyes opened, but I kept looking down. I turned my head as slow as possible. I started shaking more and more as my gaze inched upwards. Before I could see what was in front of me, I felt breath caress my skin, hot and heavy. A scathing voice spoke into my ear.
 
   “Don’t look at me. Keep your fucking eyes down. I can‘t stand to see you looking at me.”
 
   I complied, not wanting to anger him further.
 
   “I told you. No one will ever love you.” Another familiar voice, not far away.
 
   The first figure backed away. “You disgust me. Looking just like her with my eyes.”
 
   Footsteps grow closer. There was a slamming on either side of my head, and I cowered, the tears already stinging my eyes for what was to come.
 
   “You are still such a stupid fucking girl,” he growled, inches from my face.
 
   Adam.
 
   I continued to look down, hoping my silence would stay him.
 
   “Everyone hates you. You should just fucking die.”
 
   “The moment you turn eighteen, you are gone. I don’t have to support your sorry ass anymore,” Dad’s voice called from somewhere in the darkness.
 
   “Hear that? Gone,” my stepmother, Cheryl, spat. “Maybe if you spread those prude legs of yours and take someone in, they’ll let you stay with them. I hear virgins can fetch a high price. Just throw a bag over your head. That way they won’t have to look at your pathetic face. Because you are pathetic.” 
 
   There was a reprieve, a short silence before Adam’s hot breath was in my ear. “Do you think he will ever love you? You know the answer—it’s no. How could he? You have nothing to offer him but your pussy.”
 
   “Please, stop,” I begged.
 
    I tilted my head up to meet his eyes. They were as black as obsidian as he glared down at me, snarling, and his body was shaking. He was the meanest son of a bitch to ever come near me.
 
   His head flew back in laughter, full of menace and hate. To my horror, I watched as his black hair turned brown, and when his eyes returned to mine, Nathan’s sea-blues glared back, bright and menacing.
 
   “They’re right. Do you honestly think you can ’fix’ me and that I’ll love you, Lila?”
 
   My eyes dropped back to the ground. I was shaking, hard. My chest was too tight.
 
   “Lila…”
 
   “How could I ever love you?”
 
   “Lila…”
 
   My whole body was moving, my stomach clenching. I felt like I was going to be sick.
 
   “Look at me and then look at yourself. Do you really think someone like me could ever be with someone like you?”
 
   “Lila…”
 
   The shaking continued, rattling my body back and forth.
 
   “Lila!”
 
   My eyes snapped wide open. Light greeted me, and I found myself staring straight into blue—Nathan’s eyes. His real eyes, bright and full of worry.
 
   The darkness was gone.
 
   My stomach turned, and the bile was rising up, escaping. I kicked off the covers and rolled to the side, pushing my body up from the bed. I could still hear him calling to me as I attempted to run.
 
   In my haste and dizziness, I began stumbling, almost falling to the ground. I managed to pick myself up before I went crashing to the floor. I made it to the bathroom, and reached the toilet. My retching echoed off the walls as I heaved the bile and acid flying from my stomach.
 
   Dry heaves wracked me, my body attempting to expunge the dream, to purge it from my mind and soul. Every part of me was shaking, and it took a moment to gain the strength to stand.
 
   Years. It had been years since I had a nightmare like that: intense, real, terrifying. The magnitude was so great that my body attempted to rid itself of the images, of the words. I sat on the floor in front of the toilet while my breathing regulated. My heart was hammering against my chest, beating furiously in an attempt to escape.
 
   Flee. Everything in me wanted to flee.
 
   I could feel his eyes on me: watching, observing, and waiting. I didn’t want him to see me in such a pathetic state. Vulnerability was a weakness I could not afford to show. It would be just another reason for him to leave me—another thing that would be too much for him to handle.
 
   After a few minutes, I could breathe again, and I pulled myself from the floor. It wasn’t an easy task with my body still shaking and my legs still feeling like limp noodles from our previous night’s activities. I wobbled a bit before inching to the sink and grabbing my toothbrush from the holder.
 
   I brushed my teeth in utter silence, but I could still feel him watching me in the mirror. He stood next to me, grabbing his toothbrush as well. My eyes avoided him. If I didn’t look at him, perhaps I would be spared.
 
   No.
 
   It was Nathan. Not Adam. Not my dad, Steve. Not Cheryl.
 
   Nathan.
 
   I was still trapped, weighed down by my nightmare. I thought I heard him calling my name, but it was almost like it was through the water that had crashed around me, drowning everything out.
 
   I was lost. I didn’t know what to do, how to act. I needed to leave. Get out.
 
   Get out!
 
   Get out! I want you out of my house.
 
   “Lila!” Nathan yelled. His hand slammed on the wall in front of me, blocking my exit.
 
   I flinched and backed away. My eyes grew wide as I stared at him before I looked down at the ground. With slow, measured steps I walked backward until I hit the wall, my eyes glued to the floor.
 
   “Lila?” The concern in his voice at my reaction filled my ears. It was obvious he was taken aback by my actions.
 
   I tried to push it back down, back into its hole, but the dream was still so raw and fresh, reverting me back over ten years. I felt my stomach coiling again.
 
   In my peripheral vision, I watched his shadow move against the tile floor. It wavered as he took a step forward. My blood ran cold, my eyes wide, my breathing stopped.
 
   I was frozen in fear.
 
   “Lila?”
 
   I still couldn’t respond.
 
   How could he ever love you? How could anyone?
 
   His arm rose toward me and I braced myself, trying not to flinch, unsure of what to expect. His fingers moved under my chin and lifted my head up to meet his gaze, but I locked it in place.
 
   He growled, and the sound sent a shockwave through me, igniting the spark. His fingers made a light trail around my neck and into my hair, leaving fire in their wake. He wrapped his fingers around my locks and gave a forcible tug. My eyes rose to meet his steel, pained ones.
 
   He paused, staring at me, waiting for recognition to take hold. For me to see that is was him, Nathan, standing in front of me, and no one else. My vision cleared, the pounding in my ears lessening.
 
   My body bowed to his, my chest rising, as if he was pulling me to him with an invisible cord. I knew his touch, loved his touch.
 
   I was reminded that I wasn’t afraid of his hands on me. Not his. They were aggressive and forceful, but different as night and day to the touch I’d once known. I didn’t shy away from Nathan, but moved toward him. My whole body gravitated to his.
 
   The fear melted away when he pressed his body to mine. My heart sped up at his proximity, as it always did. It drummed loudly, drowning out any other sound.
 
   His eyes were dark now. They always darkened when he knew he had me.
 
   Lips came down and pressed hard against mine, his tongue begging for entrance. The moment I surrendered to him, his control slipped; he pushed me into the wall, deepening the kiss, building it into a frenzy.
 
   After a moment, he pulled back. His hand released my hair and brushed a few strands away from my face.
 
   “Tell me,” he said.
 
   My eyes were frantic as they looked around, waiting for one of the voices to say something.
 
   Nathan’s hand grabbed hold of my jaw to keep me facing him. “It’s just you and me. Now, tell me.”
 
   “A dream,” I whispered. “It was just a nightmare, that’s all.”
 
   He heaved a sigh and stepped away. The small motion tore at my chest, and I found my hand reaching out to him, my eyes wide with fear. Sadness and anger crossed his face at my reaction.
 
   “Come on,” he said, turning and walking to the shower. He leaned in to turn on the water, his back facing me. My eyes wandered over his skin, studying the scars there.
 
   Of their own accord, my feet moved to stand behind him, my hand reaching out and tracing along the lines. He jumped, startled by my approach. As the water heated, he allowed my exploring to continue.
 
   Nathan had scars on the outside to match the scars he held on the inside, whereas mine were mostly inside. The physical pain he endured topped with the emotional…I understood why he said those things, but it still hurt so much to know he wanted to be dead.
 
   I wasn’t going to be enough to keep him here. I could barely keep myself standing, how could I save him?
 
   The thought was crushing. I wrapped my arms around his waist and pulled him back to me. I began crying into the space between his shoulder blades, my arms locking in place, keeping him from turning around.
 
   “Lila.” His hands pried mine off and he pulled me in front of him.
 
   He gazed down at me, and I knew he could see the tears sliding down my cheeks. He sighed before walking me backward into the shower. The water was hot against my cool skin as we entered the dual spray. I let the water run into my hair, down my face, rinsing away the dream, but my body wouldn’t relax.
 
   My eyes traveled over his body as I washed my skin. I scrubbed harder, trying to get the words, the memories off me. After I was rinsed clean, I stepped in front of him and my fingers began trailing along the large scar that ran down the side of his ribs and across his hip.
 
   It was a daily reminder to him each time he looked in the mirror. He couldn’t escape his past.
 
   My past might have dictated the type of person I was, but I had control over the person I would become. They couldn’t control me anymore. I hadn’t seen nor talked to them in years.
 
   It was what I told myself over and over, but there were still times it wasn’t enough. 
 
   Right then was one of those times.
 
   My fingers returned to tracing the slightly raised, lighter-colored skin. I could feel his eyes on me, watching. I looked up to find that his normal cockiness wasn’t showing, just pain, confusion, and…wonderment?
 
   His fingers trembled as they ghosted over my skin, his lips brushing against mine.
 
   There was only the sound of rushing water and the hitch of his breath.
 
   Each pass, caress, was like a shock, sending warmth through me to beat back the cold from my dream. Each stroke was bringing me back to him.
 
   My eyes were heavy as they followed his every movement. He took my right hand and floated it up to his lips. His mouth washed over each knuckle, his eyes on mine the entire time.
 
   His actions held me breathless and spellbound, and spoke volumes in their silence.
 
   He was devoted to me, even if he could never allow himself to love me or say the words. He did care. I meant something to him.
 
   Tears welled at the corners of my eyes, and I hiccupped as I tried to hold in the emotions trying to burst out of my heart.
 
   He didn’t speak, but he didn’t need to. Ghosts of my past were trying their damnedest to take me down, while Nathan was pulling me back.
 
   It seemed like he had to be as close as possible to make me concentrate on him—to focus on what mattered. I felt his beating heart, his breath across my skin. He rained worshipping kisses across my cheeks, down my neck, and along my shoulders. I couldn’t ignore the language that his body spoke. It was louder than any verbal sentiment he could ever give. That was all I knew in that moment—he was my anchor.
 
   Once he realized I was over the worst of it, his touches became more urgent, his kisses more intense.
 
   He ran his nose up my neck to my ear. “Relax, baby,” he whispered. “Do I have your attention now? I need you here with me.” He knew and understood what I needed more than anyone ever had before.
 
   I nodded at his words and willed my muscles to uncoil, my body relaxing back into him. He was playing my body in a way only he could. No other man would ever be able to make me feel that way.
 
   His fingers slipped into me, while his other hand moved across my chest to tease my nipple. “Come back to me, baby. Don’t let them take you from me.”
 
   Nathan would not be ignored, least of all because of my past. I loved him for doing that for me. No therapy could ever get me out of my head like that…but Nathan could. He knew what I needed, since his head was equally as fucked up and rife with past trauma.
 
   My legs shook as his fingers pushed deeper, my whole body tensing as I moved closer and closer to the edge. He was pulling me into that trance-like state I craved and needed.
 
   I moaned and pushed my hips back into his as I fisted his hair. “You are my cock slut, my sex goddess, and my beautiful girl. That’s all you need to know.”
 
   I was panting, so close to release. Every time he called me his, I almost came and sobbed at the same time. I was undone. I couldn’t think at all about anything but his possession. My walls clenched around his fingers, my muscles seizing in ecstasy as he pushed me over the edge.
 
   My body was limp against his, my arms at my sides. The spray of the water was cooling my now heated skin.
 
   His hands ran soothing circles on my skin. “Feel better? Are you okay now?”
 
   I nodded as best I could, unable to talk. I soaked up the feeling of him pressed against my back, and tried my hardest to push back the dark doubts that were writhing at the back of my mind.
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   It was a long, emotional weekend with Nathan, and I was happy to have my weekly schedule of work ahead of me to focus on. Work helped to take my brain off my Nathan obsession for a little while. At least until I was sucking on a pen. That move had gotten me into quite a bit of trouble on more than one occasion. It wasn’t entirely intended, but just as he clicked on pens to think, I sucked on them.
 
   Nathan worked very hard that weekend to make sure I couldn’t remember my name—let alone walk—by the time he was done. He had returned me to normal, my nightmare pushed to the back of my mind, and by Sunday night I was back in control of myself. I hated showing how weak I was to anyone, let alone him. That was why I created an alternate version of myself. I yearned to one day be as strong as the woman I made people believe I was on the outside.
 
   I also learned that I had given Nathan great power over me. He had the ability to heal me or destroy me, and I didn’t know which way it would go. That thought scared me, but I pushed it back with all the other bad thoughts.
 
   It was a little before seven in the morning when the elevator landed on the first floor, and I stepped into the parking lot, heading to work. After rounding the corner, I stopped in my tracks when I noticed a very familiar man leaning on my car.
 
   I took a deep breath as I walked toward him, unsure why he was waiting for me. I was still pissed about Friday night somewhere in my head, but I felt like Nathan had fucked that loose as well.
 
   Andrew greeted me when I was within earshot. “Hi.”
 
   I crossed my arms over my chest. “Hi.”
 
   “I came by to apologize.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, and I knew he meant it. He always did that when he felt bad about something.
 
   “You did, did you?” I wasn’t planning on letting him off the hook just yet. His words hurt, and I wanted to know what sparked them.
 
   “Yes. I thought about the other night and realized what the problem was.”
 
   “And?”
 
   He rubbed the back of his neck and let out a nervous little laugh. “I’m jealous. I’m a jealous asshole.”
 
   My mouth dropped open, and my breath escaped in a hiss. His confession took me completely off guard, and my eyebrows scrunched together. “What?”
 
   “My behavior was horrible. I guess I was in shock and, to be honest, a little turned on by the thought of sex with you in a public place. I mean, if you wanted sex, why didn’t you come to me? We were always very good in that department.” He let out a nervous laugh, then cleared his throat. “It wasn’t just that, though.”
 
   “What was it, then?”
 
   He gave me a pained smile and sighed. “I can see you’ve changed since I last saw you. It’s not much yet, but there’s a light every now and again in your eyes, and it wasn’t me who put it there. I faced that hard truth the other night. It wasn’t your issues that broke us apart, it was me. It was me that didn’t understand, and I was frustrated with myself for failing. I am never going to be what you need. I am never going to heal you. He understands you, doesn’t he?”
 
   I nodded, too stunned by his admission to speak.
 
   “Did I help? At least a little?” His eyes were dim with a sadness I’d never seen in him.
 
   I placed my hand on his chest. “You helped me more than you’ll ever know.”
 
   He pursed his lips and nodded. “But it wasn’t enough.”
 
   I gave him a small, sad smile.
 
   “I’m sorry, really sorry about the other night. Please don’t hold it against me,” he begged.
 
   I gave him a stern look before smiling and pulling him in for a hug. “Just don’t hurt me like that again, okay?”
 
   “I’m so sorry. You know I was worried and flew off the handle. I mean, I know you’re a horny girl, but rather than some random guy, just jump my bones next time, okay?”
 
   I laughed and pulled back, swatting his chest. “He wasn’t random.”
 
   “Okay, just jump me next time,” he said with a bright smile.
 
   “You’re going to get me in trouble.”
 
   “Why? Is he the possessive type?”
 
   I laughed at his accuracy but stopped when I felt his body stiffen. His face was no longer lighthearted, but hard.
 
   “Andrew?”
 
   My gaze followed his. Nathan had just stepped through the exit and he was glaring at us. My eyes locked with his, and a shiver ran down my spine at the icy look he gave me.
 
   He was angry. Very angry.
 
   “A little early to be flirting, isn’t it? Get going, Delilah. We have a meeting this morning, remember?” He called as I watched him walk into the parking lot, his eyes still locked on us.
 
   “I was just leaving. Thank you for the reminder, Nathan.”
 
   He got into his car a few spots down and pulled out, gunning it out of the parking lot.
 
   Andrew spoke up, startling me. “I don’t like him.”
 
   I turned back to him, noticing my hand was still resting on his chest, and that I was leaning into him.
 
   Shit. I was in deep trouble. I had just inadvertently set Nathan off, and I would be punished all day long by the anger that was rolling off him. He didn’t like Andrew, and standing like that with him, laughing? What the hell was I thinking?
 
   “Why don’t you like him?” I was getting tired of their pissing contest, though it did make me feel good knowing that two good-looking men were on the verge of fighting over me. “You don’t even know him.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “A little,” I lied. “We’ve worked together for a few months now.”
 
   “He has a reputation with women, and I don’t want that to include you.”
 
   I quirked my eyebrow at him. “Is that really it? Because I can assure you he doesn’t see me that way.”
 
   No, I’m different from them.
 
   Andrew sighed and looked down at me. “I’ve also heard some things about him. He has anger management issues. He was thrown out of the courtroom more than once for his outbursts. That’s why he isn’t in the courtroom anymore.”
 
   I sighed in relief. Andrew only seemed to know watercooler talk, nothing more. I wasn’t sure if I was happy about that, or sad. I wanted to know more about Nathan, but I wanted it to come from Nathan.
 
   “Well, it’s getting late. We need to head in,” I said, dropping the Nathan subject.
 
   “Sounds good. I’ll see you in the office.” He leaned down and hugged me. He placed a kiss on my forehead, then walked to his car.
 
   I opened the door to my own car and slid inside. We weren’t really running late. I was always early, but I didn’t want to argue with Andrew because I knew it would end with me giving myself away. I knew about Nathan’s anger. I bore witness to it almost daily, but I had never felt threatened by it. It was all self-destructive in nature.
 
   I looked down at my watch—quarter after seven. My hand turned the key, starting the car and heading to meet my fate: my angry war god of sex and whatever punishment he decided to deliver upon me. My body was already heating up at the thought. It was going to be a very long, very frustrating day, and I had Andrew to both blame and thank for it.
 
   I knew I was in deep trouble as soon as I pulled into the parking lot at work. Nathan was standing there, leaning against his car.
 
   Waiting.
 
   How odd they were, the feelings I held. They were so different from what I had known. His anger didn’t scare me, it electrified me. It stemmed from his desire for me, and I was vibrating in anticipation.
 
   When he punished me, I could feel my whole being open up to him. He filled me with an emotion I couldn’t describe, but I knew I wanted more of it. I craved it.
 
   The car slid into the parking spot next to his, and he started walking toward the building. I grabbed my purse and bag and headed in after him.
 
   It wasn’t quite seven thirty; most of our coworkers didn’t start until eight or nine, so the building wasn’t that busy with people yet. There was a sprinkling of people in the lobby, many of them stopping at the coffee shop before heading up to their respective floors.
 
   He was standing at the elevator bay when I caught up. Alone.
 
   As I approached, I felt the mounting tension rolling off him.
 
   “Thorne.” I stepped up to wait beside him, facing front.
 
   “Palmer.” His voice was even, covering what was just below the surface.
 
   In my peripheral, I saw him looking at me. His expression was impassive, but his body said something completely different.
 
   The elevator car arrived, and we stepped on.
 
   Alone. Damn. We were alone, the space stifling, making it hard to breathe. I wanted him already. Then again, I always wanted him.
 
   The second the doors closed, he was on me, pinning me to the wall. Hidden from the camera, his lips crushed mine. Hard, controlling, punishing. The way I loved him—the war god of sex. I moaned into his mouth, and I felt his hips flex, pushing his cock into my stomach.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” he asked, pulling away.
 
   I blinked up at him. “What? Andrew came by to apologize for Friday night.”
 
   Nathan growled and reached over to press the stop button, and the elevator halted in place. “I can’t believe he was fucking touching you and you were letting him. You’re mine, remember?” He growled, his fingers pushing my skirt up, making their way up inside my thigh, brushing over my panties, and pressing against the thin fabric. 
 
   His other hand ripped the flimsy strip of cotton at the side seam before pushing two fingers all the way in my pussy. My body arched toward his, my hands fisting the fabric on his suit. “I’ll make sure you don’t fucking forget. Don’t ever touch another man again, do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed with shaky breath, dropping my bag and purse to the ground.
 
   I moaned when his fingers picked up their pace, pushing me to the edge. He let out a groan as his hands moved to reach behind me and squeeze my ass while he lifted my body off the ground, pressing me against the elevator wall. My legs instinctively wrapped around his waist, pulling him closer to where I needed him.
 
   He moaned, his body tense and hard. “Fuck! What you do to me…”
 
   I felt his hand between us, freeing his cock before pushing deep inside me in one hard stroke.
 
   “Mine!” He growled into my ear as his hips pushed harder with each thrust. “Always being a teasing cock slut.”
 
   It was hard, erratic, and fast. Punishing me for what he perceived to be my wrongdoings against him, taking his anger out on my body.
 
   He was pounding me hard, but when he felt my body unraveling, he would change his angle or slow down. He wasn’t going to let me come. My face dropped at the realization.
 
   His whole body tensed, hips thrusting forward one last time, spilling inside me. I whimpered at having been so close, but I knew it was part of my punishment. I was going to suffer all day, and he would make it up to me tonight.
 
   “Let’s see you hide this,” he challenged through his panting breaths. His mouth latched into the flesh just below my ear, sucking on the skin, teeth digging in. When he was done, he pulled at the scarf that was around my neck, concealing his other marks. “Take this off, and don’t put it back on. I want to see who owns that pussy all day long.”
 
   I shivered and licked my lips. He leaned down and caught my bottom lip between his teeth, pulling it before pressing his lips to mine.
 
   He sat my feet back on the ground and straightened my skirt with a smirk before righting himself. I watched him lean down, pick my ruined panties off the ground, then slide them into his pocket. The thought of him carrying them around with him all day did contradicting things to me; it was embarrassing and a turn-on at the same time.
 
   I could feel the moisture of his come wanting to slide down my leg, and he had destroyed my panties, my only defense at stopping it. I needed to find a bathroom, and soon.
 
   I did a frantic search for any evidence as to what we had been doing and found my hair to be a bit mussed, but the rest of my attire seemed okay. I threw my hair up into a quick ponytail while he hit the button to send the elevator back on its course.
 
   The elevator bay was empty when we arrived. Most weren’t in yet despite the extra time we had spent on the ride up, and I was able to make my getaway to the bathroom. I freshened up and fixed my hair again before I walked to our office with a throbbing pussy.
 
   It was going to be a long day. I hoped that if Andrew came around, he wouldn’t smell Nathan on me again.
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   He left me wanting, just as he’d intended. Left to sit all day, bare under my skirt without my ruined, confiscated panties, and so turned on my thighs were going to be chafed from rubbing together. I was also afraid of a wet spot appearing on my skirt, telling all what a wanton slut I was, though they didn’t know who for.
 
   I went about my work, and of course, before ten hit, the Boob Squad was making their appearance. Two days without seeing him appeared to be torturous.
 
   It would be…for me. Then again, he was with me and not them.
 
   He called me his, and was very adamant about that fact, but in terms of a relationship? I wasn’t sure. Our constant limbo had me on edge, and the only thing that calmed me was his touch. He anchored me then, cementing me to him.
 
   I was happy Kelly didn’t stay too long. She was becoming almost scary in her stalker tendencies as she stepped backward out of the office so she was able to continue staring at him for as long as possible. Never mind that she bumped into the coat rack, knocked it over, and sent it crashing into the hall, hitting an intern carrying a stack of files. Paper flew through the air, landing all over the hall and surrounding cubes.
 
   What did she do then? She batted her eyes and tried to help, bending over in a seductive pose, instead of apologizing to the poor intern she accosted. Her actions ruined his day as he now had to reorganize everything.
 
   Thanks to her, the poor intern was going to be in trouble. I remembered being an intern, and some of the lawyers weren’t always the friendliest, even more so when something wasn’t right.
 
   After almost an hour, I was rocking in my seat with the growing need for some sort of revenge. Grabbing my phone, I walked to the bathroom and sighed in relief that it was empty. I reached behind me and pulled the zipper down on the back of my knee-length, dark grey pencil skirt. I turned down one of the flaps and pointed my phone toward the mirror and snapped a picture.
 
   It was a perfect capture of the top of my ass cheek: round, creamy, and soft. The smooth expanse of skin accentuated the fact I was bare under the thin fabric. Because of him. For him. My hope was that it would put him in the same state I was in.
 
   I surveyed the photo and hit send.
 
   After freshening up, I returned to our office and sat at my desk in a vain hope that I could concentrate on my work.
 
   It was soon apparent that Nathan wasn’t going to allow that.
 
   My phone buzzed, and I opened the message and froze.
 
   Oh. Fuck.
 
   In front of me was a picture of Nathan’s perfect cock: hard, long, and weeping.
 
   Is this what you want?
 
   Moisture gathered at the apex of my thighs, and the ache intensified. Knowing he was in that state, mere feet away and hard for me, was too much. Oh, how I wanted him, needed him, inside me at that moment.
 
   It was all his fault. Wasn’t it my turn to take my anger out on him? I sighed, realizing the outcome of that would be my termination. Having the boss come in while I had Nathan tied to a chair as I rode him, naked and screaming in ecstasy, was not the way I saw my time ending with Holloway and Holloway.
 
   I couldn’t take it anymore—I had to relieve the tension. I stood and walked around my desk before the sound of my name halted me in my tracks.
 
   “Delilah,” Nathan called. “Your phone is buzzing.”
 
   I slowly turned to look at him—his expression was impassive, but his eyes were a dark blue. I sighed before returning to my desk and looked at the new message he had sent.
 
   Don’t you even fucking think about going to play with your pussy so you can get off. The only way you are going to come is because I make you. Understood?
 
   I nodded my head in an unconscious movement and sat back down. My phone buzzed again.
 
   Good girl.
 
   I snorted before replying.
 
   Since when have we been in some weird Dom/sub relationship?
 
   I watched him shift in his chair before the soft vibrating alerted me to his response.
 
   Back to work, Miss Palmer. I’ll be sure to make it worth the wait.
 
   With reluctance, I returned to work, hoping to keep him happy and avoid letting him make the day harder on me.
 
   Then again, I found it wasn’t me I had to worry about. Andrew came and sat down on the edge of my desk a few minutes before lunch. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see the obvious displeasure looming on Nathan’s beautiful features. 
 
   The conversation with Andrew was innocent enough: talk of work, lunch, and the poor intern Kelly put into the dog house.
 
   “Lila, it looks like you’ve got some dirt on your neck.” Andrew reached out to brush it away.
 
   A slight twinge of pain alerted me to the “dirt” that he was brushing over. My eyes grew wide, my face heating up. Andrew’s hand stilled, and he bent down slowly. The motion of his hand faltered before his eyes lifted to meet mine.
 
   “Oh, I see,” he said, the realization setting in. His hand dropped away from my skin and he cleared his throat in an effort to disperse the awkward moment. “So, I was thinking that little gyro place for lunch down the street. Sound good?”
 
   “Yeah, um, they have really good chicken there,” I replied.
 
   Without looking, I felt Nathan’s gaze burning into me.
 
   “What?” I heard Andrew question.
 
   I looked up to find them staring at one another. I had the sneaking suspicion that had we been outside the office, they would have been toe-to-toe, trying to duke it out. Whatever “it” was. I was certain it had to be a macho guy thing. Who had the bigger dick and whatnot.
 
   “Nothing. Just trying to get some work done in here. Your persistent talking is distracting. Go bother someone else,” Nathan replied.
 
   Andrew’s jaw tightened and his fist clenched as he stood from his perch on the end of my desk. He faced Nathan, and they continued their silent battle. I let out a sigh that seemed to bring both of their attentions back to me.
 
   Andrew left with a promise to see me at lunch and headed out the door. I turned to look back at Nathan, now glaring at me. He mouthed the word, “Mine,” before turning back to his computer and continuing on with his workload.
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   I almost cried when we got ready to leave a few hours later.
 
   Finally.
 
   Release. 
 
   Nathan and I ended up alone in the elevator for the ride down that night. I was pressed against the wall before the doors even closed. My body bowed into his, my arms around his neck as our lips crashed together, each of us desperate for some sense of control.
 
   He pulled away and pressed his forearms on the wall on either side of my head before continuing our text conversation from earlier. “You would make a great sub.” His breath washed over my cheek.
 
   “If the pain of whips and chains excited me,” I added. “Do they excite you?”
 
   He chuckled. “No, Delilah, they don’t, but…” He paused, thinking. “Hmm, tie you up and fuck you any way I want? Oh, yes. I’ve got some positions I want to try. Ones that would open you up, allowing my cock to slide all the way in. Deep, very deep. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? My cock buried all the way inside your tight little pussy? Fuck, that’s what I’m going to do when I get you home.”
 
   We hurried back to our building, both of us near bursting from all of our teasing. He at least got off once, while I was left to suffer.
 
   We weren’t even through the door of his condo when he had me pinned against the wall, grinding into me. Our movements were frantic and needy as he lifted me up and pulled me back into his bedroom.
 
   He let me go and began loosening his tie, placing it on the bed before removing his suit jacket. His eyes were dark as he looked me over and licked his lips. “Strip for me, baby.”
 
   Without hesitation, I began removing my clothing. He was watching me intently as he stripped himself. He groaned when I turned to unzip my skirt and lowered it to the ground, letting him get a good look at my backside as I bent over.
 
   “Yes.” He nodded. “You’d make a great sub. Train you up a bit, and you’d make a Dom very happy.”
 
   I turned and gaped at him.
 
   “What? It’s true,” he said as he slid his pants off.
 
   I knew he was teasing, trying to get a rise out of me. “I already told you, it doesn’t excite me.”
 
   He moved to stand in front of me, his hands around my back, pulling me to him. “Have you ever tried?”
 
   “I don’t like physical pain that’s meant to hurt. And are you telling me you’re a closet Dom?”
 
   He leaned in to nip my neck. “No, but I do love to dominate, to take what I want. You especially. You make it so easy, like you’re begging for it. I may not have a playroom and toys, but I will tell you what to do because I own your body.”
 
   I stepped back, my skin heating. It was true; he did own me. More than he knew. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation.”
 
   “I can. Tell me, Delilah. Say it.”
 
   I looked up at him from underneath my eyelashes. I knew what he wanted. “Yours,” I whispered as I bit my bottom lip and looked at his chest.
 
   His fingers made their way to my jaw and tilted my head up so we could meet eye to eye. “What was that?”
 
   “I’m fucking yours!” I growled out in frustration and embarrassment.
 
   “That’s right. Mine.”
 
   He wasted no time at all in showing me how much he owned me.
 
   “Feel that?” he asked as he stepped toward me.
 
   I cocked my eyebrow at him. “Feel what? What are you talking about?”
 
   He smirked at me and taunted me in a maddening, delicious way. “You don’t feel it?”
 
   “I can feel you looking at me like a piece of meat, if that’s what you’re talking about?” I was growing tired of the distance between us. I stepped closer, and he stepped to the side.
 
   “No, you don’t. You have to feel it first.”
 
   I groaned in frustration. “Forget it. I thought you were going to make today worth my while, not play stupid games with me. I’m sick of this shit!”
 
   I was ready to grab my stuff and head back out the door. B.O.B. was always willing to help me out, though he probably needed dusting off from the months of non-usage.
 
   “I’m talking about that knot in your stomach. The wetness dripping down your thigh. Your pussy clenching and pulsing, ready, all just from the way I’m looking at you. If you can’t feel it, then you’re more fucked up than I thought.” He stalked toward me with that damn smirk plastered in place.
 
   My anger was expanding with every second that he kept being such a prick. “Of course I feel those things. I’ve been feeling them all damn day long. So, what’s the point? You already know you do that to me.”
 
   “That’s right, you do feel it. That’s me owning your pussy and your ass. Don’t you forget it. Andrew doesn’t do that to you. I know he doesn’t. You get wet for me and nobody else.” He got so close I thought for sure he would take me, but he kept enough distance to keep the moisture building and threatening to slide down my thighs.
 
   “You’re a sick bastard, you know that?” I said.
 
   “I’m a sick bastard because I see what I do to you? I’m not blind. Just because I can smell your arousal and hear your heart beat fly when I’m this close to you does not make me sick.” He leaned in even closer so I could feel his humid breath on the side of my throat. “It’s all about desire, baby. You want me, and I want you to want me. Quit fucking talking to Andrew, and I’ll quit making you wait for your release.” He slipped away from me.
 
   Was he leaving the room? What the hell was going on?
 
   I almost began panicking. I knew this was more than jealousy and sex, but somehow he always found a way to confuse me right when I thought I had control again.
 
   “Fine. You don’t want me? I’ll call Andrew. I’m sure he’d more than love to take advantage of the wet conditions you caused.” I said it so flippantly I was shocked he believed me.
 
   His head snapped to look at me, eyes blazing in my direction. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to.
 
   He marched back to me, leaning over me, and hissed out quietly, “I don’t need whips and chains to make you obey me. If you want me to touch you, then you’ll stay the fuck away from that idiot.”
 
   Hands were on my hips, squeezing as they pulled me to him. At that moment, I didn’t care what he was saying or what he wanted me to do—his hands were on me, and I couldn’t think. I could only feel, and it was heaven.
 
   He bit down around my neck, palmed my breasts and ground his hard cock into me. Each time I moaned out, he smiled and his body became more frenzied. I heard him groan out, “Mine,” several times, but I wasn’t listening. All I could hear was the sound of his panting and the blood rushing, drumming, in my head.
 
   He had me pinned under his weight and acted like he thought I might leave as he strained to keep me positioned under him. That was the furthest thing from my mind. I wasn’t going anywhere. I wasn’t struggling to get away. I loved every minute of it and was trying to get more. It felt so good that I couldn’t stay still. It was more than my body could bear.
 
   It was what I lived for, what I craved. His hands, his mouth, his insatiable cock were doing things to me that were unspeakable, but at the same time were an all-consuming, pleasurable insanity.
 
   His fingers were working at a furious pace while he sucked hard on my nipples, kissing and nipping his way between the two. I was writhing beneath him, my hands fisted in his hair, my pussy begging for release.
 
   I was stranded, staring over the edge into the brilliant white that awaited me, when his hand and mouth disappeared. He left me pinned with my hands above my head, legs spread wide, and trapped beneath his.
 
   I was in shock for a moment and tried to move, but he had me restrained and at his mercy. I wanted to come. Needed to. The pain and ache was unbearable.
 
   “Please!” 
 
   So close. I’d been so close. He knew it and pulled me back.
 
   “You have no idea how badly I want to slam into you and fuck you until you can’t walk. But I like this game and want to keep playing.” He breathed hot and heavy into my ear. “You writhing, going insane with the need to come. Should I let you come?”
 
   I didn’t answer.  He wouldn’t dare keep me from coming. Earlier, he had said it would happen, and he hadn’t let me down thus far.
 
   He started rubbing the length of his shaft up and down my pussy. Each time he hit my clit, I mewled in anticipation of him giving me my release.
 
   “That’s it, baby. You like that? Call out my name next time, and maybe I’ll let you finish,” he taunted. He rubbed his dick up my folds and bit into my shoulder.
 
   I screamed out his name. I was right there. It was infuriating.
 
   Tears welled up in my eyes, my body burning. He continued to push me further, harder, before pulling away.
 
   “Please!” I wailed. My head shook from side to side, my sanity slipping.
 
   Mine wasn’t the only sanity that was slipping, because he moved his legs, freeing my own, before he slammed into me.
 
   I cried out as he filled me and put me on the edge again with one thrust of his hips. There was no pause, no waiting. He pulled out and slammed back in with the same intensity. Over and over.
 
   Out, in. Once more and I was gone, freefalling as I pulsed and clenched around his cock. He howled out, almost like he was in pain when he exploded, unable to hold back any longer.
 
   “Fuck,” he whimpered into my neck, collapsing onto me.
 
   After a moment of rest, he rolled onto his back, pulling me with him. My head landed on his chest, hand over his heart. It was beating beneath my palm at a furious tempo, matching my own. I couldn’t move even if I’d wanted to.
 
   His fingers ran through my hair, pushing the damp strands back and over my shoulder. He began humming as he caressed up and down my arm, his lips pressing a light kiss to my forehead as I drifted off to sleep. 
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   It was two weeks later, on a Monday, and just like all previous Mondays, the Boob Squad, or the “Nathan Thorne Fan Club,” had to make their presence known as soon as they walked in the door. It had been a boobs-on-parade show all day long, and I was ready to explode.
 
   Just before three, the President made her grand entrance. I watched her through the door as she perked her breasts in her bra before walking in, and I wondered idly if she knew I could see her, or if she just didn’t care. Then again, it could be that I was invisible to her since Nathan’s arrival. I’d officially become another piece of furniture.
 
   Jennifer sat on the edge of his desk. “Nathan, can you take a look at this, please? I think I need to switch something around, but I’m not sure.”
 
   She leaned over, pointing to the sentence in question, making sure her breasts were spilling out in front of his face. I could swear every day they were showing more and more. He’d been here over three months, and the conservative garb we all wore had been thrown out the window in favor of street-walker attire, all meant to entice a being that wouldn’t be enticed. He couldn’t stand them, but was polite to them anyway.
 
   “Hmm, you need to word this part a little different. As it’s written, you’ve left them an out,” he said.
 
   Her head tilted in confusion. “An out?”
 
   I couldn’t help but let out a laugh.
 
   They both turned to look at me, and I couldn’t stop the laughter. I wasn’t sure if the hilarity I found in the situation was due to her stupidity, or if my plan of straddling him with her watching was becoming too close to reality, and I was going insane with desire. He’d been teasing me again all day long, and I was more than ready to jump him as soon as the moment presented itself.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, my laughter dying down. “I…umm…just got an email and…it was funny.”
 
   Jennifer huffed and roll her eyes. “Shouldn’t you be working instead of playing, Delilah?”
 
   I turned to look at her and wondered where my stapler was in the paper tray that was my desk. Would it be bad if I chucked it at her?
 
   Instead, I gave her a sweet smile and stood, grabbing my coffee cup. “Well, you know, emails from Jack Holloway that have bad spellings in them tend to tickle me.”
 
   I walked out of the room, but didn’t miss Jennifer’s jab at me as I went. “God, she is such a bitch. I don’t know how you stand being near her.”
 
   Nathan chuckled. “It’s not easy, trust me.”
 
   I wandered down the hall in a Nathan-induced haze, combined with a red haze of the Boob Squad murder plots that were roaming around in my brain.
 
   In the break room, the coffee was out. Again. I started a new pot, and as I waited for it to brew, I slammed my head against the cabinet.
 
   “Ah, there’s a ‘member’ in your office,” Caroline called from the doorway.
 
   “Ha, what gave me away?”
 
   “The slow destruction of the cabinet with your head?”
 
   I turned to face her, pulling off a small smile. She returned it before her eyes widened and her hand brushed the hair away from my neck.
 
   “What the hell is that?”
 
   Fuck!
 
   Nathan decided I was no longer allowed to hide my neck through scarves, and I’d been able to accomplish it with a combination of higher collars and having my hair down. I didn’t have one of my normal high-collared shirts on that day due to a heat wave. I just couldn’t take it.
 
   In a nervous motion, I pulled my hair back around to try and hide the newest bite mark created by Nathan. It wasn’t that I was ashamed, because I wanted to display them, but it wasn’t appropriate for work. Especially in our profession.
 
   “Nothing,” I replied.
 
   “Nothing my ass, Lila. That is a fucking bruise in the shape of teeth!”
 
   I shushed her, covering her mouth with my hand.
 
   She laughed as I pulled my hand away, and I couldn’t help but join.
 
   “Your guy really goes at it, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, he gets a little…overzealous sometimes.”
 
   “Am I ever going to meet Mr. Biter? You’ve been together for what? Over two months now?” Her eyebrow quirked, her expression demanding an answer.
 
   “It’s complicated,” I explained with a sigh.
 
   “Well?” She motioned with her hand for me to explain.
 
   I looked from side to side, right in time to catch Mark entering.
 
   “Later, okay?”
 
   I returned my attention to the coffee pot and poured myself a fresh cup. Caroline sidled up next to me as we waited for Mark to leave.
 
   As soon as he was out of earshot, she was on me again, unrelenting. “What the hell is the big secret, Delilah?”
 
   It was never a good thing when she used my full name. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   She studied me, her bitch brow quirked. “Fine. But no more bullshit. That’s all you’ve been feeding me for weeks. I want to know everything. Everything. Hear me, missy?”
 
   I nodded in agreement. “You better bring some wine.”
 
   “Oh shit, it’s that kind of talk?”
 
   I thought about it for a moment before changing my suggestion to something stronger. “Maybe some tequila.”
 
   Caroline wrapped me into a hug and leaned in to whisper in my ear. “Fuck. Who the hell are you messed up with? I can see you’re in deep, and that worries me. Because you know I’ll fuck him up if he hurts you, right?”
 
   I gave her a hug in thanks before agreeing. I headed back to my office with a fresh cup, thankful that I’d met her. Caroline was such a great friend, and one of the few I’d divulged my past to. It was strange and so wonderful to have someone who cared so much about me.
 
   My hopes were high that Jennifer was gone, but alas, she was still there.
 
   Twenty-five excruciating minutes later, she left, and I was free to turn and glare at Nathan. He smirked at me and chuckled at my obvious disdain. All I could think the entire time she was there was—how in the hell did she make it through law school, let alone pass the Bar?
 
   The realization she was acting stupid popped into my head, and I wanted to slam my hand on the desk at the hilarity. She was stupid, just not law-stupid. She really thought he’d be interested in her if she acted like a dumb blonde?
 
   An email showed up from Caroline, pulling me from my inner thoughts and reminding me to warn Nathan not to come over. I pulled my phone out of my purse and typed up a quick message, and sent it off to him.
 
   Change of plans. Caroline is coming over. I can’t hide you from her any longer. I trust her. I’ll come over once she leaves.
 
   In my peripheral, I could see him looking down toward his hip where his phone rested. His features scrunched up before returning to the computer screen in front of him.
 
   The afternoon wore on, and at about half past five Nathan said goodnight, and I decided it was time to call it a day. I gathered up my belongings and walked down the hall to Caroline’s office. We headed down to the parking lot, talking about our day before separating and driving to my place.
 
   As soon as we walked in, Caroline headed to the bathroom, and I walked into my bedroom, stripping off my skirt suit and finding some shorts and a tank top to slip on, as well as a set for Caroline.
 
   I was surprised when not five minutes after we had arrived, my front door opened. 
 
   What surprised me even more was when I shuffled out of the bedroom and found Nathan setting down a few bags on my kitchen counter.
 
   He greeted me with a smile. “Hey. I picked us up some food to make dinner with. I was thinking that chicken bake you made a couple of weeks ago. God, that was good.”
 
   My eyes were wide as I looked back to the bathroom door, willing Caroline to stay in until I could shoo him out.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, shocked he would still come over.
 
   Didn’t he get my text? I needed to get him out before Caroline found him.
 
   He smirked and pulled me into his arms as soon as I was within grabbing distance. His mouth moved down my jaw to my neck, nipping and sucking as he went.
 
   “Mmm, well a song on the radio said something about disrobing, then probing. I was thinking we could do a lot of that tonight.” His fingers made their way under my shirt to my nipple, tweaking it.
 
   “Fuck,” I cried out.
 
   In a sudden movement, he picked me up by my ass and sat me down on the counter, pushing his way between my thighs. Not that I minded—it was my favorite place for him to be—but he was sidetracking me from my mission.
 
   His hand had made its way up my shorts and his fingers began teasing my clit and folds. “You like that, don’t you, my little whore?”
 
   My eyes fluttered close. “I love your fucking dirty mouth.”
 
   “Mmm, I love it when you say ‘fucking.’ I like being in control, fucking you how I want. You’re so willing to please me, and I love watching you come.” His fingers pushed forward with each word. “No one is as beautiful and sexy as you when you’re coming undone around me.” 
 
   I stifled a cry, not wanting to alert Caroline and have her come out before I could get Nathan to listen to me.
 
   “Nathan, didn’t you get my text?”
 
   “You sent me a text? My phone died after lunch.”
 
   My blood ran cold. “Crap!” I cried out, trying to calm the situation that was rapidly spiraling out of control.
 
   This was a very difficult task as my body complied to his every request, silent or spoken.
 
   “You taste so fucking good.” He thrust his fingers into me with slow, deep strokes, seeming to be lost to his state of lust.
 
   “Nathan, please…wait.”
 
   “You’ve made me wait all day; I’m not waiting any longer. Wearing that skirt to torture me…you little cocktease.”
 
   “You don’t… ah!” I cried out as he pinched my nipple. “Hold on! W-what skirt?”
 
   “The skirt you were wearing the first time I fucked you in our office.” His tongue swirled around the mark on my neck, his teeth nipping at it, his hips grinding his hand further into me.
 
   “Nathan, don’t be mad,” I said, the sound of the bathroom door closing hitting my ears, making my panic rise.
 
   His hands and lips stopped, his body frozen. “Lila, is there someone here?”
 
   “I tried to tell you…the text I sent.”
 
   “Shit.” He growled, his grip tightening, his head buried into my neck.
 
   “Oh. My. God!” Caroline’s voice rang from the hallway.
 
   I lifted my head to glance over Nathan’s shoulder and saw her shocked face. The sound of her purse hitting the tile floor rang out, echoing off the walls.
 
   “Fuck,” Nathan whispered into my ear followed by a sigh of resignation.
 
   He turned to look at her, his fingers still buried in my now soaking wet pussy. He removed his fingers, my body letting out a shudder as he did, and brought the fingers to his mouth as he stared at me. Sucking them between his lips, he cleaned his fingers off and returned his attention back to Caroline, who was staring slack-jawed at him.
 
   “Hi, Caroline. Dinner?” Nathan asked, walking to the sink and washing his hands. He moved to the abandoned groceries and began putting them away in their proper place.
 
   Caroline watched in stunned silence while my attention volleyed between the two. I was wondering when she was going to snap out of it, and when I was going to have to explain what was going on.
 
   In the meantime, Nathan moved about my kitchen in fluid motions, putting the groceries away before pulling out the cutting board and a mixing bowl.
 
   Boy, did I hope I had some sort of drink hidden in my fridge that would help me make it through the night, because I was going to need it, and so was Caroline.
 
   The situation was not how I had envisioned revealing Nathan to Caroline. A quiet, wine-filled evening as I slowly divulged the real identity of “Christopher” and explained what I could without exposing too much, too many of his secrets and pains.
 
   Due to bad luck and dead cellphone batteries, I was sitting on my kitchen counter after having been fingered, watching him move around my kitchen with Caroline still staring in shock.
 
   No, not how I saw the evening going at all. I was scrambling, wondering how to tell my best friend I’d been in a fucked-up relationship with my work partner, against company policy, before she exploded.
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   The scene in the kitchen was stagnant, waiting to unfold when Caroline finally found her voice. She turned and gaped at me, her mouth popping open and closed, reminding me of a fish. The sight would have made me laugh if the situation hadn’t been so serious.
 
   With a deep sigh, I jumped down from the counter and walked to stand in front of her.
 
   “Nathan?” Her voice was almost shrill.
 
   I nodded and turned to find him already cleaning the chicken for me, letting me deal with my friend’s initial outburst.
 
   Caroline struggled to string her words together. “How… I mean… Really?”
 
   Again, I nodded.
 
   “But…it’s Nathan Thorne. You despise him.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me closer. “He’s your Christopher?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied. “I wanted to tell you, I did…I wanted… ”
 
   Caroline silenced me, placing her hand up between us as she stared at Nathan’s back. Her fist grabbed the front of my shirt and she dragged me into the living room. Her eyes were still glued on the kitchen when she stopped and pulled me closer, her face mere inches from mine.
 
   “Let me get this straight. You are fucking Nathan-fucking-Thorne?” she hissed.
 
   I swallowed hard before responding. “Yes. Caroline, I…”
 
   “Shush.” She slapped her hand over my mouth. I stared at her in shock. “You are fucking Nathan Thorne?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and nodded. How many times did I have to tell her?
 
   “Holy. Fucking. Shit. You are fucking Nathan Thorne.” She smiled, beaming at me.
 
   I grabbed her hand and removed it from my mouth. “I wanted to tell you. It’s just…well… What are you smiling about?”
 
   Her grin widened. “You, Lila Palmer, are fucking Nathan Thorne.”
 
   “Yes, Jesus, how many times do you have to say it?”
 
   “That means the Boob Squad doesn’t have their hands on him. That means that you gave him all the hickies I’ve seen on him…and he gave you yours.” Her mouth popped open. “That means the reason he hasn’t gone to the bar in the last few months is because he’s been with you.”
 
   “Yes. I couldn’t tell you because…well…what we have is complicated.”
 
   Caroline nodded in understanding. “Yeah, you said ‘Christopher’ was broken. Jesus…Nathan doesn’t seem to be like that. I don’t see it.”
 
   “He has a better act than I do.”
 
   Caroline stood there, her arms folded across her chest, a contemplative look etched on her face. A moment later, she made an abrupt turn and walked back into the kitchen. I followed, wondering what was going on.
 
   Thus far, I found his response more disturbing than Caroline’s. I had no idea what was going on inside his head. As soon as he saw Caroline, he began the mindless task of putting groceries away and prepping for dinner.
 
   I watched on with a wary eye as Caroline approached Nathan’s back. He turned at the sound of her footsteps against the tile. She stopped about a foot in front of him, invading his personal space. His act was perfectly in place, and he seemed as cool as ever.
 
   “You.” She pointed her finger at him, in an accusing way. “Hurt her and I’ll fuck you up. Understood?”
 
   I let out a little giggle from the expression that formed on his face. His eyes were wide in fear of the woman in front of him. She was over half a foot shorter than him and about half his weight, yet she was standing there intimidating a former federal prosecutor.
 
   “Understood.”
 
   “Are you being safe with my girl? I’ve seen you with some floozies.”
 
   “I’m clean. Promise.”
 
   “Better fucking be, bucko.”
 
   And with that, she was smiling again.
 
   Warmth spread in my heart, the love for my friend growing. This was something new, something I had never experienced but had read about and seen in movies. The best friend warning the guy. Caroline was already friends with both Andrew and I when our relationship began, so I had missed this experience then.
 
   “So, you two…” Caroline began, diving in now that her brain was working again. “When did all of this start up? Did it happen one day here, or was it an office tryst one night type of thing?” Caroline smiled and waggled her eyebrows.
 
   I could feel the blood flooding to my face, and my eyes widened. Nathan froze mid slice, clearing his throat before continuing.
 
   Her expression returned to the one of shock that had frozen on her face before “Seriously? In the office? In your office?”
 
   I nodded, swallowing hard, too embarrassed to speak.
 
   “Wow, you’re my kinky idol now, Lila.” She leaned back against the counter with a smile.
 
   “What? I…he…” I stammered in protest.
 
   “I bet it was hot.”
 
   “Of course it was hot.” Nathan turned to look at Caroline and spoke freely for the first time. “Look at her. She is fucking gorgeous and sexy as hell. Sin should be her middle name.”
 
   Caroline stared as he spoke, the grin spreading on her face. “So, have words of love been shared?”
 
   At the mention of love between us, Nathan stopped what he was doing. My eyes were glued to his back, watching the muscles in his shoulders and back tense.
 
   “What did I say?” Caroline asked, her head moving between the two of us, startled by his sudden shift.
 
   I was used to his mood swings, but Caroline was used to the mask. He turned from his spot against the counter and his eyes found mine, holding my stare for a moment before he moved to the sink and washed his hands.
 
   “I think it’s about time you took over. I’m going to go change,” he declared as he dried his hands.
 
   “All right. Thank you.” I hated that his mood had soured.
 
   As he walked past me, he stopped and leaned down, placing a quick kiss to the top of my head, surprising me, before heading up to his condo.
 
   Caroline stared after him. “What the hell was that?”
 
   I let out a sigh as I headed to the sink and washed my hands before moving to finish cutting the chicken Nathan had started. I tried to explain to her as best I could. “Nathan is…complicated…and damaged. What you see on the outside, at the office, is just a façade. Like pretty new siding over an old, dilapidated house.”
 
   Caroline considered this for a moment, mulling over everything. “But, you consider yourselves boyfriend and girlfriend, right? Dating?”
 
   I bit my lip, trying to find the best way to describe our status, or lack thereof. “No, our relationship is…undefined. The only word we use is ‘mine.’”
 
   “Well…it may not be a declaration of a relationship, but it is a claim, I suppose. You only see each other?”
 
   “Yes. Every day, actually.”
 
   “Every day? Do you sleep in the same bed?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Every night?”
 
   “Yes.” My hand slowed down as I continued to cut into the food, realizing just how pathetic it all must sound to her.
 
   “Wow…just…I don’t know, Lila. I see now why your insomnia has gone away if you’re sleeping with him every night.” Her brow scrunched in concern. I could see the sadness in her eyes. “This is not what I was expecting you to tell me tonight.”
 
   “I didn’t want to keep it from you, but the way things happened between us was unconventional.”
 
   “So, that night at the bar, that was after the office romp?” she asked, and I nodded. “I wondered why he was acting so weird. He didn’t like Andrew near his girl.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “He doesn’t like Andrew at all, and the feeling is mutual. I don’t get it.”
 
   “Men. I know you don’t understand them—who does—but, let’s put it this way…you used to be Andrew’s, and now your Nathan’s. I know Andrew still has a thing for you, and Nathan clearly does. Neither of them likes the thought of you with the other.”
 
   Her inquisition was hitting so many nerves. I had to concentrate on cutting, otherwise I was going to lose a finger. I squinted, trying to focus on every little movement I made. “But Andrew doesn’t know about us.”
 
   “Doesn’t matter. He’s a guy, and therefore all other guys are possibilities of taking you. Something Nathan seems to do very well.” She gave me a wink.
 
   I felt the blush creep over my skin. “Yes, he does.”
 
   “I wonder what happened to him.”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “All I know is he used to be a federal prosecutor and that something bad happened, scaring him.”
 
   “Oh, I know. We can Google him!”
 
   She bounced with excitement and ran to her purse. As soon as she had her phone in her hand, she began searching for him. My hand reached out and covered the screen, causing her gaze to snap up to mine, confusion swirling in her eyes.
 
   I stared at her. “You can do that, but don’t tell me. I tried once, but when the search came up, I closed it. I want to hear it from him when he’s ready.” Caroline studied me for a few moments, and all I could do was blink back at her. “What?”
 
   “Oh my God. You’re in love with him.”
 
   “Is that what this feeling is?” I asked, reflecting on all the emotions that swirled around inside me. 
 
   My hand rested on my chest, right over my heart. Love? Could it really be? I’d never been in love before, not even with Andrew…in fact, the only love I had was my platonic love for Caroline and my foster family. The idea both thrilled and frightened me.
 
   She smiled at me, her hand moving to brush a strand of hair behind my ear. “Yes, sweetie, that’s what that feeling is.”
 
   After that, her attention was drawn back to the shiny piece of technology in her hand. I watched Caroline as she surfed for Nathan, looking for the information to quench her curiosity. I knew the moment she found what she was looking for. Her expression said it all.
 
   As I feared, her smile of excitement fell from her face, sadness replacing it. Her hand moved to cover her mouth, her body sagging against the counter for support.
 
   Her body language answered all my unspoken questions. Again, I felt the pang in my chest. Would I be enough to keep him with me?
 
   I heard the sound of a key in the lock followed by the door closing. Nathan had returned.
 
   “How’s dinner coming?” he asked, and I couldn’t help but lick my lips at the sight of him when he rounded the corner.
 
   Nathan was sin in a suit and equally as sinful in jeans and a T-shirt. To be honest, anything or nothing on Nathan, it didn’t matter—he always looked delicious.
 
   Caroline walked up to stand a few feet right in front of him. “I’m sorry. I Googled you. Don’t worry. I won’t say anything to anyone, even Lila. She wants to hear it from you when you’re ready,” Caroline blurted, wide-eyed and speaking fast.
 
   Nathan’s eyes rounded in what looked like fear and he swallowed hard. He leaned down toward her and lowered his tone. “I need to request that you please make sure you do. Only a few trusted people in the office know. I stress this because what you learned isn’t the whole story, nor wholly true, and I don’t want rumors spreading.”
 
   “I promise. I won’t say a word. It’s not my place anyway,” she assured him.
 
   Her reaction flared my curiosity again. In one search, he gained her trust and devotion, a hard feat.
 
   “Thank you, Caroline.”
 
   The rest of dinner went off without a hitch. There was no more talk about Nathan’s past, and only a few times did Caroline bring up Andrew’s name. She did it just to watch Nathan’s reaction to it, of that I was certain. Her eyes lit up every time, and she smiled when his eyes narrowed. She’d then look to me with a knowing smile. We talked about work, the office, and Nathan’s fan club.
 
   It was then that Nathan found out what I called his admirers; I’d never told him. He also vowed he would forever refer to them as “B.S.” so that we could be discreet when talking about them in the office. He also assured Caroline that he didn’t buy any of the B.S.’s BS.
 
   When he laughed at his little joke, I couldn’t help but stare in wonder at the smile that formed. It was new. It wasn’t forced, nor a small one. I’d never seen him smile like that, and I was awestruck at the beauty of it and the light feeling coming off Nathan at that moment. I etched it into my memory, because there was a chance I would never see him like that again.
 
   Around nine, Caroline said her goodnights and that she’d see us in the morning, promising to act normal.
 
   I turned to him as we cleaned up the mess from dinner. “Did your phone really die?” I had to admit, I loved that we were able to spend time with someone else knowing about us. It was liberating.
 
   He smirked, and my suspicion flared up. Had he known and come anyway? 
 
   “Yes, it died after lunch.”
 
   “How long after lunch?” I asked.
 
   A devilish grin spread across his lips. “Sometime around when you got coffee. I was surprised to find she followed you home. I thought she would come over later.”
 
   “Oh, God, you did read it and came over anyway?”
 
   “Technically, I read half of it…then my phone died.”
 
   “Unbelievable!”
 
   “I thought it was a good idea. One of your friends should know, in case…” He trailed off. I didn’t ask him to elaborate. I’d learned that sometimes it was best to let certain things go. He would tell me in his own time.
 
   I hoped.
 
   “You couldn’t have given me a heads up? I was freaking out!”
 
   He placed a kiss on my neck. “I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   He wiggled his eyebrows. “Oh, I think I have a few tricks up my sleeves…and down my pants.”
 
   I shook my head and chuckled. “Do you, now? I’m not sure I’m convinced of your professed prowess.”
 
   A complete lie. He had shown me again and again his skills in the bedroom—or wall, living room, elevator, shower, just about anywhere and everywhere.
 
   “Are you challenging my ability to make you come and come often?” he questioned in mock incredulity.
 
   He was being playful. Just what had gotten into him that evening, I didn’t know. Maybe he had taken his meds when he was upstairs. Whatever it was, I wasn’t going to complain. I liked this side of him. A lot.
 
   After the dishes were dry and put away, he leaned over and picked me up, tossing me over his shoulder.
 
   I cried out in protest. “Nathan!”
 
   “Time for bed, number one.”
 
   “Number one?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, you’re number one in the Boob Squad.”
 
   “Says who and why?” My hands reached out to grab his perfect ass, hovering in front of my eyes.
 
   He cried out my name in surprise, smacking my ass before answering. “Because you show me a hell of a lot more of your tits than they do. Way more of them, and way more often.”
 
   We reached my bedroom and he dropped me down onto the bed, his body crashing on top of mine. His hands roamed up my arms, moving them, pinning them above my head. The bulge in his pants was being pressed into my hot center, right where I wanted him. My hips tilted upward to grind against him, resulting in a hiss before his hooded eyes came within mere inches of my own. Neither one of us could stop smiling for the next several breaths as he continued to nestle himself between my thighs and rock me a little back and forth.
 
   Then the mood shifted as his eyes darkened.
 
   “Something you want, baby?” His voice was low and husky, and I shivered at his question. I lifted my hips in response, earning another small hiss. “Words, Delilah. Tell me in words what you want.”
 
   “Kiss me,” I replied, wanting to feel his lips against mine, to taste him.
 
   “Where?”
 
   My breathing picked up, hips rocking.
 
   “Everywhere,” I whispered, unable to get any other sound out.
 
   His lips crashed into mine, his tongue sliding in and tasting me.
 
   Sex was where we felt safe, where we knew each other. Nothing else seemed to matter when we took a hold of each other that way. I didn’t have to worry about Caroline, about the next day at the office. None of it mattered because I was with him and we both had what we wanted. There was sanity in the chaos. And breath back in my body.
 
   He released my lips, his eyes staring into mine with a softness that had my heart hammering. “I meant it, you know.”
 
   My eyes fluttered at the soft caress of his fingers moving along my cheek and down my neck. “Meant what?”
 
   “When I told Caroline how beautiful and sexy you are.” His lips ghosted across mine before his eyes scrunched in pain and he shook his head. “I don’t know how anyone could ever tell you different, but they were wrong. Believe me, baby, they were so wrong about it all. It kills me and pisses me off to no end to know that there are more of their lies rattling around inside that head of yours.”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes, and I had to look away. “You can’t know they were all lies.”
 
   He cupped my cheek, bringing my gaze back up to his. “Yes, I can. I may be fucked up beyond repair, but I can still see the truth. You deserve so much…you deserve a loving heart and a caring hand, understanding and kind words to erase the false ones.”
 
   My heart clenched, a tear releasing from my eye and rolling down my cheek. The sincerity in what he said took me by surprise. My arms wrapped around his shoulders, pulling him closer as I buried my face into his neck, a small sob breaking free.
 
   His arms wrapped around me like a secure blanket. He made soothing sounds as his hand brushed over my hair.
 
   “It’s okay, Honeybear, I’ve got you.”
 
   I didn’t know if he knew the implications of what he said, but I wanted all of it, and I wanted it with him.
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   Later that week, thanks to the Boob Squad, we became aware of the accused offenders of the alleged affair: Sadie from our accounting department and Will from tax law. They were not only hiding a relationship, but were expecting.
 
   The story running rampant was Benjamin and his wife were at the OB/GYN for a checkup when they bumped into Will and Sadie. Benjamin’s wife told one of her friends about it, who told another, who told another, and so on, before it ended up in one of the biggest office gossip’s ear. You didn’t tell Sheila, Mr. Holloway’s assistant, anything that you didn’t want spread around.
 
   I felt bad for them, worrying about when the situation came to a head. I understood Holloway & Holloway’s policy and why it was in place. I was there during the Antonio and Karen blowup. The difference I found here was that Sadie and Will worked in separate departments and never interacted for work, while Karen had been Antonio’s legal assistant.
 
   Mr. Holloway could amend it so that they could keep their jobs because they were in different parts of the business. I knew Jack was kind and just trying to protect his business and his employees, but if he couldn’t amend it for this couple, I knew there was no hope for Nathan and me. Either way, we would be separated at work, both of us fired for our indiscretion.
 
   I feared that day.
 
   Even though I couldn’t express my feelings for him at the office, just having him near soothed me. Thinking about not having him there was enough to almost send me into a panic. I wanted to be near him.
 
   Always.
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   I was amazed how fast time moved since Nathan had come into my life. Two weeks had passed since Caroline had joined in on our little secret. She’d been doing a great job hiding the fact that she knew anything was going on. In fact, she joined in with me against Nathan and the Boob Squad in our less-than-friendly, sarcastic banter in the office, and then laughed all through lunch about the reactions.
 
   I think she was having way too much fun, but that’s what made it great because Nathan would laugh at night about the things Caroline had said during the day.
 
   Nathan laughing was something I wanted to encourage as much as possible. I couldn’t wait to tell him that night that Caroline had called Tiffany a “street-walker-wannabe” due to the outfit she had picked out that day.
 
   I shuffled the groceries, setting them on the floor of the elevator as I stripped off my suit jacket, revealing the tank top beneath. I sighed as the cool air hit my heated skin.
 
   I hated having to hide my arms, but the bruises…I knew people wouldn’t understand.
 
   While folding my jacket over my arm, I leaned down to rifle through my purse in search of my keys. I found them just in time for the elevator doors to open and picked everything back up. I twisted the key in the lock and made my way inside, kicking the door closed with my foot.
 
   The sound of voices could be heard as I walked to his kitchen to put the bags down. It didn’t sound like the television, and I was certain one of the voices was Nathan’s.
 
   “Nathan?” I called out.
 
   There was a pause and some more mumbled words before his voice rang out. “In the living room.”
 
   I crossed the hall and turned the corner before stopping dead in my tracks.
 
   Nathan had a visitor.
 
   Nathan never had visitors.
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” I apologized, but I wasn’t sure what for. Interrupting them? Seeing them? Being me?
 
   I was sure my eyes were wide as I took in the graying brown hair and crisp blue eyes of the attractive older man occupying a cushion on Nathan’s couch. My attention moved back to Nathan, and he beckoned me to his side. I was nervous as I walked to stand next to him, still in shock at seeing another person in his home and not knowing how to act because of it.
 
   “Lila, I’d like to introduce you to my father, George Thorne. Dad, this is Lila, my…my Lila.” His grip tightened on my waist, pulling me closer to him.
 
   A gasp drew my attention back to the man I now knew as Nathan’s father. He was looking at me with surprised eyes, filled with joy.
 
   He held out his hand. “Lila, it’s a true pleasure to meet you.”
 
   Stepping away from Nathan, I walked forward and took his hand in mine. “You as well, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   His fingers curled around my hand. “George, please.”
 
   His gaze moved down to my arm, and shock covered his entire face. It was quickly replaced with a forced smile.
 
   I looked down to see what brought about the change.
 
   Nathan’s hand print on my bicep and the light bruises on my wrist from where I had pulled at his tie when he had restrained me to the bed the previous night.
 
   “Are you staying for dinner, George? I’m making chicken marsala.” I pulled my hand free from his and stepped back to Nathan’s side.
 
   “No, no thank you, my dear. I would love to, but Mrs. Thorne is expecting me home soon,” he said, that forced smile still in place, his jaw tight.
 
   The tension in the air was thick as George looked from Nathan and back to me.
 
   “Well…I’ll just let you return to your conversation, and I’ll go work on dinner. It was very nice meeting you, George.”
 
   As soon as I was out of view, I heard George speak in hushed, harsh tones.
 
   “Nathan, are you…hurting her?”
 
   “What?” Nathan sounded truly bewildered.
 
   “Son, she has bruises on her biceps and wrists. Are you abusing that girl?”
 
   I stopped all movement in complete shock. He thought Nathan was hurting me? The thought made me sick. Nathan healed me—he never hurt me. The thought that someone, anyone, let alone his own father, had doubts about the kind of man Nathan was didn’t sit well with me. I couldn’t let it continue. I wouldn’t.
 
   I stormed out of the kitchen and into the living room, my hands at the hem of my shirt.
 
   “He is not hurting me,” I said, my voice raised and shaking. How could he even consider his son capable of abuse?
 
   “Lila, no.” Nathan reached for my hands. The panic was evident in his features.
 
   “No. He has to see. I will not allow your father to think you are abusing me! That you are hurting me!” I argued, pulling at my top.
 
   Nathan’s hands pushed mine back down. 
 
   “I said no, baby. Only I get to see you without your clothes, even if my father is a doctor.”
 
   We stared off, neither backing down from our positions.
 
   “Fine,” I conceded, my hands releasing the hem. Turning to George, I lifted my hair up, exposing the area hidden beneath. He gasped as his gaze took in the obvious bite marks on my neck and shoulder, handprint bruises on my arms, and my tank top exposed the bruises and bites along my chest. “I’m an easy bruiser, Mr. Thorne. Malice and hate does not mark me. Nathan’s passion and need do. I know the sting of an angry hand, and that is something Nathan does not have with me.”
 
   Sadness etched George’s face, and the same emotion echoed in Nathan’s. He lifted his hand up and caressed the marks he had left there. Leaning forward, he placed light, reverent kisses where he’d just touched.
 
   I grabbed a hold of Nathan’s shirt and pulled his collar back aside to show his father the matching bite marks I’d given his son. “See? He’s not doing anything to me that I don’t want him to. We just get a little…carried away, is all.”
 
   George cleared his throat, gaining Nathan’s attention again. Nathan pulled his head back, his hand gathering mine and lowering it down to our sides.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lila, Nathan. I was just concerned. It’s apparent your anger is getting out of control. I mean, look at what you’ve done to the entryway in the past few months. I was just worried that you…Darren told me you haven’t been by in months. He wanted me to let you know he won’t refill your prescriptions anymore unless you get back in to see him.”
 
   Nathan’s hand released mine and moved to his face, rubbing at his eyes. “I know, I know.”
 
   “This is serious, son. I want you to get better. I want to see you smiling again. I want to see you happy.” George’s gaze flickered to me. “But you’ll never be any of those if you don’t get help.”
 
   Nathan snorted in response. “Yeah, because the last three and a half fucking years of therapy have done wonders.”
 
   “It only works if you actually want help and work at getting better. Not going in months, not talking to him about your new relationship… Things are changing for you, and you need some support to help you get through this, work through this. To move on, so you aren’t weighed down any longer. You deserve it, as does Lila,” George said, love and concern written all over his face. “You’re going through your meds at a much faster rate than usual. David also told me you missed your last appointment.”
 
   “I had to reschedule it, that’s all.” Nathan’s tone was a bit harsh in his agitation. “And I’ll call and get in with Darren this week.”
 
   “Because you’re out of meds?”
 
   Nathan sighed and nodded in agreement, his father seeing the truth. 
 
   “Well, I should be headed out now before your mother begins to worry.” George pushed off the couch and moved to stand in front of Nathan. He wrapped his arms around his son, pulling him into a fierce hug. “I love you, Nathan.”
 
   Nathan hugged his father back with matched ferocity. “I love you too, Dad.”
 
   To my surprise and shock, George wrapped his arms around me and whispered in my ear. “Thank you, Lila. Please take good care of him.”
 
   I stood frozen in his arms for a moment, and then with slow, tentative movements, my arms wrapped around him. I still wasn’t good with hugs, and sudden ones, such as George’s, were the hardest.
 
   “Have a good night. I hope to see you at dinner sometime soon. Your mother misses you,” he added before turning for the door. “Oh, and don’t forget to bring this lovely young lady with you. Your mother would love to meet her. It was such a pleasure meeting you, Lila.”
 
   “You too,” I said as he stepped through the door.
 
   We stood in the living room for a few minutes before I broke the silence.
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   A grumble from Nathan’s stomach caused us both to laugh, breaking through the tension in the room.
 
   “Please.”
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   After dinner, Nathan grabbed my hand and pulled me to him, bringing my lips to his with a gentle touch.
 
   The kiss intensified and a few gropes later, he was pushing me against the counter. He released my lips and trailed kisses and nips down to my ear. “Come on, Honeybear, let’s move to the couch. I need a new batch of bruises on my body so I can scare the neighbors…”
 
   I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous nickname he had concocted for me and the silly things he was saying. The name started after the event at the bar with Andrew, when he’d interrupted us. Its use had increased to where it was now being spoken at least once daily. I was sure              it was being done to annoy me.
 
   However, I couldn’t stop the joy that filled me every time he said it—the warmth that spread through my heart.
 
   Walking into the living room, he sat down on the couch before reaching for the remote.
 
   “Why is it that you don’t want me to see Andrew, but your fan club can hang all over you?” I asked as I moved in front of him and straddled his legs before moving lower. His hands moved up to my waist, his thumbs making small circles on my skin. “That sounds like a double standard to me, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   “It’s simple. I have no interest in any of them, and I have never touched, nor will I ever touch, any of them. Andrew, on the other hand, has shared a bed with you, been in a relationship with you, had his cock inside you.” He growled the last part, his fingers flexing around my hips. “I know he wants you, and you have every opportunity to go back to him. He wants to take what’s mine.”
 
   “They want what’s mine,” I pointed out. “And how do you know Andrew wants me?”
 
   Nathan sighed and gave me an exasperated look.
 
   “Delilah, I know you’re naïve in some regards, but trust me, he wants you back. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. And, yes, the girls may want what’s yours, but have I ever touched them? Have I ever given any indication I wanted to pursue any of them? I don’t want to pursue anyone.”
 
   “You pursue me,” I said, regretting it as soon as the words passed my lips.
 
   Bad idea, Lila. Monumental-sized bad idea.
 
   His mood change was swift, and he became sullen, his hands stopping their movement across my skin.
 
   “Yes. Against my better judgment.”
 
   “What does your judgment tell you to do?”
 
   “It says that it’s better for you if we weren’t together, but that line of thinking makes me want to go mad and I find it even harder to let go of you.”
 
   “So…you’re saying…that your heart pursues me?” I pressed, praying to God he would give me some slight indication of how he felt about me. Even a hint that he cared for me. I needed to hear it. I desperately craved the affections of his heart. “Your head rejects me, but your heart wants me?”
 
   After some thought, I realized it would have been better if I’d hit him with a frying pan at that moment, rather than let those words slip past my lips.
 
   His eyes widened as he stared, unblinking, at me. His grip tightened, pulling me closer, his forehead leaning to rest against mine, his eyes screwed tight. Tension was radiating off him. The turmoil happening inside him was my own selfish doing and was difficult to watch, making me feel helpless. Hadn’t I accepted he didn’t operate this way, that he might not ever be able to say the words or express any real, lasting affection for me?
 
   “I’m sorry…” I trailed off, my hands creating soothing motions on his back.
 
   He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled my body flush with his. His lips trailed down my neck and across my shoulder, dropping my tank top strap down my arm, ending the conversation there and moving on to what we both needed.
 
   To the only way he knew how to express his feelings.
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   “Oh, my God. Could you quit flaunting your tits around? I’m getting so sick of looking at yours, I can hardly stand to look at my own. And, by the way, if he hasn’t taken the bait yet, he isn’t going to.” Caroline was attempting to get the point across to two B.S. members, Kelly and Tiffany.
 
   I was having a very difficult time keeping my coffee in my mouth. It was threatening to fly out all over my desk, files, and computer screen. There was nothing worse than coffee-stained documents.
 
   I chanced a glance over at Nathan, also attempting not to laugh, his hand covering his mouth, concealing his upturned lips. His eyes betrayed him, laugh lines crinkling in the corners.
 
   Laugh lines.
 
   My addiction to seeing them was growing stronger every day. Each time he smiled, I wanted more.
 
   Caroline was living up our secret to the fullest by giving it to the Boob Squad.
 
   “Whatever, Caroline.” Kelly sneered, pulling me from my internal musing, before grabbing Tiffany’s arm and leaving our office.
 
   We continued to snicker about them after they left, our good mood making the office feel light.
 
   It was short-lived when Andrew’s voice rang out around the walls.
 
   “Morning!” he greeted with a huge grin.
 
   He and Nathan exchanged a brief glare before he turned back to me and smiled.
 
   Andrew seemed to note our grins. “Did I miss something?”
 
   “Just Caroline showing the Boob Squad why she rocks,” I answered.
 
   “Awesome!” He reached out to Caroline for a high-five. “Oh! Hey, Lila, guess who I ran into last night?” he asked, plopping down on the chair in the corner of our office.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Teresa,” he stated.
 
   My face lit up with a smile. “I thought she and Armando were still in Europe.”
 
   “Yeah, apparently Joan found another kid that needed a home and, well, you know Teresa.”
 
   I smiled as a picture of Joan Stateman popped into my head. It was with Joan’s help that I got out and was able to see what a normal family was like. It was because of them I had gotten as far as I had in life, despite my rocky start. I owed them my life.
 
   “Yeah. She never passed up the opportunity to help any child,” I replied with a smile.
 
   “What are you two talking about?” Nathan asked.
 
   Andrew looked to me, I looked to Caroline, Caroline looked to Andrew, and we all looked to Nathan.
 
   “Well, umm, Teresa was my foster mom for a little while.”
 
   Nathan’s eyes grew wide as he stared at me in shock, his jaw slack.
 
   Caroline jumped up, pulling on Andrew’s arm. “Come on, Andrew, let’s go get some coffee.”
 
   “Umm, okay,” he mumbled, looking between Nathan and I in confusion.
 
    Caroline shut the door as they exited. Another reason to love her.
 
   “What?”
 
   I bit my lip and took a deep breath. Only Andrew and Caroline knew what I was about to divulge to Nathan. I wasn’t hiding it, I just couldn’t stand the twenty million questions people always had that followed. My ex-family’s words still haunted me. Why would I want to open that up to everyone?
 
   I let out a long breath before speaking. “A few months after my sixteenth birthday, I contacted a children’s law center to be emancipated from my family.”
 
   “Jesus fucking Christ.” Nathan ran his hand through his hair. 
 
   “Joan, she was my lawyer… In fact, she was the one who got me interested in law. Anyway, we never made it to court. Child services stepped in. Joan knew of a couple who liked to help out teens in situations such as mine, and so I moved to Indianapolis between my junior and senior year and finished out high school here.” My hands twisted in my lap as I went into details of my teenage years that few knew. “Teresa is a sweet, loving woman who was very patient with me. She was my first hug.”
 
   “Your first hug?” I could almost see the wheels turning in his head.
 
   I nodded. “My first real hug since I went to live with my father. Armando worked with me, showing me that what my father and stepbrother did was not how most men behaved. It took me a long time to trust him. I waited for the insults to slip from his lips, but only words of encouragement and caring ever came from him.” A small smile crept onto my lips. “Armando was a bit awkward, but that made him more endearing. Noah was also there, and he helped as well.”
 
   “Who’s Noah?”
 
   “Noah lived with Teresa and Armando when I moved in. He’s a year older than me. He came from a more abusive home than I did. He was headed to college that fall, something he never thought he would do. He showed me what a brother was supposed to be like. He was better adjusted than I was to people.”
 
   Nathan’s expression morphed before my eyes. So many emotions passed over his face as he digested it all. Every bit of pain, anger, and remorse that crossed his face solidified what kind of a man Nathan was inside. Especially compared to those I grew up with. The emotions he felt were not directed at me, but for me. I could see it in his face; he wanted to hurt those who had hurt me.
 
   “Do you want to know what my favorite Disney movie was?” I asked out of the blue.
 
   He looked up at me with soft eyes, and my heart fluttered. “I want to know anything you want to tell me.”
 
   “Cinderella. I used to pretend I was her and a prince would come and take me away.” A sad smile tugged on my lips. “It was when I was fourteen and Adam kicked me so hard he broke two ribs that my dream came crumbling down. The hospital, of course, believed the story my father told about what happened. He told them we were roughhousing when the truth was Adam was pissed off, and I was an available punching bag. It was then I realized that if I wanted out, I had to do it myself. No one was going to come rescue me. There was no prince on a white horse.”
 
   When I looked over, Nathan’s fists and jaw were clenched tight. “Did he do that to you often?”
 
   “It was mostly verbal. Yeah, he’d push me into walls every day, but a few times a year he would go off, and I’d be in the hospital again. I was ‘clumsy,’ you see. Clumsy Lila hurt herself again. Tripped and fell down the stairs. Can’t walk across a flat surface without falling. Clumsy, clumsy Lila.”
 
   I sat silent and still for a moment to collect myself; I’d been willing the tears away. When I turned to look at Nathan, he was staring at me with sadness and anger. I wasn’t sure how to make it better, so I kept silent.
 
   “Did your father hit you?” he asked through clenched teeth.
 
   My head unconsciously twitched at the thought, and Nathan hissed out a soft “fuck.”
 
   “He would slap me, but he never punched. He couldn’t stand to look at me, and if his eyes met mine, he would snap.”
 
   “Why then?” he asked.
 
   “Because he was staring at his eyes on the face of a woman he slept with once, years before, and he hated her for ruining his life. He hated me.”
 
   “Your mother?”
 
   “She died in a car accident when I was five. Steve, my father, knew about me, but didn’t want anything to do with me. When she died, he was listed as my guardian. I don’t think she ever meant for me to go with him, but her own parents were dead, and she had no other family. I’d never met him before that day.”
 
   I took a deep, shaky breath. It was always hard to talk about my father, a man who held so much contempt for me. “He was married by then, and his wife had a son of her own. They all hated me for disrupting their family. It was the talk of the town because he was prominent in the community, so he couldn’t ditch me once word got out. I wish he had, but they had to think he was the kind of man that did the right thing. So, he took me home and ignored me. He refused to soothe me when I was upset, and he would yell and scream instead. He put on his proud father face when out, but when at home, I was left to fend for myself. Child protective services would be all over his ass these days.”
 
   Nathan’s voice was strained, every muscle in his body tense. “How did you survive?”
 
   I snorted. “He taught me independence through neglect. That was probably his downfall.”
 
   His hand reached across the desk to mine. “You did nothing to deserve it. You know that, right?” His thumb was making soothing circles across my fingers.
 
   I knew he wanted to do more, but we couldn’t in the office. It would have to wait.
 
   I nodded as best I could. Words would fail me because I couldn’t agree, not fully, and then he would see through me.
 
   We returned to our work, Nathan peering over at me from time to time to make sure I was all right, and I knew he could see I wasn’t. I felt out of sorts for the remainder of the day. My mind kept wandering back to those awful times in that house. I couldn’t even eat lunch, still bombarded with the memories.
 
   The rest of the day was pretty uneventful. It was long, but without drama or encore performances from the Boob Squad. Which was good. I still couldn’t shake the memories, and they were dragging me down.
 
   It was several hours later when we returned to my condo. He could sense my sullen mood and wordlessly helped me out of my suit while he stripped out of his own. He made us a simple dinner because he couldn’t cook much, but it was appreciated all the same. I sat on the couch flipping through channels. Once we were done and the dishes were washed, he pulled me into the bedroom and laid me on the bed.
 
   That night, he paid great attention to me, worshipping my body. And like that morning in the shower, he used his touch to bring me back to myself, back to him. It was softer, but still intense, passion flowing from him into me. His presence overpowered everything else. With each thrust, he was pulling on the rope that tied us together, pulling me back to him. His arms were wrapped around my body, holding me to him. When he pushed me over the edge, I felt my heart spring open.
 
   I was home.
 
   We were one in that moment, together again, bound to each other in a way neither of us understood, but were beginning to accept.
 
   I was in love with him. 
 
   I loved Nathan Thorne.
 
   Everything solidified, and I knew the truth behind those words. I finally found my home, the place where I belonged.
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   Nathan was always stiff and sore in the mornings. Some symptoms showed more than others. That day fell into the latter category. He literally rolled out of bed, and the limp in his leg was very pronounced.
 
   A few hours later, he popped more pills into his mouth, his hands moving to his temples, rubbing them in a counterclockwise motion.
 
   By two in the afternoon, he was on the third set of pain pills to numb the aches and migraine that plagued him. He had woken with a headache, and it increased as the day wore on. The medicine didn’t seem to help, and he skipped lunch, opting to lie down in a dark, empty office.
 
   He stood and continued to limp, heading to the break room.  It was so bad that he was unable to walk it off.
 
   Throughout the day, I observed him as he wiggled in his chair and readjusted himself in an attempt to find a comfortable position. He’d give up, sighing in defeat, and settled for whatever position he found to be the most tolerable.
 
   It was easy to forget about his physical pain most of the time because he never showed the signs, but it was always there, lurking beneath the scars.
 
   His hand swiped across the ribs on his left side in an unconscious attempt to soothe a sudden discomfort that flamed beneath.
 
   There had been five broken ribs on his left side.
 
   He helped me count them one day while exploring his body. He never shied away from my touch, but stared at me with a curious expression as I traced my hand around the long line of raised skin. Odd shaped scars were left as evidence of his ribs cracking and breaking through the skin. I could feel them then, the places where bone had grown to mend the ribs back together.
 
   I then took hold of his hand and guided it to the ribs on my left side. My hand pressed his fingers into my skin as I counted off where the four ribs my stepbrother had broken when I was younger were.
 
   After work, we went straight up to his condo. He didn’t speak as he guided me into the bedroom or as we stripped out of our suits. Not even when he pulled back the comforter and crawled in, his eyes beckoning me forth.
 
   His arms wrapped around me, his head on my chest. My fingers ran through his hair, brushing the strands away from his face. He sighed and snuggled his head in further before his body relaxed.
 
   I hoped the next day would be better because it hurt to see him in so much pain and discomfort when I knew there was nothing I could do to help.
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   We had a luncheon scheduled a few weeks later that consisted of Andrew, Benjamin, two clients, Nathan and me. It was to discuss the takeover of a smaller company and all the legality that would go into it.
 
   We met at a nice restaurant downtown, and they sat us back in a private room. I was thankful to not be sitting between Andrew and Nathan, who were unhappy enough to be in the same room together, but managed to hide it from the client. Instead, Nathan had maneuvered it so I was sitting next to him in the large round table, with Benjamin on the other side. It seemed he liked Benjamin and his devotion to his wife, Marianne. Was it because it made him a non-threat in Nathan’s possessive eyes?
 
   Our salads arrived, but before I could even pick up my fork, I felt a hot hand on my thigh. It took everything in me to stop from jumping. I looked around to see if anyone had noticed, but everyone seemed to be too engrossed with the plate of veggies in front of them. I relaxed and felt the tingling sensation of Nathan’s hand on my leg, gripping tight. Once he seemed satisfied no one was paying attention, his fingers began a circular motion on my skin.
 
   I tried to concentrate on my salad, but it was difficult with him touching me. I stifled a moan while taking a bite as his hand moved up, reaching the hem of my skirt.
 
   With slow, torturous movements, he roamed, leaving fire in his wake and an ache that was growing out of control. My hips flexed forward, shifting in my seat, trying to draw his hand down to where I needed him.
 
   The waitstaff cleared our salad plates, and the conversation turned from getting to know one another to learning what the client needed.
 
   No one noticed Nathan’s missing hand, nor the nearness in which his chair was situated to mine, angled toward me. His hand pushed my skirt up farther while we waited for the main course, and I was thankful for the large tablecloth that covered my lower half.  He was just inches from the promised land. My thighs shook with need.
 
   My face was hot, and I knew I was flushed scarlet due to his fingers stroking me through the thin material of my panties. I brought the glass of water to my lips right when Nathan’s finger pushed the edge of my panties aside and slipped one finger in. I tried to swallow the water, but it became stuck when he entered me, and I began coughing and choking.
 
   That gained everyone’s attention, and five males turned to look at me. All the while, Nathan didn’t stop, his fingers working slower, but deeper, sinking further.
 
   “Are you okay?” Benjamin asked from my left.
 
   “Yes, thank you, it just went down the wrong pipe.” The looks of concern from the men at the table relaxed, and out of the corner of my eye, I could have sworn Nathan was smirking. “If you will all excuse me for a moment, I need to use the ladies’ room.”
 
   Being the gentlemen they were, the whole table stood as I exited the private room and made my way down the hall.
 
   I located the ladies’ room and rushed in and shut the door, leaning against the cold tiled walls. After taking a moment to collect myself, I moved to the sink and turned on the water.
 
   I was splashing some cold water on my face when I heard the door swish open. A hand grabbed me as I was drying my face off, and a second later, it had spun me around. My gasp of surprise was deadened by Nathan’s lips on mine as he pulled my body flush to his.
 
   “Baby, baby… Fuck,” he whispered with a groan. His hand grabbed mine and moved it down, placing it over the rock-hard length hidden beneath the fabric of his suit pants. “Feel what you fucking do to me.”
 
   I moaned, my lips searching out his while I rubbed and squeezed him. It earned me a growl, his eyes dark, showing the predatory sexual animal in him I desired.
 
   “I need you. I need you now, or I’m never going to make it through the rest of this meeting without throwing you on the table and fucking you right there,” he whispered into my ear.
 
   I shivered at his words, my body igniting, moisture soaking my panties. He grabbed hold of me and we walked backward toward the wall.
 
   “Nathan, we don’t have time,” I protested as he spun me around to face it.
 
   He bit down on my neck. “We’d better be quick, then.”
 
   His hand pressed on my back, and I leaned forward, my hands bracing against the wall. My legs spread while his hands moved under my skirt, pushing it up and over the curve of my ass. The sound of his belt coming undone echoed off the tile walls, followed by his zipper dropping.
 
   His finger grasped onto my panties and pulled them down just enough to expose my throbbing, wet pussy.
 
   “Dripping for me already, baby? Such a fucking slut, you are.” His voice was husky, making his dirty talk that much more powerful.
 
   With a quick push, he slid between my folds and set up a lightning pace. I tried to remain quiet, which was always a difficult task whenever he was inside me. A few muffled mewls leaked out of my clenched lips. My hips pushed back against him, driving him deeper.
 
   “Fuck. That’s it, give it to me.”
 
   It took everything I had not to scream, but I couldn’t keep it in when he slammed into me hard.
 
   “You have to be quiet, little whore, or else they’ll hear you and come in here. And I don’t want them to interrupt my cock pounding your pussy. It feels too fucking good,” he said with a moan. He hissed out a “fuck” when I tightened around him at his words. His hand moved from my hip to my mouth and he pushed two fingers in. “Suck.”
 
   I complied, my tongue working around the digits. I bit down when he found my sweet spot and continued to pound into it. My legs were shaking, my body tensing.
 
   My mouth opened and my head tilted back, his fingers slipping from my lips. His hand then went to cover my mouth, stifling my cries as my walls clenched around him.
 
   He continued to pound me, and I loved the feeling of my orgasm crashing around him before he let go. The motions of his hips were erratic as he released inside of me, before stilling flush against my ass. He drew in a hard, ragged breath, the erotic sound causing me to moan.
 
   He leaned forward, pressing his head against my back, one hand holding his weight against the wall. “Fuck, baby. That was…fucking great.”
 
   I let out a little laugh and shook my head. “You are so bad.” 
 
   As my brain cleared, I realized the situation we were in.
 
   I’m fucking out of my mind and out of control…
 
   What was I thinking leaving the table? Of course he’d follow me; he was already fingering me before I’d left without any qualms even though we’d been in the middle of a business luncheon.
 
   My head spun at the thought of getting caught in here with him.
 
   How did he always make me forget everything that mattered to me—or used to matter?
 
   My job was important to me, but Nathan meant more.
 
   My chest clenched as I thought about what he meant to me.
 
   “We need to get back out there,” I reminded him since he was still behind me, bent over me, panting.
 
   I needed to get my head back on straight and my panties as well. At least until the work day was over—then I could be what he needed, do what he needed.
 
   After a moment of rest, he pushed off the wall and removed himself from me. I whimpered at the loss, and he let out a little chuckle before leaning down and kissing the top of my head.
 
   “Come on, Honeybear, we better get cleaned up real quick and get back out there before they send out a search party,” he said.
 
   I snorted at the way he made it sound like I hadn’t just said the exact same thing, except without the nickname. He began zipping his pants back up, and I rolled my eyes.
 
   It was amazing how he could go from brutal fucking one minute to lighthearted and silly the next. It was the Nathan no one else saw but me, and I reveled in that fact.
 
   A smile spread from ear to ear as I straightened out my appearance. I evened out my breathing and smoothed my hair back in place.
 
   A minute later, we were both inspecting ourselves in the mirror real quick to make sure we were presentable before attempting to sneak out of the bathroom. We walked back through the hall to the private room, and in the journey, I tried to make my legs behave, but I was still a little jelly-legged.
 
   “There she is,” Benjamin said with a smile. “And she found Nathan.”
 
   I smiled as I sat down, followed by Nathan. No one seemed to notice anything as I gazed around the table, until I reached Andrew’s face. He wasn’t looking at me, but considering there was food in front of him, it didn’t surprise me.
 
   But something seemed to be brewing behind his blue eyes.
 
   “We sent Andrew out to find you two, but he came back empty-handed,” Benjamin said as he speared a piece of the pork chop in front of him.
 
   I froze at Benjamin’s revelation.
 
   “I caught her coming out of the ladies’ room and dragged her outside with me for a minute,” Nathan interjected, pulling me from my internal musings and coming up with something halfway plausible. “We had something we needed to discuss.”
 
   Andrew didn’t say much for the remainder of the luncheon, or when we returned to the office. Even when he did speak, it was with effort and he wasn’t smiling. I began to worry he had, indeed, heard us and what that might mean.
 
   At the end of the day, we packed up, loaded into our respective vehicles, and headed home. Nathan and I greeted Mike upon entering and stepped into the elevator together.
 
   “You were a very bad boy today, Mr. Thorne. I don’t know if I should let you in tonight,” I teased, attempting to sound aloof once the elevator doors closed.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him smirk before turning to me. “Oh, really? And how are you going to manage that when I have a key?”
 
   “Hmm, good point.” Titling my head, I pondered how I could torture him. My index finger tapped against my lips. “I could deny you access.”
 
   His eyebrow quirked as he looked down at me. “Could you?”
 
   “I think I could,” I said trying to sound confident in my answer, but already knowing I would never deny him. I needed him more than he needed me. I needed his growing affections and the want that rolled off his body.
 
   Leaning further over me and stepping closer, he had me pinned to the elevator wall, one of his hands on either side of my head. With his head next to mine, he whispered in my ear, teasing me. “Could you?”
 
   His lips met mine, and my mouth opened up to him. It took a few sparse seconds before our bodies were pressed together, arms pulling each other closer.
 
   I fisted his hair and pulled his head back so his eyes met mine. “Could you?”
 
   “Never,” he admitted with panting breaths. “I could never deny you.”
 
   Somehow, I felt there was a double meaning to his words, but I didn’t have time to ponder it because his lips were back on me, his tongue massaging mine. Our actions changed to a more desperate pace, and we were moaning while frantically trying to rid each other of our clothes.
 
   The elevator signaled our arrival, and we stumbled out of the carriage and straight into the wall on the opposite side. We were impatient as we attempted to disrobe each other. Hands and arms tangled with clothing and bags while we bumped against the walls on our journey down to my condo.
 
   I somehow managed to get the top three buttons of his shirt undone, my tongue lapping at his skin, and was working on getting his suit jacket off, but couldn’t get it past one shoulder. Nathan reached down and grabbed my thigh and brought it up to his hip. Unbalanced, we hopped backward until my back crashed into the wall where the hallway branched off to the different condos.
 
   With my back braced against the wall, he picked up my other leg and pushed my skirt up my legs so he could nestle between my thighs. My legs locked around his waist and he pushed his hips forward, grinding his hard cock into my center.
 
   He nipped down my jaw, panting and groaning. “You aren’t going to walk straight when I’m done with you tonight.”
 
   I moaned and pushed my hips down against him. His teeth nipped at my neck while I continued my pursuit to rid him of his jacket.
 
   “What the fucking shit is going on?” Andrew’s voice roared from the end of the hall, grabbing our attention and making us stop as we turned our heads to look.
 
   I stared at his tall figure in…surprise, horror, terror, shock? I couldn’t decide which emotion, so I chose all.
 
   Well, if Andrew didn’t know before, he certainly knew now.
 
   Nathan turned back to me, his head buried in my neck, hissing “fuck” over and over into my skin. His fingers dug into the flesh of my ass.
 
   My face fell as my heart plummeted while I stared at Andrew. How could I have been so reckless? The whole day had been one bad judgment call after the other. We’d been so good, so careful, over the past few months, but it was obvious we’d slipped.
 
   I’d never seen Andrew anywhere near as angry as he was in that moment: red-faced, tense, seething, and shooting death glares at Nathan.
 
   “I told you to fucking stay away from her!” he yelled. “And I told you to stay away from him!”
 
   At that, Nathan released my thighs with a heavy sigh, and once my feet were seated on the ground, he let go of me completely. I was straightening my skirt and didn’t notice Nathan had started down the hall toward Andrew. The muscles in his back were tense, and I chased after him in an attempt to diffuse the situation…or at least get us inside.
 
   “What fucking right do you have to fucking say that to either of us?” Nathan questioned, staring Andrew down.
 
   Andrew sneered while stepping forward and leaning over Nathan. “I can’t fucking stand you. Now, get the fuck away from her.”
 
   Nathan’s spine straightened, pushing him forward. “Make me. If she wants me to get away from her, she needs to tell me, not some overgrown, jealous Neanderthal.”
 
   The situation was escalating, and I needed to get them out of the hall.
 
   I pushed past them. “Boys, we need to get inside before my neighbor comes out, and you both know how she is.”
 
   I began searching for my keys, which ended up taking longer because I was going too fast. After a moment of not finding them, Nathan pushed his keys into my hand.
 
   “Here.”
 
   Andrew gasped behind me, and I could imagine the look on his face.
 
   I located the key and unlocked my door, ushering them both inside before handing Nathan back his keys.
 
   “Are you kidding me? He has a fucking key? To your condo? Hell no,” Andrew all but bellowed.
 
   I slammed my bags down on the ground before shutting the door. “Andrew! You don’t know anything about what is going on, so shut up.”
 
   “He’s fucking playing with you, Lila. Open your eyes. He sticks his fucking dick in anything that has a pussy!”
 
   At that, Nathan growled, and was standing inches in front of him.
 
   If I thought I had seen an angry Nathan before, it didn’t compare to the Nathan in front of me now. Every muscle was tightly coiled, his glare bone-chilling.
 
   His lips twitched as he snarled. “You don’t know anything.”
 
   “How long have you been stringing her along? Making her think she’s different from the other girls?” Andrew’s posture mimicked Nathan’s. I moved to pick up the glass vase from the entry table to protect it from being a casualty. In my mind, I was preparing to use all of my weight to force Andrew out the door to keep them from breaking out into a fist fight.
 
   “As I said, you don’t know anything. Because if you did, you would know the only woman I’ve been with for almost four months is Lila.”
 
   That revelation caught Andrew’s attention. His head snapped in my direction, looking for confirmation. My arms were crossed over my chest, and I stared back at him. I hoped my expression was coming across as bored. Because that was how I was starting to feel about their little tiff.
 
   His eyes grew wide and his head began shaking. “No. Him?” he questioned, his finger pointing at Nathan. “It was him at the bar? It’s him who marks you? Him who understands you?”
 
   I nodded, feeling that I didn’t need to explain our actions to Andrew, especially when he was doing everything in his power to not listen to me.
 
   “Yes. Me. I see her. I’m the one who sleeps with her every night. It’s my cock shoved in that fucking tight pussy of hers. So, get the fuck out of here so I can pin her against the wall and make her forget that anyone other than me has ever been inside her.”
 
   I groaned. Nathan was baiting Andrew, igniting everything all over again. I stepped back when Andrew rushed forward, grabbing Nathan by his lapels.
 
   “You don’t deserve to be in the same fucking room as her.”
 
   Nathan pushed him off. “What the fuck is your problem? You just can’t let her go, can you? Wasn’t it you who left her? And what do you know about me, Andrew? That I fucked around with women over the last two years? Yes, that’s true. I needed an outlet for my anger, frustration, and sexual needs. Who the fuck cares? She doesn’t.” His chin jerked over in my direction.
 
   “If that’s all you know and that’s all you care to know, then leave,” I told Andrew.
 
   Andrew stared at me, ignoring my statement. “This is a breach of both of your employment contracts. You know that, right?”
 
   “Of course we know. Are you planning on saying something so we’ll both get fired? Is your prejudice of Nathan that great? So great you would endanger my job as well? And my happiness?”
 
   “I… Lila…” He trailed off with a sigh. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, and I think he could damage you.”
 
   “Nathan has no devious plan, no ulterior motives. He’s a good man, and you need to open your eyes and see. Because all you’re looking at is the act, what he shows you, not the real man. Now get the hell out of my home, and don’t fucking come back until you’re ready to know him—ready to know us. I’m an adult and can make my own goddamn decisions. I choose who I want to be with. And it’s him. He’s the one I want.”
 
   Andrew stared at me in wonder, a sad smile on his face. “Good girl.”
 
   I gave him a small smile in return, understanding the meaning between his two small words. I stood up to someone, against someone, and didn’t retreat into my shell and take it. That’s how strong I’d become.
 
   He turned to leave when Nathan spoke, drawing his attention. “If you want to find out some truth—as true as the news will give you, anyway—then do what Caroline did and Google my name. And once you’ve done that and found some truth, then you can come and try to tell us what kind of person I am, but not before. Because I guarantee your opinions will change.”
 
   Andrew nodded, more sedate than when he arrived, and walked through the door, shutting it behind him.
 
   I marveled that Nathan would share that with him. I still hadn’t mustered the courage to look him up, but then again, I wanted the truth. I wanted to know the real horrors he’d been through. They wouldn’t change my opinion of him; he was amazing.
 
   Within seconds, I was back to being pinned against the wall, Nathan’s lips on mine with hot and heavy desperate kisses. He pulled away before leaning in and nuzzling my nose. “Mine.”
 
   I smiled up at him, and my hand moved to caress his cheek, my heart swelling. “Always.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 23
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   The next morning, I was shocked into silence when Andrew walked straight up to Nathan in the parking lot and hugged him. Nathan hugged him back, and they exchanged what I could only describe as some secret man-look. No fists, no angry words, but an understanding and friendship budded in front of my eyes as Andrew vowed to stay silent about us.
 
   Over the next few days, they became lunch buddies, Andrew splitting between the two of us. It was almost like shared custody.
 
   “Really?” I asked Nathan a few days later, my curiosity getting the better of me. I stood in front of the stove, a skillet full of ground turkey, springing the question on him as he walked back in from changing clothes.
 
   “What?”
 
   I waved the spatula in my hand. “You hug, exchange a look, and suddenly all of the animosity that’s been boiling between you two for months is gone.”
 
   “That about sums it up.”
 
   “Men are strange creatures.”
 
   “Nothing had to be said. I told him to search; I knew what he was going to find.”
 
   “And what was that?”
 
   He shrugged. “Half-truths buried in lies. Same as what Caroline found.”
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “Lila…” 
 
   “I’m sorry, I just…will you ever be able to tell me, or are you going to relegate me to the half-truths buried in lies as well?” The exasperation in my tone was evident.
 
   He sighed and leaned back against the counter, his hands resting on the edge. “No. I don’t want you to know that garbage. Don’t do a search, please. I will tell you, I just…need to figure out how to do it.”
 
   “All right, okay,” I conceded, not wanting to push him. “Please don’t keep me waiting. I want to know you, all of you.”
 
   He stepped forward and wrapped his arms around my waist, pulling me toward him. He leaned down and kissed the side of my head before whispering in my ear. “I want you to know me too. And I will tell you, I promise.”
 
   I turned in his arms and tilted my face toward his, my lips pursing. He smirked down at me.
 
   “Something you want, Honeybear?”
 
   I made a fishy-face at him, cheeks sucked in and my pursed lips opening and closing. That improved his mood, a laugh springing from his chest before he too made fishy-lips at me and pressed them to mine.
 
   I loved moments like that: sweet and tender. They were the times I was happiest, the times when Nathan was just Nathan, if only for a moment.
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   It was halfway through the next week when the relationship between Sadie and Will came out, no longer a rumor. We were all gathered in one of the large conference rooms, crammed in the small space, as Jack made the announcement that Sadie had submitted her resignation.
 
   He informed everyone the policy was still in place, and Will would stay on since Sadie had resigned before action needed to be taken.
 
   My mind began wondering what would happen in our case. I wanted to believe things would be fine, but I knew the reality of the situation. I surreptitiously looked toward Nathan; he was staring at the ground, mulling something over. Perhaps the same things that were on my mind.
 
   “They’re getting married next week,” Andrew said next to me, his voice cutting into my internal ponderings. “Just a small civil ceremony. I talked with Will, and he said Sadie’s going to be a stay-at-home mom.”
 
   Stay-at-home mom. A foreign concept to me, but it made me wonder—would I ever be a stay-at-home mom? Would I ever marry and have children?
 
   I shook my head. Yeah, right. Who would want to marry me?
 
   That was a pipe dream, something I would never obtain.
 
   No one wants you.
 
   Why would anyone have you? You’re worthless.
 
   I cringed at those words.
 
   Without conscious thought, my eyes moved to Nathan. To my surprise, I found him looking back. I was unable to decipher the strange look on his face due to Jack’s voice booming out that he had another announcement, drawing my attention away from Nathan.
 
   He introduced us to the new hire, fresh out of law school, and she looked like she was going to fit right in with the Boob Squad.
 
   Great. Another one to fight off.
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   A shift occurred within a few days of Jack’s announcement, and I didn’t understand what had caused it, but my gut was telling me that things were changing.
 
   Nathan had been…off for days. It was subtle at first, and then one morning it became glaringly obvious.
 
   He had become withdrawn and wasn’t talking as much. He was short with everyone, including me.
 
   It wasn’t only at the office. It happened at home as well. He wouldn’t look me in the eyes, and when he did, I saw either sadness mixed with a little disdain, or he would attack me sexually, his need so great at that moment that he couldn’t hold off. But even in his moments of need, there was a wall forming.
 
   After a few days of that behavior, I was awoken by screaming.
 
   Blood-curdling screams of pain and agony ripped out of Nathan.
 
   I shook him, calling out his name to wake him. His eyes snapped open and he threw the covers back. His leg was stiff from sleep and it caused him to stumble on his way to the bathroom. I chased after him and found him leaning over the sink, splashing cold water on his face.
 
   I stared at him in the mirror, willing him to lift his eyes, but he wouldn’t.
 
   I called out his name, stepping toward him, my hand reaching out for him, but my call was ignored.
 
   He toweled off his face before heading back into the bedroom and crawling back into bed. He walked right past me, shied away from my outstretched hand, and retreated, shutting me out.
 
   Things deteriorated from there.
 
   I’d overheard Sheila ordering that month’s birthday cake, listing off who would be celebrating that month. Nathan’s was mentioned, and I put it on my calendar, thinking about what to get him. A few days before the date, I asked if he wanted to do anything special. I was shocked by the expression on his face: vacant and bone-chilling.
 
   “Please don’t say that again, and don’t tell anyone. I don’t celebrate my birthday…not anymore.”
 
   It was such an odd thing to say, but I let it drop because something inside told me to stay silent. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach, and it was an eerie reminder of a time long before. His birthday passed. I couldn’t even wish him a happy birthday. All I was able to give him was my body, letting him take anything he wanted that night.
 
   It was two days after that when Nathan left early. It was odd, strange for him to leave, let alone in the middle of the morning and without saying anything to me. So, at just after five, I found myself fidgeting with my keys as the elevator ascended the fifteen stories to his condo.
 
   “Nathan?” I called, my voice echoing around the empty walls as I entered. 
 
   A warm breeze guided me to the balcony off the living room. I stepped out into the warm summer air, my gaze searching for him. I found him sitting at the end of one of the lounge chairs. The sleeves of his charcoal grey shirt were folded up to his elbows, a beer bottle at his feet and a cigarette in his hand as he leaned forward, his forearms resting on his knees. His hair was a windblown mess, and his eyes were red.
 
   “Nathan?” I called out to him again. There was no response. He didn’t even look at me. 
 
   My mind began running wild with questions and theories. Was he fired? Did someone find out? No, he wouldn’t have reacted that way if such was the case.
 
   A glint of gold reflected in the sunlight, and I searched for the source. Something twirled within the fingers of his left hand. My eyes focused in on a small band of gold, forged into a perfectly round circle.
 
   A wedding band.
 
   I stopped breathing, my chest constricting as the pieces came together. I stood transfixed on the metal as it spun in the light.
 
   His wedding ring.
 
   The thought repeated in my mind as the pieces locked in place. Whatever happened that marred his body had also marred his heart. His wife had died. That had to be it. That was why he was damaged.
 
   “You shouldn’t have come today, Lila.” His voice low and void of emotion, his eyes cast out onto the view of the cityscape as he picked up the beer and took a swig. “I can’t control what I may do. I’ll hurt you. I don’t want to hurt you.”
 
   I pushed him for the first time. “I’m not going anywhere. Tell me what’s wrong.”
 
   He whispered so low that I almost missed it. “Four years ago today, everything fell to ruin. Leave, Lila.”
 
   My heart sped, threatening to burst from my chest as his mood from the last week and a half started to make sense.  “I’m not leaving, not when you’re finally talking.” I stepped closer to him.
 
   He still didn’t look up at me. “I don’t just mean today. Leave me. What we have is fucked up.”
 
   “It may be fucked up, but it’s helping us both. We need each other.”
 
   “I’m not good to be around.”
 
   “You are. You are good to be around.” My voice broke.
 
   In a flash, he stood and spun his arm around, releasing the bottle. It crashed into the brick wall, sending droplets of beer and shards of glass everywhere. I jumped back, surprised by his reaction. This anger was different, more potent. Violent.
 
   “You don’t fucking get it! I lost everything that mattered most. My family. The family they stole from me, and the one I pushed away for their own safety.”
 
   In two steps, he was on top of me, lips to mine, heated and desperate. His hands were fisted in my hair, pulling me closer.
 
   “Leave me,” he pleaded, pulling back with tears in his eyes. “I can’t lose you the same way I lost her.”
 
   I ran my hand up his back to soothe him. “I’m here, take solace in me. I need you.”
 
   He growled and walked me backward and into the wall. “I can’t fucking do this to you. I won’t.” His hands held my arms on either side of my body, the brick biting into my skin, his body pressed tight against my own. He leaned down, his lips capturing mine, his tongue lapping as he attempted to devour me.
 
   I tried to tell him it was okay, that I wanted it, but I couldn’t speak with how crazed he was.
 
   He released my lips. “Push me away and leave. Please, Lila!” His hands let mine go and grabbed my hips. With rough hands he dragged my shirt up and over my head. “I don’t want to break you.”
 
   I couldn’t do what he asked. I wanted to take him in and let him see that everything was all right, that I was there for him.
 
   Manic hands moved back to my waist, his fingers digging in, his passion and desperation increasing. He was clawing at the clasp on my suit pants before he moved to pick me up by my ass and walked us back inside.
 
   He was hard against my stomach. The vibration of the groan that came out as he set me down and my body ran down his length sent an electric fire through me. He released me long enough to tug his own shirt over his head.
 
   He picked me up again, and once we reached the bedroom, we fell onto the bed, his hands grabbing at me, unable to stay in one place. His lips were everywhere, his tongue lapping at any flesh he could find. He latched onto the waist of my pants, his mouth never leaving my breast, and pulled the zipper down before removing them along with my panties. He removed his own pants as well and was on me again, his hands using more force than usual.
 
   He hovered over me for a small second as he lined up. I looked into his eyes and gasped at the nothingness I saw in them. The lights were on, but I couldn’t find Nathan inside their depths.
 
   He pushed inside and I arched while I cried out in pleasure. My body welcomed him, my hips rocking up to his.
 
   I wanted to help him, but the situation was rapidly spiraling out of control. Everything was harder than usual, and every time he pulled out and slammed back in, it increased.
 
   It didn’t take long before I was screaming out his name as I came, my body reacting to his, the same as always.
 
   His grip grew tighter, kisses rougher, thrusts harder. It was to the point of pain. Everything was coming to a head.
 
   Nathan was breaking.
 
   He was ending us in the same way we began, but harder. Ripping apart our connection with force. His anger, hurt, and pain laid bare as he took it all out on me.
 
   “Please, Nathan. Come back to me,” I cried out, but I knew it was useless. I couldn’t pull him out—he was too far gone.
 
   I grabbed his head, a gasp forced out of me at his blank and glazed over eyes.
 
   My blood ran ice-cold. His eyes always held a fire when he was with me, but it was gone.
 
   He was dangerous, dark, and was scaring me. I whimpered another soft plea for him to look at me, and to come back. My palms stroked his chest as tears threatened to leak out of my eyes.
 
   His hands tightened around my arms, squeezing so hard I cried out in pain. He was shaking, tearless sobs rocking his body.
 
   He kept his mouth away from my neck and shoulder—he wasn’t going to mark me.
 
   This was it. The end.
 
   A tear slid down my cheek.
 
   His grip was harsh, bruising. His nails dug in deep at my hips, much stronger and harder than ever before. I tried to pull away, the pain intensifying, but I couldn’t and he was too far gone to notice.
 
   I couldn’t fault him for it. I asked for what was happening. I let the beast inside of him out, allowed him to be fully unleashed upon me.
 
   My muscles went lax, and I gave in to the sensations, unfolded myself so his needs could be sated and the nightmare could end.
 
   The tears of anguish, both physical and emotional, poured from my eyes. I could feel it, his fingers so tight on my flesh. It was too great. We would not survive his pain, survive the night.
 
   I shouldn’t have come.
 
   Words from the past came crashing down on me.
 
   It’s your fault. You shouldn’t have provoked him.
 
   I lay beneath him, tears streaming down my face. Hoping, praying, he would return to me. His muscles tensed, and I felt him empty inside me, collapsing on top of me.
 
   After he had regained somewhat-normal breathing, his head rose from my chest. I could hardly see. My eyes were slits as I fought for consciousness. But it was enough for me to see recognition return to his eyes, followed by shock, then overwhelming sadness before I passed out.
 
   I awoke sometime later in my familiar bed. It was neither comfortable nor warm. It was cold and empty. Just like I was.
 
   He wasn’t there, and I didn’t need to call out to know for certain. His side of the bed lacked body heat.
 
   Gone.
 
   A shiver ran through me. I moved to sit up, but my body cried out in protest, and I looked down to find handprint-shaped bruises blossoming on my arms. There was a stinging sensation on my waist where I found crescent shaped gouges from his nails, along with more bruising and dried blood from where he’d broken skin.
 
   There were other yellow spots forming on my flesh. I sighed and swung my legs over the edge of the bed. As I stood up, my legs wobbled and I stumbled, swaying back into the bed.
 
   A piece of paper crinkled beneath my hand, and I looked down to find Nathan’s handwriting across the page.
 
    
 
   Lila,
 
   I can’t do this any longer. I refuse to hurt you again. Please keep your distance, and I promise I won’t come to you anymore. We’ll act like we never happened.
 
   Nathan
 
    
 
   I read and reread the words on the page, though I had already known. His mind was made up.
 
   He left me.
 
   Weak. You’re weak.
 
   Stupid. You actually believed he had feelings for you?
 
   I stopped breathing, and my chest felt as if it was being ripped apart from the inside. The pain was excruciating, doubling me over.
 
   I wasn’t strong enough. Strong enough to fix him, strong enough to heal him, strong enough for myself, or strong enough to hold us together.
 
   Another wave of pain lanced through my chest.
 
   Oh…this is what a heart breaking feels like.
 
   All the walls I had built to hold the crushing dark abyss gave way, trapping me in its suffocating black depth. I was sent spiraling into the dark, the light fading, my strength gone.
 
   I wasn’t strong enough.
 
   I wasn’t enough.
 
   Never enough.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 24
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   Day.
 
   Minutes.
 
   Weeks.
 
   Years.
 
   Hours.
 
   I didn’t know how much time had passed, nor did I care. It was peaceful in the black.
 
   Voices called to me, whispered echoes surrounded me. I could make them out, if I concentrated. But I didn’t want to concentrate. I wanted the peaceful black.
 
   Most of their words were lost in the depth, mangled, but I could hear the murmurs all the same.
 
   Caroline, Andrew…and Nathan.
 
   I could make out the tenor more than the actual words. Nathan didn’t say much, for which I was thankful, but I could hear Andrew. He was angry, screaming and cursing while Caroline was pleading.
 
   I shook every time I heard Nathan. His voice threatened to pull me back.
 
   I didn’t want to go back. The calm darkness held the pain at bay. I didn’t have to feel my heart shattering in there.
 
   Though the pain came through anyway every time he spoke.
 
   It wasn’t often, but it was there. He stayed silent, and I couldn’t help but wonder why he was there. Didn’t he leave me? Break me? Wasn’t that why I had resigned myself to the darkness?
 
   More voices came, an urgent tone, unknown. I couldn’t feel my body, but I could tell I was being moved.
 
   More time passed, and voices came and went. Some familiar, others not.
 
   Dr. Morgenson? He was angry, yelling at someone.
 
   No more Nathan. He was gone. I couldn’t feel him anymore. He left.
 
   A feminine voice, smooth and soft, showed up at some unknown point. She didn’t talk around me, or about me like the other unknown voices did, but she spoke to me. I couldn’t make out most of her words, but I could tell they were sweet and encouraging. There was a hint of sorrow in her voice as she apologized, but I couldn’t understand why this unknown woman would do something like that.
 
   My chest tore a little more, and I slipped back deeper, away from the pain.
 
   Darkness prevailed. Up, down, day, night—I didn’t know any of those. But I did know I was safe. The pain, the loneliness, and the worthlessness was unable to touch me in my own black world.
 
   Nathan didn’t want me.
 
   I rose again, something pulling me. Not a voice. I couldn’t quite tell, but it pulled me from the darkness, calling out to me. I could hear the beating.
 
   Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump.
 
   No voices, no sounds, just the beating, calling to me, pulling at me.
 
   There was nothing but the darkness and the beating. And it was constant, unrelenting.
 
   Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump.
 
   Nathan?
 
   It drew me closer to the surface, and I heard the voices again. They spoke medical terminology—gibberish to my ears.
 
   Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump.
 
   It was so close. There in the darkness. He was so close.
 
   I began to shake, fighting against his call. I knew it was him. Only he pulled at me. He wasn’t in the room, but he was close.
 
   The unknown voices were still speaking, but I didn’t understand them. I only heard him.
 
   Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump.
 
   “…ven Palmer.”
 
   One of the voices broke through, calling out the name of the man who helped to conceive me but would never be my father.
 
   All sound stopped. A ringing began along with the voice, growing louder like a raging siren.
 
   “Emergency contact. This paperwork is about thirteen years old, but it does say next of kin. Perhaps we should call him? He would want to know about his daughter’s condition.”
 
   No. No. No. Please. You can’t call him. Don’t. No!
 
   I thought I had been screaming in my head, but before me were two wide-eyed doctors, staring at me in shock.
 
   I began to scream, begging them not to call him, thrashing in the bed, tears streaming down my face as I yanked on the tubes in my arms in an attempt to flee.
 
   “What the hell is going on in here?” Dr. Morgenson’s voice rang out through my screaming. “Lila. Lila. Calm down!” He called out to me, his hands stroking at my hair.
 
   “Please, please, Dr. Morgenson, don’t let them call him. Please. He doesn’t want me. No one wants me,” I cried. “I can’t listen to him tell me again that he hates me.” 
 
   I trusted Dr. Morgenson. He knew my past. He’d worked with me before and knew I had no one. That turning to my former family would be worse than death to me.
 
   “Shh, no one is calling anyone, Lila. It’s just you and me here now. You need to calm down before you make me give you a sedative, which I really don’t want to do.” His voice was soothing.
 
   I made my body relax back into the bed, but my breathing was still labored, tears streaming out of my eyes uninhibited. It was then that everything came crashing down on me. The pain in my chest seared like a red hot poker. I stared up at the ceiling in an attempt to calm myself, but it didn’t help. A sob ripped through my body, and I turned to the side, my body curling in on itself as sob after sob poured out.
 
   “Not enough. I’m not enough. Not strong enough. Now…I’m nothing. Nothing. Just like they always said.”
 
   “Lila, I need you to focus on me now, can you do that?” Dr. Morgenson asked.
 
   I turned my head to look at him. He was blurry through the tears, but I could make out his black hair and the look of concern on his face.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   “L-like there’s a h-hole in my chest. It h-hurts so much,” I stammered, gasping for air.
 
   “Breathe, Lila. You need to calm down. Take a deep breath,” he instructed.
 
   I complied as best I could. It was difficult with all the things I was suddenly feeling.
 
   There was a pinch on my arm and coldness slipping up my veins and then nothing. I ceased to be. The blackness took me. Thank God…
 
   When I came to, an unknown amount of time later, Dr. Morgenson was there, waiting for me and waiting to explain what was going to happen.
 
   “Lila, I had to sedate you. Do you understand why I did it?”
 
   Yes, I knew why, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak. It hurt too much, so I resorted to basic communication through facial expressions and head movements. I nodded and closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see the disappointment in his eyes. Not his too. I would listen to anything he had to say, but I couldn’t bear to see that look.
 
   One of the things I loved about my doctor was how perceptive he was and how he seemed to believe in me.  If it wasn’t for him in the past, I wouldn’t have made it. And here he was again, bandaging me up so I could pretend to exist enough until…what? Until I decided I was done. Until I left and found something better or…
 
   “Here’s the plan. I’m giving you a new prescription. You’re going to take it exactly as I prescribe it. And if you’re still having insomnia, you need to start taking the sleeping pills in conjunction. You will go to bed at ten p.m. each night. You will get up at six and shower, get dressed, eat something, and go to work. I want to see you every Friday after work at six p.m. No drinking, no bars. Friends are allowed to see you, but only if they’re supportive of you and don’t interfere with your therapy.”
 
   I swallowed hard. What friends? Caroline? Andrew? Would they even want to be around me when I was a black hole of a being? I didn’t care. What would I say anyway?
 
   “If you agree and sign the release paperwork, then you can go home afterward. Any questions?” he asked, patting my arm.
 
   He was being firm but also empathetic, and I didn’t deserve it. Any of it.
 
   “How long?” I asked in a whisper of a breath so I didn’t crack in half from the pain.
 
   He knew what I meant, and gave me a sympathetic smile before dealing my fate. “Indefinitely. You’ll be on the medication until we get you going with some serious trauma therapy. This episode, this ‘parataxic distortion’ you experienced, it will come back. It always does until it’s dealt with. But with how fragile you are right now, we have to wait until you can handle it because it will dig at your core and bring up all sorts of nasty memories you’ve suppressed and buried for years.”
 
   Just say it…say the word… Broken. A step away from being institutionalized.
 
   But he didn’t. There was no way I could come up with a better plan, and I was scared to do the trauma work. I’d avoided it in the past with him, because I didn’t want to go that deep… because I knew I couldn’t survive it. So, I did what I always did. I nodded my head like a good little girl, swallowed my terror, signed a damn paper, and went on my way.
 
   When signing my release, I looked at the date on the form and was stunned to see it was Saturday. It didn’t seem like that much time had passed to me. Hours, maybe, but in actuality it was a little over three days.
 
   Dr. Morgenson called me a cab after he gave me my personal belongings, and I stepped back into the ninth circle of hell: my condo. An empty inferno where I would suffer alone.
 
   Two days without Nathan, and I had nothing but my pain to keep me company…at least until Monday, when I returned to work and entered a whole other, deeper level of hell.
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   The pills did their job, though I didn’t end up needing the sleeping pills. Sleep was something my mind begged for so I could shut out the pain. I didn’t dream much, for which I was thankful. The other pills kept my mind groggy, and I felt like I was sleepwalking through the day. 
 
   It didn’t take it all away. It only dulled the edges of the sharp, stabbing pain. Now it was a general ache, a dull, throbbing sensation as I zombie-walked through existence.
 
   I parked in my regular spot, noticing Nathan’s car was also in his normal spot. Creatures of habit. My breathing was even, the medication not allowing me to hyperventilate, but it didn’t stop my mind from dreading what I would see in Nathan’s eyes. Rejection. Absolute repugnance at a woman who was not worth talking to, not worth thinking about, not worth having in his life. Only worth fucking until he was done.
 
   Now he was done. He got what he needed, what he wanted, and we were over. I was expendable. I would have to go back to what I knew, fading away into the background.
 
   With quiet steps, I walked into the confined space I’d shared with Nathan over the past five months. It was with great trepidation that I placed one foot in front of the other and moved forward. My eyes avoided his desk as I sat down at my own.
 
   I turned on my computer and put away my purse. I didn’t look at him, didn’t speak to him, and tried to ignore his presence entirely.
 
   A difficult task, because I could still smell him and, per usual, he smelled divine. No medication could block that out.
 
   I wanted to drown myself in liquor every night, but I knew it would make things worse. If things got worse, Andrew and Caroline would tell Dr. Morgenson, and he’d have me committed faster than I could blink.
 
   However, if I remained lucid enough, I would still be allowed outside, could still work. I’d be left alone. At work, I could still see him.
 
   “Good morning, Delilah,” he said in a whisper.
 
   I cringed against his words and ignored them, turning my attention to anything that wasn’t related to him.
 
   Nathan didn’t blink or move, but he breathed. In and out. So did I…only just.
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   The day had dragged in silence and dread. There had been a pervasive, steady, low level of anxiety pumping through my body the whole time.
 
   If Nathan had been stressed, it hadn’t shown at all. He was hidden deep within himself, behind the blank expression he wore.
 
   He left at precisely five o’clock with a small “good night,” and I wondered if that was how it would be from then on.
 
   I waited a few extra minutes until he was out of the vicinity before I gathered up my belongings and prepared to leave. It was one thing to see him at his desk, but it was another to watch him leave, knowing he would not be going home with me. That was too hard to watch.
 
   “You leaving?” Andrew called to me from the door.
 
   “Yeah,” I managed to choke out, my focus returning to the trivial task at hand.
 
   “Lila, I’m glad you’re back.” He didn’t mention what he knew about my situation, my hospitalization. I wasn’t even sure he knew Nathan had left me.
 
   One look in Andrew’s eyes told me he knew it all, but he knew how much it would destroy me to hear him talk about it, so he stuck to safe subjects like dinner.
 
   “Want to go get something to eat?” he asked, being the sweetheart he was.
 
   I shook my head. “No. I’m tired. I’m going to go home and crash.”
 
   A look of concern crossed his face. “Will you text me when you get home?”
 
   “Drew.” There was a hint of annoyance in my tone. He was big-brothering me, but I had to admit that deep down I liked it on some level. It was a sign someone gave a shit about me, even if Nathan didn’t.
 
   When did my world begin to revolve around Nathan? I’m sure Dr. Morgenson would have something to say about that.
 
   “Just humor me,” he said with a genuine, caring smile.
 
   Why? Why did he care? He didn’t understand me, not really. No one did. Only Nathan, and he didn’t want what he saw.
 
   “Okay,” I agreed, not sure if I was lying to him or not.
 
   I’d deal with that when I got home.
 
   “Caroline told me to tell you she’s going to call you tonight, too. She had to leave work early today.”
 
   I grunted something unintelligible, shifted in my chair as I grabbed my belongings.
 
   “Night.”
 
   The drive home was drab but familiar, so I survived without any additional pain. It wasn’t until I stepped through the door of my condo and looked around at the barrenness that I choked.
 
   I ran to my room and tore off my clothes. On my way to the living room, I stopped by the guest bedroom where I had been sleeping and pulled off the blanket and a pillow. I refused to sleep in my bed. It smelled of him, and I didn’t have it in me to change the sheets.
 
   I crashed on the couch, grabbing my phone and pulling up Andrew’s name to text him and let him know I was home safe.
 
   I flipped through the channels before settling on a horror flick. It didn’t take long before my mind shut down, and I welcomed the emptiness that came with sleep.
 
   


 
   
 
  



CHAPTER 25
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   I was having trouble concentrating on the document in front of me and decided perhaps a cup of coffee was in order. The smell of the coffee would help to override the permeating scent of Nathan.
 
   The hair-raising, cackling sound of the Boob Squad’s laughter could be heard before I made it into the break room. I didn’t want to see them right then, but the need for coffee prevailed. I wasn’t in the mood to put up with them.
 
   “Oh, hi, Delilah,” Jennifer said as I entered. 
 
   I walked up to the cabinet and pulled out a clean cup. “Morning, Jennifer.”
 
   There were four of them standing around. I couldn’t help thinking they should be working.
 
   “So glad to see you finally decided to return to work.”
 
   All of the sudden, I felt like I was in high school, being ganged up on by the popular girls. The difference was that there was no stepbrother named Adam to lead them like when I was younger—just a warped sense of entitlement.
 
   Ignoring them, I poured the liquid into a cup. My hand reached for the creamer, but it was blocked by Tiffany.
 
   She refused to step aside. “I can’t believe you left Nathan to do all of your work. Do you have any idea how swamped he was? He worked like a dog all day and then left, to sleep.”
 
   I sighed and pushed a strand of loose hair behind my ear.
 
   “We offered to help, but he was too nice to accept it,” Jennifer said. “He knows what his responsibilities are and doesn’t go gallivanting around for days”
 
   At that, I laughed. It was almost maniacal, but I already knew I wasn’t mentally stable anymore, so I paid no attention to it. They all stared at me.
 
   Yup, I’ve gone insane. Fuck you.
 
   “I’m so sorry to hear he was having such trouble handling things for three days while I was hospitalized,” I said, sneering at them all. “Your concern is touching as were your offers to help. Amazing, isn’t it, that I did it all by myself for over four months, and not once did any of you even attempt to assist me or see if I was okay. Huh.”
 
   My hand flicked, spilling the coffee all over the counter and splashing onto Tiffany before pushing past them and back out the door. I stormed back into the office and sat down. I heard Nathan make a sound like he was about to speak, but then changed his mind. I didn’t look at him or try to find out what he wanted. I didn’t give a damn what he thought anymore. I couldn’t afford to. The cost was too high.
 
   The combination of my outburst and Nathan’s mood kept the Boob Squad away from our office for the remainder of the week. It was in the rare instances that they actually did need help that they would brave an entrance into our cave. Not only had the mountains returned and we were drowning in work, but Nathan was not being his usual friendly self as well. He wasn’t being off-putting either, though. He was just…there.
 
   A ploy so he could ignore me easier. Well, at least that was what I thought.
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   I’d been back a few days when Jack Holloway called me into his office. Upon entering, I found it vacant, so I waited for his return. I perused his bookshelves, admiring the collection, when my eyes landed on a photo frame.
 
   I picked it up off the shelf and stared at the photo it held. It was Jack. His arm was around a woman in her twenties. She was tall with blonde hair past her shoulders and blue eyes. Plain, but beautiful all at the same time.
 
   “My daughter,” Jack spoke from next to me. I hadn’t even heard him enter the room, let alone walk up to me.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” I replied.
 
   “Yes, she was,” he said, taking the frame from me. A look of longing and sadness filled his eyes, and I felt guilty for bringing her up. “Grace…passed away a few years ago.”
 
   I felt awful that I’d forgotten. “I’m sorry.”
 
   He gave me a small smile. “Thank you.”
 
   He returned the frame back to its rightful place. “Delilah, please sit.” He directed me to take a seat in one of the leather chairs in front of his large mahogany desk. “I called you in because I’m concerned. I don’t mean to pry, but something or someone put you into a catatonic state last week. Since then, your attitude has soured.”
 
   “I’m sorry, sir, I don’t mean to be disruptive.”
 
   “That isn’t why I called you in here. I’m worried about you. While your work has remained in its stellar state, I worry about your health—mental and physical. I’d like to suggest, and I only mean this as a suggestion, that you see a therapist. I know of a great one—”
 
   “I already have a therapist,” I said, interrupting him. “I just haven’t been to see him in a while.”
 
   “Might I suggest giving him a call? You’ve been with me for five years, and I’ve never seen you like this.” He looked at me like he actually cared, and then he said words that made my chest clench. “You know you’re safe here. Protected. I care about all of my employees, and I make sure they’re comfortable at work.”
 
   There was something about the way he’d said I was safe. It made me wonder just how much Jack Holloway knew of the truth.
 
   “Please know I’m here for you if you need anything, Delilah.”
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   The week had been difficult.
 
   Get up, go to work, maybe eat lunch, go home, crawl into bed, rinse and repeat.
 
   I never ate dinner anymore, so it didn’t surprise me that after a week, my clothes were starting to fit a little loosely. Not falling off me, but it was easier to button my tailored suits than it had been.
 
   I didn’t care. I stopped caring. Caring took too much effort, and caring for someone took everything.
 
   Andrew, Caroline, and Ian had begun referring to Nathan as “the asshat.” They didn’t talk about him much, which was okay because I didn’t want to talk about him, or talk at all.
 
   So I stopped.
 
   No more talking.
 
   No more smiling, no more caring, no more mask.
 
   No more Lila.
 
   I was existing, not living.
 
   I didn’t put on an act anymore. It took too much effort. Perhaps this was the real me, exposed for all to see.
 
   On Thursday afternoon, we were so behind with work that later in the afternoon, I realized I hadn’t eaten anything that day. I found myself making stupid mistakes and knew I needed to take a break, but at the same time, there were only two hours left until I headed out.
 
   Jack had dictated I wasn’t to stay past six for the next week, or he would escort me out personally. Any attempts to tell him I was fine fell on deaf ears. He was the boss, after all.
 
   Nathan hadn’t spoken to me since I had returned, but today he felt the need to address that I existed.
 
   Nathan broke the silence when I was midway through the Hansen file. “Delilah, go eat something.” In my peripheral, I could see that he was still staring at his screen.
 
   “No,” I responded, my eyes still fixated on my monitor, my fingers typing away on the Hansen file.
 
   “Go,” he commanded.
 
   “I’m not hungry.” Didn’t he realize he couldn’t tell me what to do anymore? He lost that right.
 
   He slammed his hands down on his desk, startling me. My head snapped up, and I watched him walk out the door at a brisk pace. He returned a moment later and threw something hard onto my desk.
 
   “Eat it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Eat the fucking granola bar before I shove it down your throat.”
 
   I picked it up and threw it against the wall. It hit with a crack, and then fell to the floor.
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard that threat before,” I spat at him.
 
   His eyes grew wide as he stared down at me. His disinterested act slipped and I could see, just for a split second, the pain beneath.
 
   I had to admit, it hurt to see that tortured look in his eyes, because if he felt like that, I couldn’t help but wonder why he had separated us. All it brought was a tight stab in my chest and hope.
 
   I had to squash the hope. Nothing good came of it.
 
   Hope wasn’t allowed in my bleak world, along with asshats and their granola bars. They took too much energy.
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   My first session back with Dr. Morgenson was uneventful. It had been so long since I’d last seen him that it was almost like we were starting from scratch. He already knew about my past, so there was no need to delve into those sordid details.
 
   The present, however… Well, that was a brand new beast.
 
   He made me talk about Nathan.
 
   I didn’t want to talk about Nathan, but Dr. Morgenson wasn’t letting the subject drop entirely. He was a tricky one.
 
   “So, tell me about the last few months,” he said, his gaze expectant.
 
   I went into the story of Nathan coming to work at Holloway and Holloway. There were a few choked sobs that tried to escape at the mere mention of his name. I didn’t want to talk about it—I wasn’t ready—so I turned myself off before I broke down again and slipped a neutral expression back on. Dr. Morgenson knew it as well because he cleared his throat, uncrossed his legs, and leaned forward, staring me straight in the eyes.
 
   I sat, unfeeling, uncaring, pretending not to give a shit about my life as he probed into my emotional state.
 
   “Go on…” he encouraged.
 
   “And then I slipped. I became comfortable in what I knew was a volatile relationship.”  What else was there to say?
 
   “I want to help you get better, Lila. I need you to know and accept that there are people who care about you. People you can trust,” Dr. Morgenson stressed.
 
   I knew that was the case. I knew I could trust him, but what was the point? 
 
   The session ended and I left. The first of many I would attend over what felt like a millennia.
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   A crappy morning to add to my crappy week awaited me when I awoke. It was raining.
 
   Couldn’t I catch a break? Wasn’t my life miserable enough from the beginning? Why, then, did he have to come into my life and make me believe there was something worth living for, only to take it all away?
 
   Nothing. I was nothing. Just as they’d always said I was. I would never amount to anything. Yup, there I was, a shell of a fucking human being because I fell in love.
 
   Love stinks. Worse than asshats…
 
   The windshield wipers moved back and forth at a furious pace as I waited in the left-hand turning lane for an opening. The light was still green, stale red for the cross street.
 
   Green means go, but it appeared not everyone knew that red meant stop.
 
   I heard the squealing of the tires against the wet pavement. In my periphery a work van flew over the white line before the crunching of metal filled my ears.
 
   That was when it all disappeared. The pain…the dull ache in my heart, and Nathan, too.
 
   All I knew was black and stillness…
 
   Until I heard the sirens. Breathless voices and clamoring hands touched me.
 
   It was later when a voice broke out above all other sounds, screaming, “Oh, God. Lila! Love, no! No! Get your fucking hands off me. That’s my girlfriend! Lila!” That was when I knew I was probably about to die.
 
   Only angels sounded like that—only my Nathan…
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   My chest clenched, and I rubbed the spot with firm pressure. A familiar pain was flooding in, and once again it was all my fault.
 
   The doors to the elevator closed in front of me, the number twelve disappearing before my eyes, leaving me to stare at my own lifeless reflection. The weight of my decision hovered above me, poised for the right moment to crash down.
 
   I saw her long before I ever met her; Lila, my cohort in crime at work and at home. Across a sea of asphalt and cars, was where I caught my first glimpse of the woman who would do the impossible and awaken a long dead part of me.
 
   She was unassuming, skittish even, captivating me with the way she walked. There was nothing particularly special about it; maybe it was just the way the light reflected in her natural blonde hair. Whatever it was, my eyes were glued to her. She became more intriguing when her demeanor changed, as two men approached; her body rigid, pace slowed, and eyes down. It was subtle, not many would notice, but I did.
 
   The caged beast inside me also noticed and pulled at his chains, growling. He didn’t like that they made her feel that way. I was about to go to her, launch myself at her, the beast wanting the strange siren, when a hand clamped down on my shoulder and pulled me back to reality.
 
   I shouldn’t have taken the job when Jack offered it to me. In fact, the only reason I did was to have something to keep me busy, keep my mind off everything. To keep the days passing as I waited to die.
 
   Every day was the same; a spiral down to hell. I knew my family was waiting for the call that I’d offed myself. I’d been tempted, hundreds of times, but I never went through with it.
 
   I wished I had. Better to destroy myself, and not take her with me.
 
   The throbbing behind my ribs was damn near crippling and made my legs shaky, as I tried to brace myself in the elevator while it moved. No one would ever find out the level of asshole I’d achieved.
 
   I’d done it. Done what I thought I couldn’t.
 
   I left her…the one good thing I had in my purgatory.
 
   So, why did it hurt so bad that my eyes stung? I could barely breathe or think. Shouldn’t I have been proud I finally found the inner strength to do what was best for her?
 
   I blinked and swallowed, but the lump of shame in my throat wouldn’t budge.
 
   It was a necessary separation. I couldn’t keep hurting her, and that night I physically hurt her.
 
   She deserved more, so much more than me; an angry, depressed, broken man. I couldn’t give her what she needed—love. So, I did what I had asked her to do.
 
   I left.
 
   Once more my eyes stung like a son of a bitch, but there was no room for tears. I didn’t deserve them.
 
   Visions of her collapsed and passed out after I lost control and took her, assaulted me. It’d been too much, too rough. I begged her to leave, told her I couldn’t control it. Not today.
 
   Today was the day it all resurfaced. The pain, the agony…my wife.
 
   The life, the love, and the family that was taken from me.
 
   The last time I saw her surfaced. Her eyes open; staring, blank, void, empty…dead.
 
   The medically induced coma they placed me in kept me from even saying goodbye. I was unable to attend her funeral.
 
   The elevator signaled that I reached my floor, and I was left with heavy steps as I walked out and down the hall. I entered my condo after having deposited Lila back into hers, leaving her.
 
   I shut the door behind me, leaning on it as it clicked closed. All of my belongings I’d retrieved from her place dropped to the ground, landing on the tile floor below.
 
   My hands moved to my hair, tugging and pulling on it as the air around me became suffocating. I felt something digging into my palm and released my grip to find out what it was.
 
   I opened my hand and in it rested a jagged piece of metal.
 
   Her key…the key to my place. I took it from her key ring and returned the one she’d given me.
 
   The weight was becoming too much, almost crippling. The animal inside me was stirring, the part of me that wanted her more than I wanted to admit.
 
   Gone. She was gone. I left.
 
   Mine! The beast howled. She. Is. Mine!
 
   “No. She deserves to be happy and loved. I can’t give her that.”
 
   I leaned my forehead on the door, pounding my fist on it—hoping the door would give way and I’d have an excuse to run back to her. Any excuse to end the agony in which I was beginning to drown.
 
   “Stay here! You have to.”
 
   Arguing with myself probably couldn’t be seen as sane, but my head and heart were warring. My feelings for her had become so strong.
 
   Mine! He roared.
 
   “Lila…”
 
   Mine!
 
   “Oh, God, what have I done?” I doubled over, the crushing weight of my actions coming down on me. “I need you. I need you so much.”
 
   Get. Her. Back!
 
   “I can’t. No. I won’t…I won’t hold her down, hold her back. Someone will worship the ground she walks on, love her.”
 
   We can do that. No one will ever understand her like we do.
 
   “Someone will try. Someone will want and love her.”
 
   Someone like Andrew?
 
   My voice broke down to a whisper. “Yes, someone like Andrew.”
 
   No! Mine. Not Andrew’s. Mine. I need her!
 
   A crunching sound that had become all too familiar in recent months filled my ears. I looked down to find my hand embedded in the drywall.
 
   My knuckles began to sting as I stared at my arm still lodged in the new hole. I pulled my hand out and surveyed the damage. I spun around, looking at all of the holes that the entry walls contained. All were created because of her. Because I wanted her and tried to deny it. Because I wouldn’t face the truth about what was going on between us. Because I was angry at her for making me feel for her.
 
   That was the moment I came crumbling apart at the seams.
 
   I grabbed at the edge of the drywall and pulled, tearing a chunk from the wall. 
 
   It wasn’t enough. In a frantic pace I began pulling, large pieces coming off in my hands. The dust filled the air, clouding it, just like my mind and my heart. I needed the reminder of her gone.
 
   I’d gotten one section down before it let loose; the pain, the loss, the anger. Nothing was safe from my path of destruction. 
 
   I pulled half a sheet down in one tug, tossed it to the side and manically finished the demolition of the remaining, offending plasterboard.
 
   Every tug, every pull, I tried to push her memory away. The feel of her skin, her body beneath mine, her smile, her laughter, her mind, her taste, her need.
 
   She needed me. I knew that. I needed her; something I was just beginning to understand.
 
   I left. Separating us.
 
   I screamed out, cursing myself, my life, and cursing her, though innocent, for entering my solitary existence and turning my purgatory upside down.
 
   My hands snapped the wallboard off               the nails that were holding it onto their wooden supports. In my fury I tore, pulled, and yanked the walls down until there was nothing left.
 
   No holes. No walls. No reminder.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I stood, breathing hard, in the middle of the entryway. Sweat poured down my face, plaster dust clung to my wet skin and clothing. The air was thick with a white haze, the drywall bits covered the floor, beaten.
 
   And still I could feel her presence.
 
   I fell to my knees, the dust floating back into the air.
 
   My arms itched from the powder coating my skin and I coughed, gagging on the chalky substance hovering in the air. Didn’t matter. I deserved to suffer.
 
   My body began shaking as I sat there in defeat. In the future I would mourn two losses of my love on that date: my wife and my Lila.
 
   I wouldn’t let what happened to her happen to Lila. I couldn’t. Lila would live. Lila would meet someone worthy and start a family. Lila would be happy.
 
   But not with me.
 
   A sob erupted from my chest, startling me. The sting of tears in my eyes was disconcerting as my loss crushed me. I mourned them; one taken from me and the other I threw away.
 
   Tears spilled down my cheeks, my body finally having had enough; enough fighting, enough feeling.
 
   Enough.
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   The next morning my alarm went off, but I was already awake. My eyes were glued to the ceiling, staring blankly at the white expanse. In the time I was staring I noticed the nail pops, small cracks in the plasterboard, and the all-consuming ache in my chest.
 
   I slept terribly; tossing and turning, fighting nightmares, and periods of insomnia.
 
   As I laid there, I realized it was the first night in months that Lila wasn't next to me in the bed. Her delectable cherry blossom scent and warmth filling the room. It’d been months since I’d awoken without her soft body curled into mine, our limbs entangled.
 
   Instead the bed was cold.
 
   No good morning kisses.
 
   No morning sex with my goddess.
 
   No sweet smiles from my Honeybear.
 
   No Lila.
 
   My Lila.
 
   An hour later, on autopilot, I was dressed and walking to my car. I noted hers was still in her parking spot a few down from mine. In the rearview mirror the dark circles around my blood-shot eyes made them stand out; evidence of my sleepless night.
 
   I arrived at our office and breathed in her sweet scent that still lingered there. Sitting at my desk, I went straight to work and braced myself for her entrance. It was almost seven thirty; she would be there any moment.
 
   Halfway through the Anderson contract and still no Lila. Odd, as it was a few minutes past eight. Then again, after what I’d done, I didn't expect her to come in early.
 
   At eight forty-five she still wasn’t there.
 
   I checked my phone every few minutes to make sure I hadn't missed her call. My leg started bouncing in agitation. In my head I began to spin different scenarios of why she was late, some of them causing me to worry about what might have happened to her.
 
   The Boob Squad left me alone, obviously noting my mood. Thank God, because there was no way I could deal with them that day.
 
   By nine fifteen I was pulling at my hair, when Caroline stuck her head in to say good morning and stopped as she noticed the empty desk.
 
   "Where's Lila?" she asked.
 
   I kept my focus on my work, refusing to meet her eyes. "I don't know."
 
   She closed the door behind her and her tone, when she spoke , contained enough force to draw my attention. "What do you mean you don't know?"
 
   I shook my head, my brain trying to find the words so she could understand. "I couldn't keep hurting her, Caroline."
 
   There was a knock on the door before Andrew entered. I watched his bright smile fade when he noticed the scene in front of him. "What did you do?"
 
   I leaned forward, my elbows resting on the desk, my hands pulling at my neck. "I ended it. I hurt her, and then I ended it."
 
   "You fucking moron!" Caroline screamed at me.
 
   At the same time Andrew yelled, "I can't believe I fucking trusted her with you!"
 
   Caroline's hand collided with my right cheek, and I welcomed the physical pain. "You...She's in love with you!" My head swung back to meet her fierce gaze, my eyes wide in disbelief. "Do you have any fucking clue what you've done?"
 
   It felt like the floor was falling out from beneath my feet. 
 
   No, oh please no. Don't love me. Please don't let it be true. They'll kill you. They'll kill you like they did her.
 
   "Give me your key and I swear to God if she...if she isn't all right I will kill you!"
 
   I stared up at Caroline, believing her threat. "I don't have her key. I gave it back."
 
   “And how did she take all of this?”
 
   “I don’t know. She passed out. I…I took her and placed her in her bed. I told her in a letter, though I’m sure she understood with my actions, and I switched out our keys before I left.”
 
   “You fucking coward!” Andrew said; every muscle was tense, and I wondered when he was going to hit me. I deserved it.
 
   I flinched at his words, but agreed with him.
 
   “We need to check on her and we need to do it now,” Caroline said, pacing in front of me. “I’ll call her cell, if she doesn’t answer we are going over there and you will get us in.”
 
   I nodded in agreement, my chest tightening. 
 
   She was all right, she had to be. She was just upset. She’d be fine.
 
   I tried to convince myself over and over. It wasn’t enough. Opening up my desk drawer I pulled out my anti-anxiety pills and took one, then stuffed the bottle into my pocket.
 
   Caroline wasn’t able to get ahold of Lila, so we headed out, leaving word with Jack’s assistant about the situation, leaving out the part about my relationship. The assistant hadn’t heard from her either and confirmed she would alert Jack of the situation and our absence.
 
   I let out a sigh that Jack wasn’t available. I wasn’t sure I could face him right then, or lie to him anyway. He knew me too well and could call my bullshit. One look and he would know. He would know that we were something more.
 
   We all piled into my car and ten minutes later we were in the parking lot of our building. Her car was where I had last seen it, cool and unused, in her parking spot.
 
   “Mike!” I called out as we rushed in and up to the desk. “Have you seen Lila Palmer today?”
 
   “Lila? No, she hasn’t come down yet,” he replied, a bit bewildered by our entrance.
 
   I began to shake, Andrew had begun pacing, and Caroline was biting at her fingernails. None of those were good signs.
 
   “Can you ring up and see if she answers?”
 
   “Sure thing, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   He let it ring nine times before hanging up and shaking his head.
 
   “We need your help. Lila didn’t show up to work and her car is still here. We’re unable to reach her by phone and we’re worried there’s something very wrong. We need to get into her apartment and make sure she’s okay; can you help us with that?”
 
   “Well, we do have keys for emergencies,” he said, his voice shaking and his jaw tense – making it obvious he was now infected with the same worry that plagued us.
 
   “This is definitely an emergency.” My voice cracked with the force of emotions.
 
   Something was wrong. I could feel it in my bones. My inner beast that had been silent, brooding, was whimpering and pacing.
 
   Please, please, be all right.
 
   Mike unlocked a hidden safe behind the desk and pulled out a bundle of brass keys. Andrew wouldn’t stop pushing on the elevator button, all in hopes it would get there sooner, and when it finally did, we all rushed in.
 
   The soft elevator music could not dissolve the building tension as we climbed up to the twelfth floor. Mike was out first, and we followed behind to Lila’s door, anxiously awaiting him to unlock it.
 
   I was trembling, my stomach knotted. I felt like I was on edge and afraid of what we would find on the other side.
 
   The door swung open and we burst through, all of us calling out for her.
 
   “Lila!” I rushed toward the family room. In my peripheral I watched Andrew head right toward the kitchen and Caroline make straight for Lila’s bedroom.
 
   I stared after Caroline and a few seconds later her voice broke the fear. “In here!”
 
   I stood frozen, afraid of what I was about to see. It shattered when I watched Andrew run out of the kitchen.
 
   I rushed after him, my eyes frantic in their search for her as I entered the threshold.
 
   The sight before me caused my knees to go weak, my legs threatening to give out, and my balance shifted my weight backwards into the door frame, my hands grasping it for support to keep me from falling.
 
   No. No, no, no, no, no, no! No!
 
   Please! Please, Lila, please!
 
   No, no! Please be okay, please be okay!
 
   My mind was frantic, begging for hope.
 
   Lying on the floor near the foot of the bed was Lila; her hips were twisted, shoulders against the floor, arms splayed, head tilted to the side. She was naked, just as I had left her the night before.
 
   Her pale skin showed the deep bruises of my body’s assault on hers. I had been too hard, too rough, too much. I was out of control, and I knew it.
 
   The world stopped – everything stopped – when I reached her eyes. Her beautiful gray-green eyes were open, the lids unable to close. They were glazed over, empty, flat, void.
 
   Images of a night years before, another set of eyes, flooded my mind.
 
   Empty.
 
   Void.
 
   Dead.
 
   My stomach turned, and I propelled my body to the adjoining bathroom to heave into the toilet. I hadn’t eaten so only bile and acid were expelled; my stomach retching to purge my mind.
 
   My ears were ringing, and I couldn’t hear anything that Caroline and Andrew had said from the moment I saw her lying on the ground. 
 
   Caroline’s voice erupted, breaking through. “Mike, call 911! Oh, Lila!”
 
   “Is she breathing? Please say she’s breathing!” Andrew begged.
 
   “She is! Lila? Can you hear me? Lila?”
 
   I wiped my mouth and walked back into the bedroom where my Lila laid alive, but unresponsive.
 
   “Goddamn son of a bitch!” Andrew roared before his fist collided with my jaw.
 
   I stumbled back against the wall. His hand grabbed at my suit and brought me back up to face him.
 
   “This is what you fucking said to her?” He held up the letter I’d left her. “I thought you understood her. I thought you cared for her. You fucking destroyed her!” He looked at me with absolute contempt and his tone was murderous.  “You fucking stay away from her. You don’t talk to her, you don’t fucking look at her.” For a moment I got a reprieve from his animosity as he turned to look at Lila’s lifeless form. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
 
    “It’s better this way,” I whispered as Caroline covered her body.
 
   “Like fucking hell it is! She was getting better, we could all see it. That was your doing. You were healing her. Now…she’s barely functioning.”
 
   My stomach clenched again, my breath catching. “I warned her from the beginning. I begged her to go. I hurt her, Andrew.”
 
   “You did this to her. She trusted you. You know what happened to her and you just confirmed everything they ever told her. You knew how broken she was and you went and fucking crushed her. You were healing her, and now? She may not recover from this.” He was seething, glaring down at me, his nostrils flared.
 
   The room remained quiet after Andrew stopped yelling at me.  We waited on pins and needles for the paramedics to come and take her away.  I couldn’t drive, and Andrew wanted nothing to do with me so he grabbed Lila’s keys and took her car, while Caroline shoved me into my car and drove us. We arrived at the hospital not long after the ambulance.
 
   Since I wasn’t family they wouldn’t tell me a thing no matter how many people I cursed, yelled and spat at. It was a nightmare, one from which I was afraid I might never wake up.
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   Sometimes it was good when members of your family worked at a hospital, but sometimes it wasn’t. The times when you screwed up and destroyed a beautiful woman – there they were without invitation.
 
   My mother looked at me with such pity, while my father looked disappointed.
 
   We’d been there about an hour when a familiar form was walking down the hall toward us.
 
   “Darren?”
 
   “Nathan?” Darren Morgenson, my therapist and friend, wrapped his arms around me in a hug. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I fucked up.” The words slipped out, because that was all that was going through my head.
 
   He pulled back and studied my face. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked, diverting talk away from me. I didn’t think I had it in me to tell him I’d destroyed my own heart and an innocent one in the process.
 
   “I got a call, one of my patients. Poor girl’s had a breakdown, it seems.” He shook his head. “I haven’t seen her in months and now this. She’s so fragile; I always wondered when she’d break.”
 
   My eyes widened and my stomach dropped. “Lila Palmer?”
 
   He blinked at me. “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   “He’s the fucker who broke her,” Andrew said from behind me, sticking his hand out for Darren.
 
   “Hey, Andrew, how are you doing?” Darren asked, trying to hide the momentary look of frustration toward me, regarding my actions that caused all of the fuckery that was going on. His eyes shifted to Andrew.
 
   I exhaled and my shoulders rounded forward, crumpling in on myself. Every moment away from Lila made my bones ache and my muscles tense up. Yet, there I stood—rooted in place, helpless to do anything to change any of it. In addition, I was reeling from the information that Darren was both mine and Lila’s therapist.
 
   Andrew’s lips were set in a thin line. “I’d be doing a lot better if Lila was at the office.”
 
   Darren nodded in understanding. “I take it you know what happened.”
 
   Andrew jerked his head in my direction. “Like I said, he’s responsible. You’ll need to ask him.”
 
   I tried to meet Darren’s gaze, but I couldn’t. I was drowning in my shame.
 
   “What is he talking about?” Darren turned to me. “Look at me, Nate. What the fuck is he saying?”
 
   “I had to.” I managed to choke out the words.
 
   “He left her this.” Andrew handed Darren the note, and I cringed.
 
   Darren gasped as he read it. My eyes flickered over to him, and I could tell he was furious.
 
   He looked back at me, anger and pain in his expression. “You just undid six years of therapy in four sentences. Four fucking sentences!”
 
   He stormed off down the hall to her room, leaving me to drown in my growing self-hatred.
 
   It was not what I wanted.
 
   We stayed for a few hours, but Lila never woke up.
 
   Darren and her other doctors came out, looking for her family. None of us were, but Caroline lied and said she was her sister. Darren knew better, but he didn’t correct her. They were sisters in spirit.
 
   Self-induced psychological coma, they told Caroline. Lila had retreated into her own mind, unable to take the pain and harsh, new reality I’d created.
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   Days passed and Lila was still unresponsive, trapped in the recesses of her mind. For the second day in a row I found myself leaving the office at five and rushing over to the hospital.
 
   Work was utter hell. I hated being away from her.
 
   Nothing changed in the ten hours since I’d last been there. I walked into the room with quiet steps up to the bed. She looked so peaceful, like an angel. The constant beeping of the machines, along with the low rise and fall of her chest, put to rest the creeping fear that she was gone. Each breath and beat I clung to.
 
   She was still there, alive, and she would return.
 
   I hoped.
 
   My hand reached out to move a stray strand of hair from her face, but I stopped myself. It was one thing to see her, to smell her, and to feel her presence, it was another thing entirely to touch her.
 
   This was for the best, I reminded myself.
 
   I turned and walked back out to the hall. Once there I leaned on the wall and stared at the room across the hall. A shiver ran down my spine and my body shuddered as memories flooded back to my mind.
 
   I pushed them away and slid down the wall to sit on the floor. My mind turned over to the beeping of the machines that let me know my Lila was still with me. After a few minutes my heart began to beat in time with hers.
 
   I sat there listening, thinking, feeling, until after midnight when a nurse came by and told me I couldn’t stay any longer.
 
   When I returned the next night her door was closed, and through the small glass window I could see Darren and a few other doctors looking at the monitors and talking.
 
   Taking my position again I slid down the wall, coming to rest on the cold, hard floor. I closed my eyes, my head tilted back and I listened to the steady beep of the machines.
 
   I heard the door to her room swish open then click closed. I didn’t know if he saw me or not, but he knew I was there. 
 
   He sighed. “Why are you sitting out here? If you came this far, why don’t you go in and see her? She knows you’re here, after all.”
 
   My head snapped up. “She’s awake?”
 
   I watched Darren turn to look at me, a sad smile on his lips. “No, not yet.”
 
   “Then how do you know she knows?”
 
   “Her heart rate’s been steady all day. It picked up about fifteen minutes ago,” he said, then quirked his brow. “How long have you been sitting out here?”
 
   I stared up at him in wide-eyed shock. “About fifteen minutes.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.” Darren slid down to sit next to me. “What are you doing?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Here. Why are you here? You broke her, yet you come by every day and sit outside her room.”
 
   I sighed. “I don’t know. I just… I feel such a pull to be near her. I hate that I did this to her…but it’s better this way.”
 
   “Better than what? You may be saving her from the possibility of being harmed by Marconi, but what do you call that in there? Three fucking days she’s been unresponsive.” He hitched his thumb toward her room. “In that room they’re talking about moving her to a facility I don’t want her to go to. She has no next of kin... Well, none that would come. She just has you and a small handful of friends. Friends who have lives. What do you have, Nathan?”
 
   I sat there, staring at the room on the other side of the hallway.
 
   He answered for me. “Nothing. You have nothing. You had her. A beautiful, broken woman who would have done anything for you. A woman who loves you, and you were selfish.”
 
   “Selfish?” My voice rose in indignation, my head snapping to look at him.
 
   “Selfish. You did this for your protection more than hers. The thought of losing her the same way you lost your wife crushes you, doesn’t it?”
 
   “I… How do you know she loves me?”
 
   “Way to deflect there, Nathan. Don’t worry, I won’t forget. And I know, because if she didn’t love you, she wouldn’t be in her current state. And if you didn’t love her, you wouldn’t be sitting out here in your expensive suit, on the floor, outside her door in a hospital.”
 
   I cringed at the word, just as he probably knew I would. 
 
   After spending months in a hospital after the accident, I hated them. The smell alone made me sick. Especially there, in that wing, sitting across the hall from the room that had once been my home.
 
   There was a sudden shrieking plea that rang out from her room. Lila was screaming, begging. Darren jumped to his feet and threw the door open, rushing into the room.
 
   I turned, my fists slammed on the wall while her screams echoed around the hall. My eyes were screwed tight, but the tears leaked through as I listened to my Lila cry out.
 
   Her screams and pleas cut through me, tearing me. I wanted to run in and take her in my arms and never let her go. I wanted to chase away her fears and self-doubts. Declare my undying love, want, need, and support.
 
   “No one wants me!” she wailed.
 
   My heart splintered. “I want you,” I whispered into the wall. I held my body tight and tense to keep me from running to her, to keep my heart from ruling.
 
   I felt a warm hand on my fist, and I looked up through bleary tear-filled-eyes to find my mother staring down at me with a sad expression on her face.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be this way, Nathan.”
 
   “Yes, it does. She’s safe this way…without me in her life.”
 
   I continued to listen to her pleas and sobs as Darren worked on calming her. It was my punishment. I had done that to her, I needed to hear it. Every cry and sob I created. I broke her.
 
   My chest tightened, constricting my breathing.
 
   It’s better this way.
 
   She’s better off without me.
 
   I repeated those words over and over in my head, trying to convince myself that I had done what was best for her in the long run. A mantra, as I remained in the hall, listening to everything that poured out of her. My heart broke more the longer I listened, but it was my punishment. I had to hear her pain, because she was what mattered most.
 
   But if I walked through that door and saw her I might shatter. I’d much rather sit outside, listening to her scream, and let her be comforted by Darren. He knew what to do. He always did. I couldn’t offer her any solace; I didn’t have it in me anymore.
 
   All my fucking fault. All of it.
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   They released Lila the next day, and I was left without any outlet to her. At least in the hospital I could be near her, but it was much better that she wasn’t there any longer. However, I was not better.
 
   The beast within me paced, and I grew restless. Sleep evaded me, and I was lucky to be getting three or four hours a night. It was never in one shot either; forty-five minutes here, thirty there.
 
   When Monday rolled around, I was anxious yet elated. I would see her again, and maybe that would soothe me some. I was happy she was returning to work because that meant she was awake. Over the previous few days I found out just how much I’d grown used to always being around her, how much I was addicted to her.
 
   I arrived at the office early, as the insomnia had me up before five, and anxiously awaited her arrival. I was a nervous wreck and had no clue what to do or how to act. I just knew I was miserable and I guessed that she was worse.
 
   Worse was an understatement when she arrived a little while later. What walked through the door and into our office was not the Lila I knew. My heart ripped again. She looked…different. Almost as if she’d reverted back to that time in the parking lot. Her eyes were directed to the floor, hair down. She didn’t look my way. She didn’t acknowledge my presence.
 
   It was difficult to look at her, knowing I’d done that to my Lila, but it had to be that way. Didn’t it?
 
   I could smell her and a calm spread through my every nerve. She was there, she was alive. That was what mattered.
 
   Alive. 
 
   She continued to avoid looking at me while booting up her computer and sorting through the piles on her desk. Still no acknowledgement.
 
   “Good morning, Lila,” I said. I was going to say more, but refrained when she cringed. My chest burned, the knife twisting deeper.
 
   It was better that way.
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   The days passed just the same, silence prevailing between us. I hated it. Every moment was torture, and not just on me. Lila wasn’t even trying to hide the pain, her façade blown away. Stuffing herself into work to avoid thinking, perhaps?
 
   I knew that was what I was doing. Distracting myself with contract after contract.
 
   On her fourth day back it was so busy I didn’t even take a lunch break. I ran to the lobby, picked up a quick deli sandwich from one of the vendors that occupied the first floor, and ate at my desk. I almost picked up Lila’s favorite, but I had a suspicion it was a bad idea.
 
   She never left her desk, other than to get more coffee or some water. She drank her coffee black, so I knew she wasn’t getting any calories there, and I hadn’t seen her eat anything.
 
   I glanced over at her and cringed. She’d lost weight over the last week. Not a lot, but noticeable. I knew I was to blame.
 
   She’s in love with you!
 
   Caroline’s words rang through, interrupting my thoughts.
 
   There was only two hours left before she was to leave, Jack making sure she didn’t overdo it, and I had a feeling she wasn’t eating at home.
 
   I knew I wasn’t.
 
   “Lila, go eat something,” I said, my eyes never leaving the screen. I needed to stay detached to keep myself restrained. That was why I hadn’t engaged in conversation with her since her return.
 
   “No.” Her fingers didn’t even skip a beat on her typing.
 
   My jaw twitched. “Go.”
 
   “I’m not hungry.” Her voice was detached, but held the beginnings of annoyance.
 
   I slammed my hands down on my desk.
 
   Dammit!
 
   In my peripheral she jumped, but kept her head down. I startled her. She did look my way as I stalked out and down to the break room. I surveyed the contents of the vending machine and found there wasn’t much of anything healthy, but at that point she just needed something in her system.
 
   Her favorite granola bar was there, so I entered my money into the slot. After retrieving it from the machine I returned to the confines of our office. I threw the bar onto her desk and it landed right in front of her.
 
   “Eat it,” I demanded.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Eat the fucking granola bar before I shove it down your throat.” It was taking all my control to keep from yelling at her; I was so angry that she wouldn’t just take it.
 
   Her hand wrapped around the package, and I smiled on the inside. My body sighed in relief that she was doing as I asked, but was quickly proven wrong when she threw it against the wall. It shattered inside the wrapper with a crack before falling to the floor.
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard that threat before,” she spat up at me. Anger was boiling in her eyes, venom lacing her tone.
 
   My eyes grew wide as I remembered the last time I’d given her a similar threat. My chest ached, longing for the time when things were different between us. Times where my possessiveness was allowed to get the better of me, and my cock ruled.
 
   Her anger was new, confusing, and I didn’t know what to do. Something that scared me, but made me proud at the same time. I hated that she was going against me, but at the same time happy she was fighting back.
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   I’d taken to drinking at night, which was not good for anything that got in my path. The alcohol reduced my inhibitions, and the beast was let out. All my anger and pain unleashed upon my surroundings.
 
   I wondered if I was like a drug addict going through withdrawal. I had all the symptoms, my physical dependence on Lila showing its ugly self.
 
   My depression and anxiety spiked, and I craved her more than I ever had before. I needed her.
 
   My condo was a mess, the drywall still laid on the floor in the entryway, various pieces of furniture were knocked over, and the closet in the master bedroom was ransacked. Clothes, shoes, belts were strewn all over the floor. Casualties of my search for something, anything, that was hers.
 
   I emptied the hamper and found a shirt of mine she had thrown on one night and found it still smelled of her. I sighed, having enough of a fix to calm me somewhat.
 
   I was a mess and it was my own fault. We could have been together, there were ways.
 
   But there was no thinking on that day, only pain. It was for the best…for her.
 
   We can give her what is best, what she deserves. We used to be that man, we can be him again. 
 
   Seeing her in the hospital, unresponsive, had been unbearable, but she was awake and she would get over me and move on. Get married and have a family.
 
   Our family. We could have been a family; we could have made a family with her.
 
   I shuddered at the thought, my eyes turning toward the small wooden chest lying exposed in the closet after my search. My mind moved back to another “made” family. My hand caressing the bump that lay between her hips, the ultrasound showing the life we had created.
 
   Gone. All gone.
 
   My wife.
 
   My little boy.
 
   “Happy birthday, Daddy!” she said with an excited smile while I opened the box she handed to me.
 
   We were spending the weekend at her parents’ place for a combination belated birthday-Father’s Day party.
 
    Within the box laid a black picture frame. Behind the glass an ultrasound picture with an arrow pointing between what appeared to be legs with the words “I’m a boy!” printed on it.
 
   I smiled as I looked from my wife to the picture containing our child. Miscarriage after miscarriage, finally we were going to have our family. I leaned forward and captured her lips, conveying my love for her and for our child.
 
   “I wish I hadn’t missed that appointment.”
 
   “It was the first one you haven’t been able to make. I think that’s pretty good, especially with your schedule,” she said, her hands running through my hair.
 
   “But, I missed this.” My fingers traced the form of our child.
 
   “But what a great birthday slash Father’s Day gift! Besides, you won’t miss anymore.”
 
   I was pulled back by the frightening reality her statement held. 
 
   No, I didn’t miss any more because there were no more to miss. She didn’t know, none of us did, that just a few short hours later I would lose them both.
 
   They said he wouldn’t have survived outside the womb, even if he’d survived the crash and they’d gotten to him in time.
 
   I saw the evidence photos; he didn’t survive the crash.
 
   I pulled the shirt back up to my face and inhaled, breathing in Lila’s lingering scent. It was amazing how even that tiny bit that remained could calm me. What was I going to do when there was no more scent?
 
   Her soft, warm body haunted me. I wanted to feel her in my arms. Just…feel her. Lila, my Lila.
 
   My hand unconsciously rubbed at my chest to try and soothe the ache that lay beneath.
 
   You can still fix this. Get her back! The beast spoke. Lay claim to her, make her ours! Marry her!
 
   “No.”
 
   Why?
 
   “And give Vincent Marconi someone else he can take from me?”
 
   We can protect her!
 
   I couldn’t protect them; how was I supposed to protect Lila?
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   I looked up at the clock; fifteen minutes past eight. She was running late, past her normal seven-thirty. I tried to ignore the thought that sprung forth about the last time she was late, but it caught me nonetheless.
 
   The phone on my desk rang and, in my daze, I answered it without looking at the caller ID.
 
   “Nathan Thorne,” I said in greeting. There was a whimpering on the line before Lila’s voice broke through.
 
   “N-Nathan, i-it’s Lila.”
 
   There was something wrong, off in her voice, and I found myself on edge—my body leaned forward, bracing for the impact of her words.
 
   “I-I’m n-not going to-to make it… Oh, God!” she cried out, and I heard the pain and fear. Mine was rising to meet hers. Her speech faltered, and I was unable to make out what she was saying. “Won’t…be in…”
 
   “Lila? Lila, are you okay?” My anxiety was skyrocketing faster than my heart rate. Her pain coming out in whimpers and gasps. She was having a difficult time breathing.
 
   “So…ung…so much b-blood,” she whispered more to herself than to me. “I d-don’t know where…w-where it’s com-coming from.”
 
   Her voice grew in pitch near the end. My stomach dropped and the blood fled from my face.
 
   “Lila, what happened? Where are you?”
 
   “C-crash. N-not far… St-t-star-b-bucks,” she struggled to say.
 
   I jumped up from my chair. Voices of the rescue crew were in the background, asking her questions, gaining vitals. What sounded like a chainsaw started, and I feared they had to cut her out of the wreckage.
 
   Crumpled metal and mangled flesh flashed before my eyes and a vice formed around my chest then began to tighten.
 
   “Lila! I’ll be right there. Do you hear me? Lila!”
 
   There was no response before the line went dead. I slammed the phone down on the receiver and ran out of our office. I rushed to the elevator bay and pushed the down button at a frantic pace in a fruitless effort for it to arrive faster. The doors sprung open, and I barely registered anyone was coming out as I pushed through and entered into the cab. 
 
   “Nathan!” Jack’s voice rang out, drawing my attention. “Nathan, what’s wrong?”
 
   My eyes met his, and I knew he could see the fear and desperation. “Accident. Lila’s been in an accident.”
 
   His eyes widened, but he remained silent as the doors slid closed. I didn’t know how much I had just given away, but at that moment I didn’t care; nothing else mattered. I needed to get to Lila, she was all I cared about.
 
   I paced as the elevator descended to the plaza level and dashed out as soon as my body could fit through the gap in the doors.
 
   Panicked, I ran. She was about half a mile away, and I could get there faster on foot.
 
   I had to get to her, I had to tell her. I couldn’t lose her.
 
   Please…don’t go!
 
   The rain had let up to a sprinkle, but it didn’t matter if it was down-pouring; I was too focused on reaching her.
 
   I turned the corner, and it all came into view. Gawkers stood around, blocking me. Police cruisers were everywhere, fire trucks and ambulances, but I couldn’t see her car.
 
   I ran up to the line next to a cruiser when it came into view. The sight almost brought me to my knees, and it would have if the need to see her and make sure she was all right hadn’t been so great.
 
   It had been a direct hit to the driver’s side. It was a crumpled mass of metal that once resembled her sedan. The door had been ripped off, and I could see blood on the upholstery.
 
   That night began to flash again, overlaying on the scene in front of me. Another car, another crumpled bloody mess, with another woman I loved.
 
   My heart rate increased and my chest tightened with each step forward, my body shaking.
 
   “Hey, hey! You can’t enter!” A cop called out to me, stepping in front of me.
 
   “Please, I have to… Lila!” I yelled as I pushed past the officer. “Oh, God. Lila! Love, no! No!”
 
   My vision started to darken and my heart was beating in my ears. It was sprinting. I knew the officer was trying to stop me, but I pressed forward, searching for her. Another officer came up and they tried to restrain me.
 
   “Get your fucking hands off me. That’s my girlfriend! Lila!”
 
   An ambulance gurney came into view, and on it laid a woman. Her left hand was lying over the side, limp, stained with red.
 
   “No!” I screamed, my knees buckling. Another image filled my mind, almost an exact parallel from the photo of my wife’s hand to Lila’s.
 
   The officer attempted to slow my descent to the ground. My heart was beating at a furious pace, my chest caving in to the point that I was grasping, clawing, at whatever was keeping me from breathing. My vision was blurred and getting darker with each beat until I could see no more.
 
   I had a vague feeling of people surrounding me, talking to me, and then I heard a familiar voice, breaking through everything.
 
   “Help him! He’s having a panic attack!” Caroline cried out.
 
   I didn’t even get to breathe a full breath before I felt a prick in my arm and everything turned black.
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   It was bright, sunny, and I had to shade my eyes from the light. Something stirred at my side and I looked down to find my Lila snuggled in. Her head tilted up; her intriguing gray-green eyes met mine briefly before snuggling back into my chest. My arm was around her shoulder, and I leaned my head down to breathe her in, kissing the top of her head. I let out a sigh and pulled her closer, reveling in her warmth.
 
   I looked around and found we were outside, lying in the middle of a park, people all around us. People all around, yet there we lay, relaxed and content. I felt something move on my chest and looked down to find Lila’s hand resting over my heart, a diamond glinting from her ring finger, a small band seated just beneath.
 
   I couldn’t pull her flush to me, so my gaze moved farther down and saw that her stomach was large and swollen. My hand reached out to rest on her belly. I felt a kick against my palm, and my heart swelled at the feeling of life beneath it. A life we had created.
 
   She shifted and sat up. “Anna!” she called out. “Anna, come back away from the pond!”
 
   I looked to where she called and my breath caught in my chest. A small girl, who couldn’t be more than four, turned to look at us. Her light brown curls were bouncing as she ran toward us, hands waving in excitement. Her eyes lit up just before she threw her tiny body on top of me.
 
   “Daddy! Daddy! There are fishies in the water!” The joy rolled off her tiny frame, her smile consuming her face.
 
   Her unique gray-green eyes stared up at me, identical in color to Lila’s. Her hair the same shade of brown as mine. Other elements of Lila could be found in the shape of her lips and the angle of her little nose.
 
   My hand reached out to touch her face, but instead of meeting flesh, my hand fell right through her as she dissipated between my fingers.
 
   The sky turned gray, dark clouds tumbling into view. My gaze turned back to Lila, she was still curled into me, but her body was limp and skinny, no swell in her stomach. I looked to her hand, it was now bare of the rings that had been there and blood covered her skin.
 
   “Lila,” I called to her, shaking her, but she didn’t wake. “Lila!”
 
   “Lila!” I cried out. My eyes snapped open, my breathing hard, as I looked at the ceiling. I could hear the beeping of various machines next to me.
 
   I sat up and looked around, trying to orient myself, and recognized my family in the room. My mind fought back, trying to remember how I got there. Visions of Lila’s crumpled car, her bloodied hand hanging from the stretcher came back at once. I swallowed back the bile that rose in my throat as the panic set in again.
 
   I had to find her. I needed to make sure she was all right, that she was…alive. She had to be alive. Please, she had to be.
 
   I pulled back the sheet and swung my legs over the edge. There was a tug on my hand, and I ripped the heart monitor from my finger. The machines began beeping wildly, alarms going off.
 
   “Nathan, honey, it’s okay. She’s alive,” I heard my mother say. I could tell by her tone it was a plea in hopes I would calm down, but it didn’t work.
 
   I could vaguely hear and see my parents in the room along with Darren, Trent, and Erin. They were talking in whispers, but I couldn’t concentrate on that. I had to find her.
 
   Please be okay. Please be alive. Please don’t leave me!
 
   “Lila!” I cried out for her, my panic rising.
 
   “She’s all right, Nathan,” Darren said to me as he stepped to the side of the bed. I didn’t believe him, I couldn’t. I had to see for myself. I swatted at him, pushing him aside.
 
   My feet landed on the cold floor, and I took a few steps forward before a sharp pain pulled at my wrist. I looked to find an IV line attached in one hand. 
 
   “Lila!” I called out again.
 
   “Mr. Thorne, please, lay back down!” a woman in green scrubs directed upon entering my room. I ignored her, pushing past her and out into the hall, the IV tube in my hand as I dragged the stand behind me.
 
   Darren followed behind me, arguing with the nurse; him telling her to let me go, her telling him I was disturbing patients.
 
   I didn’t give a fuck if I disturbed patients; I needed to find my Lila.
 
   “Lila!” I called again. My chest was throbbing with each step, tears stinging my eyes. She had to be here, somewhere, she just had to be.
 
   “Mr. Thorne! You need to return to your room!” The nurse screeched at me.
 
   “He has to do this, Mary, just let him go,” Darren said to the annoying nurse.
 
   “Lila!”
 
   The IV stand caught on something in the hall, and I pulled on the tube, dislodging it from the bag.
 
   “Don’t pull that out!” another nurse scolded as they all chased me down the hall.
 
   “Lila!” I wailed. A sob was growing, about to release while tears began streaming down my face.
 
   I looked into each room, one at a time, the irritating nurses following right behind, yelling at me, threatening me. Darren and my parents then started yelling at them.
 
   “Lila!” I was begging for her to answer, but with each room I came to and didn’t find her, my desperation grew.
 
   My heart was hammering in my chest, the ache growing. My vision began to dim again, dread setting in.
 
   I reached a room near the end of the hall, and leaned on the frame, bracing myself while my limited vision wildly searched for her.
 
   And then I saw her. She was bandaged and beaten to hell, but she stared back at me with  wide-eyed recognition.
 
   My vision returned and my body relaxed while I took her in. Lila was alive. Thank God, she was alive.
 
   Her eyes met mine, and relief flooded every part of me, tears stinging at my eyes. Joy that my nightmares hadn’t come true.
 
   I wasn’t too late. I could fix this, fix us.
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   I woke to throbbing pain throughout my body, a pounding headache, and the sound of my name. It was faint, but growing in intensity as it moved toward me.
 
   My eyes opened, and I looked around, seeing the door of what I recognized as a hospital room.
 
   “Lila! Lila!” Nathan’s voice cried out. It was a frantic, panicked tone I had never heard before.
 
   “Lila!”
 
   “Mr. Thorne! You need to return to your room!” was screeched at him by who I assumed was a nurse.
 
   “Lila!”
 
   “Don’t pull that out,” another voice scolded.
 
   “Lila!” he wailed, and it sounded like he was on the verge of tears.
 
   It was clear he was ignoring the nurses as his search for me continued; they were threatening to call security.
 
   “Lila!” he called out again, desperation flooding his tone. He was louder, only one room away.
 
   My chest tightened, and my heart began beating at a furious pace.
 
   Seconds later, his hands appeared on the doorway, bracing himself while his eyes searched for me.
 
   I gasped when I took in his appearance; he was wearing nothing but a hospital gown. One tube hung from his wrist, hanging down on the ground.
 
   His expression was what had me in shock and my heart wrenching. Tears streamed down his pink cheeks; his eyes were wide and frantic, a look of despair overpowering all other emotions.
 
   As soon as his eyes met mine, his body relaxed, and his face morphed into one of relief and joy.
 
   “Lila!” he cried out once more, stumbling toward me.
 
   He reached out and grasped onto the sides of my face, his forehead leaning onto my bandaged one.
 
   “Oh, thank God. Thank God, you’re alive.”
 
   Warm tears landed on my cheeks as he continued mumbling. I stared at him in stunned silence. This was not the Nathan I knew. The mask was gone, and for the first time I was seeing the true Nathan without any inhibitions. He was raw and lay bare before me.
 
   He was stunning. More beautiful than usual in his agony.
 
   I didn’t move, I didn’t speak, I lay there stunned. He was crying.
 
   Nathan was crying.
 
   One of his tears dropped, sliding down to my lips. My tongue peeked out to lick it away, and my taste buds danced, registering the salty evidence, proving I wasn’t imagining it.
 
   “Nathan, what’s going on?” My voice was thick, my throat dry, and I began to wonder how long I’d been out.
 
   He pulled back from me to look into my eyes. “You don’t remember?”
 
   I shook my head and immediately stopped when I found how much it hurt. My vision spun, and my eyes were having trouble tracking.
 
   “You were in a very bad accident…” he trailed off, and his eyes moved from mine, looking over my whole body.
 
   I could tell I was hurt – the throbbing and shooting pain when I tried to move was proof enough without the excruciating breaths. His expression told me I was as bad off as I felt. His fingers ran over my gauze covered arm. I realized my whole arm was wrapped when he pressed his fingers to mine. He moved back up to my head, inspecting the bandage and gauze that was wound around it. With light strokes he ran the back of his fingers against my cheek, and even that hurt. I was certain I didn’t want to see a mirror at that moment.
 
   He stayed clear of my leg, which was good as I might have punched him if he touched it because it hurt so much already.
 
   “I’m so sorry. This wouldn’t have happened if I…”
 
   His being there, his pain, made me angry. His apology even more so. “If you what? Hadn’t left me? Broken me? Left me a shell of the paper thin person I already was before you? If that’s even possible.”
 
   “All of those. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”
 
   My jaw clenched, another thing I found painful, as annoyance took over. “You didn’t do this physical damage to me. What you did was far worse.”
 
   “Please, Lila, please!” he begged in a whisper.
 
   My chest felt like he was stabbing me with a knife, and in an angry fit I lashed out. “Please, what?”
 
   “Please, I’ll tell you everything, anything you want to know if you… Can we start over? I need you so much.”
 
   My tone was harsh. “Why? Why did you leave me if you were going to beg for me back?”
 
   “I’m so sorry I did this to you, to us. I was trying to protect you, and myself.”
 
   “Protect you from what exactly? What did you need protection from?”
 
   “From losing you the same way I lost…my wife,” he admitted, his eyes screwed tight.
 
   I swallowed hard, absorbing his words. There was a twinge in my chest that had nothing to do with my injuries and everything to do with him. My anger subsided for a brief moment, but bounced back.
 
   “And what were you protecting me from?”
 
   “From the Marconi family.” His eyes were boring into mine, beseeching me to understand.
 
   My eyes widened. The Marconi family was well-known for their criminal connections. Their reach was mostly the northeast part of the country.
 
   I was hesitant with my next question as I wondered what he’d been involved with in the past. It left me wishing I’d read those articles about Nathan instead of closing them down. “Why would you need to protect me from the Marconis?”
 
   He sniffed and another tear slid down his cheek. “Because if they found out about you, they would kill you like they did her.”
 
   I stared at him, slack-jawed. He’d mentioned his condo wasn’t in his name. It was evident to me now it was part of his hiding. “Why did they want to hurt her?”
 
   “They were trying to kill me.”
 
   “Oh.” My lips pressed into a thin, taut line. My head was pounding, and as much as I was happy he was opening up, I just wanted him to go.
 
   “I can’t let that happen to you.”
 
   “So you let me go? Were you ever going to ask me what I wanted? Were you ever going to tell me and let me decide for myself to risk my life to stay with you or cut all ties? Do you feel anything for me?” I needed some answers right then, though I wondered if they would be enough.
 
   “I feel so much for you. I tried to stop it. I knew it could happen with you—I sensed it from the beginning. The pull I feel to you is so strong. I tried to will myself not to develop these feelings for you, but you just won’t fucking be denied!”
 
   “I don’t understand what the fuck you’re saying,” I grumbled.
 
   “I’m saying Darren was right. I tried so hard to deny it, to deny you, but he saw it. He said I was being selfish by leaving you, that I did it because I didn’t want to be hurt again, that I was a coward for it. He was right. He saw it from the moment he arrived at the hospital when you were unresponsive.”
 
   My brow scrunched. “Dr. Morgenson? How do you know him, and what did he see?” My patience was running thin, and Nathan’s head shook, making it worse. “Just fucking say whatever it is you’re trying to say!”
 
   My chest protested, screaming at me, and I laid my head back down. The pain was almost unbearable.
 
   He looked at me, his face torn as he studied my features. His mouth opened and then closed again, the words stuck.
 
   “He knew that I’m in love with you.”
 
   My eyes widened, my mouth dropping in shock as my brain attempted to process what he had said.
 
   “I love you, Lila,” he declared. “I’m so scared about what that means for you.”
 
   My heart skipped a beat as words I had longed to hear slipped past his lips. The problem was they were tainted by the darkness he had carved in my heart.
 
   I laughed; it was a harsh one, my bitterness soaking through, and he flinched in response. “You love me? Then why did you leave me?”
 
   “I’m sorry, I…”
 
   “You love me? You’re sorry? Do you somehow think that makes everything better?” I asked, my voice growing in volume despite the protest in my lungs.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then what, Nathan? What the fuck do you want?” I asked, tears welling in my eyes. I needed to know. He needed to tell me. No more hiding.
 
   “I…” he began, and then shook his head, his eyes pleading with me for some sort of unknown understanding.
 
   “Out.” My right arm lifted, despite the pain, and pointed toward the door. The chance was given for him to give me something, anything, but he didn’t take it.
 
   “Wait, Lila, please,” he begged.
 
   “I said get the fuck out!” The action of yelling caused my eyes to grow wide as an agonizing fire ripped its way through me, my injuries protesting my movements.
 
   My breaths became shallow, each harder than the last. The beeping on the machines increased.
 
   Nathan stepped toward me, and I growled at him in warning. “No! Out!” My hand grabbed hold of the ice water on the stand next to me, and I threw it at him. The lid popped off when it crashed into his chest. The cold water spilled all over him, and he wore an expression of utter shock while the sound of the plastic, hitting the hard floor, filled the room.
 
   I screamed out, the pain from jostling my body so intense a white light clouded my vision. In the background, Nathan was calling to me along with other voices, coaxing me to calm down, but all I could pay attention to was my own gasping breaths and shooting pains coursing through my body.
 
   I was crying out in pain between the pants. Every sound I emitted caused the stabbing in my chest to flare, which would cause me to scream yet again. It was a vicious cycle.
 
   It took a while, but with the help of some drugs, I regained a normal breathing pattern.
 
   “Ms. Palmer… Delilah, I’m Dr. Thomas. Do you recall how you were injured?” he asked, and I shook my head. His hand reached out and stopped the motion. “It’s okay, not too much. Now that you’re awake, I’m hoping we can better assess your injuries. As of right now, we know you have a broken leg. You also have multiple lacerations that we’ve stitched up. We’re going to evaluate you and go from there, all right?”
 
   I nodded in response, and nurses began taking new vitals while fingers poked and prodded me. I may or may not have hit one of the nurses when my leg was bumped, but thankfully they understood.
 
   For what felt like the next millennium, I was examined and moved about, left with nothing but my thoughts to keep me company. The nurses tried to draw me into conversation, but I wasn’t paying attention. What had me was him: Nathan. Everywhere in the hospital I went, I could still feel him. My eyes searched for him as they wheeled me down corridors. I never did see him, but I knew he was near. After everything, there was still that rope that bound us together, pulling me to him.
 
   Sixteen hours, seventeen x-rays, and one CT scan later, the tally was in: bruised ribs, broken tibia and fibula which needed surgery to be realigned with a metal rod to hold the bones together, sprained left wrist, a concussion, and a linear skull fracture. To top it all off, I had multiple lacerations to my arms, legs, and head, and bruises with various scratches that covered my body. I was also informed I would not be leaving the hospital until after the surgery to fix my leg. My surgery was scheduled for Tuesday, and if I was lucky, I would be released on Wednesday.
 
   It was going to be a very long week.
 
   They gave me lots of medicine for the pain, and I soon found myself drowsy. After a small fight I gave up trying to stay awake and fell into a deep sleep.
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   Soothing strokes of my hair woke me sometime later, and my eyes fluttered open to find Caroline staring at me with wet eyes.
 
   “Caroline?”
 
   “You gave us quite a scare, sweetie,” she said with a sniff. Her fingers continued to run through my hair past the bandage that circled my head. “How are you feeling?”
 
   I attempted to move, but my body protested by shooting pain throughout, including my lungs when I breathed. “Like I’ve been hit by a truck.”
 
   “Full size work van.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   She smiled at my confusion. “You were hit by a full size work van.”
 
   “Oh. Well…that hurt, probably more than a truck.”
 
   Caroline tried to suppress a laugh, but it came out anyway. “I bet it did. Do you remember?”
 
   I shook my head, an action I found to be bad when my head began to spin. “How long have I been here? I know the doctor came in, and I had all those tests after Nathan…” I trailed off, my brow scrunching as I remembered how he was dressed. Not in his normal tailored suit, but in the same drab hospital gown I was wearing. “Why is Nathan in the hospital?”
 
   She pursed her lips. I knew she wasn’t happy with him and all that had gone on with our breakup, but there was something in the look upon her face. She was…torn.
 
   “It’s almost seven in the evening on Friday, you’ve been asleep for most of the day, and you’ve been here for almost two days. Nathan…well, he ran, literally ran to you after you called him… Lila, were you aware he was in a car accident?” she asked, avoiding answering my question.
 
   “No, but I figured that was probably what caused his scars.”
 
   She stared at me for a moment as she processed that bit. “And his wife?” she asked with reluctance.
 
   “I just found out he had been married and that she died.”
 
   She contemplated for a moment as if she was wondering exactly how much to tell me. “I made it to the accident scene because I was getting off the elevator when Nathan was rushing on, and he said to Jack that you were in an accident. I followed after him, running as well, which you know how hard that is in heels. Anyway, when I got there he was calling out your name; the police were trying to move him back behind the line. You were unconscious on the stretcher and you…”
 
   “Caroline?”
 
   Tears slid down her cheeks. “I thought you were dead. There was so much blood. Nathan saw you and lost it. He had a massive panic attack, which I wouldn’t have known the signs of if it wasn’t for you. It was…terrible to see, much worse than when I watched you. They had to sedate him before, I don’t know, he had a heart attack or something.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, confused. Why did he care?
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why was he having a panic attack?”
 
   She stared at me with her eyes wide before she leaned in. “Lila…because he thought he’d lost you; he thought you were dead.”
 
   “He didn’t have me to lose.” My breathing picked up as the emotional pain tightened my chest. “He threw me away.”
 
   A pained expression crossed her face. “As much as I hate him for hurting you, I think…I think he’s in love with you.”
 
   “He said that.”
 
   “He did?” she asked, surprised.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t believe it.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Why would he throw me away if he loved me? I’ve been thrown away and thrown around and none of those people loved me,” I said, my eyes trained on the ceiling.
 
   Her fingers were shaking as they glided across my arm. “People sometimes do it when they love someone.”
 
   “So, you’re telling me that all people throw you away, whether they love you or not? Why do I want to live in a place like that?” My chest was screaming at me. I tried to lie back and calm down in hopes it would help, but the movement caused my leg to jostle, and I almost passed out from the combined pain that cut through me.
 
   It was time for a new dosage of pain meds.
 
   “Please don’t talk like that,” she begged.
 
   “Why? You’re telling me it doesn’t matter; I’m going to be thrown away anyway! I should have killed myself when I was younger. That van should have done me in!” I cried out, tears streaming from my eyes. I struggled for breath, the pain unbearable.
 
   “Lila…” Caroline’s voice faded away, a tear falling down her cheek.
 
   “Don’t you ever fucking say that again!” Nathan’s voice growled from the door.
 
   I gasped and turned my head to find Nathan, eyes blazing with fury, standing in the doorway with a few people behind him. The action was too fast. I was hit with dizziness, my head falling back onto the pillow.
 
   In a flash he was standing over me, his features concerned. There was so much force behind his expression I wasn’t sure if I could handle it.
 
   “Please, don’t ever say that again… Don’t leave me, Lila.”
 
   His fingers brushed against my cheeks, and I had to forcibly stop myself from leaning into his touch. It hurt, but in a different way. My heart fractured again at the look on his face I caused. My gaze moved to anywhere but his eyes. That was when I noticed he was back in his suit, minus the tie.
 
   “You left me,” I said.
 
   His fingers dropped, his hand returning to his side. “Let me explain. Please? I need you.”
 
   “Sorry, I don’t think I’m fit to help you out at the moment,” I sneered, turning to look up at him.
 
   I was going to go into a rant, to dig into him more, but the expression he wore stopped me. The mask was once again gone, and I was astonished by the emotions emitting from the man in front of me. The pain he held was visible, etched into his perfect features.
 
   “I’ll make it up to you. I promise,” he said in a low voice.
 
   I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. There was no response. He’d never promised me anything before. The word had never slipped past his lips.
 
   A throat cleared behind him, and I craned my head around to see his father standing next to a woman with dark brown hair speckled with grey and a soft, sad smile. Another woman with the same dark hair was also with them, and Andrew made up the rear.
 
   “It’s getting late, Nathan. We need to get you home,” George said.
 
   I felt a tugging at my waist and glanced down to find Nathan’s hand fisted in the thin hospital blanket and my wonderful hospital gown.
 
   “I…please?” Nathan begged.
 
   Sadness washed over the older man’s face. “Visiting hours are over, and Lila needs to get some rest.”
 
   Nathan stared back at his father, beseeching him. 
 
   While he did that, Caroline stood from the chair and leaned forward, placing a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll be back tomorrow, okay?” Her hands smoothed the hair from my face. “I love you.”
 
   I squeezed her hand. “Bye. Love you, too.”
 
   She walked toward the door, glaring at Nathan as she went.
 
   “I’ll be back around lunch to check on you,” she said upon parting through the crowd and exiting.
 
   “Lila,” the older woman began, “I’m glad you’re okay.”
 
   I stared at her for a moment before remembering my manners. Even if I didn’t know who she was, I still needed to be polite. Teresa would be disappointed otherwise. “Thank you.”
 
   She gave a tight smile before exiting as well, George right behind her.
 
   “I’ll be back in the morning,” Nathan said. I roamed my eyes back up to him, one of the few things that didn’t hurt to move. He leaned down and also placed a kiss on my forehead. My heart hammered in my chest at his closeness. I wanted to tilt my head up and capture his lips in mine. But I couldn’t. I wouldn’t.
 
   He walked out the door and my chest seared, but for a different reason than the bruised ribs. Moisture filled my eyes before flooding down my cheeks.
 
   From my periphery, Andrew’s tall, lanky form walked over to me.
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   He pursed his lips. “You should hear him out, let him explain. That way you can make a decision based on all the facts.”
 
   “You know, then.” A statement, not a question.
 
   “Yes. I made a call to an old friend in the D.A.’s office. You need to hear what he has to say. I don’t like what he did to you, but I have a better understanding of why he felt he needed to do it and…” he trailed off and sighed. “I can’t hate him for that.”
 
   He took my right hand, my good hand, in his. His long fingers dwarfed mine as they always had. “We’ll all be in to see you at some point in the morning. We all love you and want you to get better.” He paused, his expression torn. “That includes him, you know.”
 
   I nodded, and he squeezed my fingers before turning and walking to the door. “Hey Drew?”
 
   “Hmm?” 
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome. Now get some rest. I know you haven’t been unconscious enough today,” he said with a wink and a wave goodbye as he disappeared.
 
   It was quiet then, the beeping of the machines and the aching pain the meds didn’t dull down my only company.
 
   I stared at the ceiling and contemplated Nathan’s request to hear him out and wondered if I could. I didn’t have anything else left to lose; he’d taken what little there was of me. So what harm would it be? Maybe then I could understand and begin getting over him. I still didn’t believe he wanted me. He felt guilty, was all.
 
   Doubt crept into my mind as I replayed his frantic pleas in my head and the three words he had spoken most vehemently.
 
   “I love you.”
 
   The words swirled around in my head, and I didn’t even notice the nurse when she entered to take my vitals. I did, however, notice the new meds she slipped into the IV, because my eyelids grew heavy, and I drifted back into unconsciousness.
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   It was a fun-filled morning in the driest sense.
 
   I awoke in pain—something I knew was going to be my constant companion for the months to come. As soon as the nurses knew I was awake, they pumped me full of more pain meds. The drugs helped, but made me a little on the loopy side.
 
   Not what I needed to be when my first guests of the day arrived: police officers. They’d come to take my statement in regards to the accident, and unfortunately I was unable to recall anything. The last thing I remembered was running out to my car in the rain and then waking to Nathan calling my name in the hospital halls.
 
   They asked me where I was headed, did I see the van, was it still raining, what color was the light? Standard questions, but I was getting more and more annoyed with their attempts to get some answers out of me other than the only one I had: I don’t remember anything. They weren’t going to jog my memory.
 
   Got in the car, woke in the hospital. End of story.
 
   It surprised me when the officers questioned me about the call I had made to Nathan before the paramedics arrived. I had no recollection of it at all, but I remembered Caroline mentioning the previous night I had done so.
 
   After a few minutes, they grew frustrated with my non answers and left, stating they would be in touch. I knew they would, but I still didn’t have any answers on how I ended up here besides what I’d been told.
 
   An hour after the police left there was a light rapping at my door, and I looked up to find the older woman with the gray-streaked brown hair standing in the doorway.
 
   “Good morning, Lila. Might I join you?”
 
   I blinked up at her. “Who are you?”
 
   “I’m sorry we haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Sarah Thorne, Nathan’s mother,” she said.
 
   I was a little hesitant, but she had a sweet, infectious smile. My head tilted as I looked at her, taking her in before speaking. “It’s nice to meet you. I take it you already know who I am?”
 
   She nodded. “And I must say, after George told me about you, I dreamed of meeting you. However, I never envisioned our first meetings to be with you in a hospital bed.”
 
   “You dreamed about meeting me?” I asked in wonder.
 
   “Of course! We’ve all been waiting for Nathan to return, and when I heard he was in a relationship, I couldn’t contain myself.” Her smile faded. “Though I never thought our first meeting would be while you were in a self-induced coma because of my son.”
 
   I scrunched my brow and thought back to that time. There was a faint memory of an unknown voice. My eyes widened. “Oh! That was you?”
 
   She blinked at me. “You remember me?”
 
   “I remember a voice that spoke to me in a different emotion than the other unknowns."
 
   “Well, when I heard you had no one and Nathan was there all of the time –”
 
   I interrupted her. “Wait. What about Nathan?”
 
   “You didn’t know?” she asked, genuine surprise in her expression.
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “He spent every free moment they would allow outside your hospital door.”
 
   I was in shock from her revelation. Not only that, I was pissed. I had suspected he was there, and she had just confirmed it all.
 
   “I know you’re upset with him, it’s written all over your face, but I want you to know and realize he didn’t abandon you,” she said, her tone urging and pleading with me. “Let him explain, let him tell his story. I hope when you hear all he has to say you’ll try to forgive him.”
 
   “I can’t promise you anything.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to. I’m imploring you to hear him out, before you write him off for good. He cares so much for you.”
 
   “Okay.” I hoped she was right, but I had my doubts.  Nathan walked away, not me. Was I supposed to act like he hadn’t kicked me to the curb like garbage?
 
   I felt confused.  I wanted to believe her so much – every fiber of my being begged for it – but my heart was still bleeding out over his rejection. Letting him talk to me might be tantamount to ripping the bandages back off my gushing, wounded heart. How would I survive?
 
   I was already a step away from being completely obliterated by him the first time he ended things with me. Wasn’t being in the hospital proof enough for them? Yet, his mother sat in front of me, begging me to hear him out.
 
   I closed my eyes and tried to calm my fraying soul.
 
   Just listen to her, Lila.  She seems like a nice woman, and she’s a mother.  She wouldn’t do anything to hurt you…
 
   That thought died as an image of my father, Steven, popped into my head. He was supposed to be the one to protect me and love me, but he’d hurt me the most.
 
   No, she’s not him.  Stop thinking that way!
 
   I took in a slow, even, measured breath, opened my eyes, and tried to silence my mind, focusing on what else she might want to say to me.  She took the time to visit me; the least I could do was listen to her.
 
   She steered the conversation away from Nathan and me and into a more neutral territory by asking about me. I was grateful for that.
 
   We’d been talking for a little while when I heard my name being called by a familiar voice. I turned as Teresa ran through the door.
 
   She was frantic, her words reverting to Spanish. “Ay dios mio!” I only caught about every third or fourth word, but the overall gist of it was understood. “Mi niña!”
 
   “Teresa, it’s okay. I’m okay, calm down,” I said, trying to soothe her.
 
   Tears ran down her cheeks. “Oh, Lila, when Andrew finally got hold of me this morning and told me what happened…my sweet girl.” Her hands caressed my face and hair. “You look a mess!”
 
   I grimaced. “I figured as much.”
 
   “Andrew says you were hit by a reckless driver.”
 
   “That’s what I hear.”
 
   “You don’t remember?” she asked. I shook my head in response. “Well, I’m here now, so if you need anything, okay?”
 
   “What about your newbie?”
 
   “He’ll be fine. He’s in school today, and he has a cell phone. Kids in this day and age. Though, I would have felt a lot more secure knowing you had one. I always dreaded that he would come after you…” she trailed off, her gaze lifted from me, and she blinked. “Oh, hello.”
 
   Sarah smiled back at her before leaning forward and presenting her hand. “Sarah Thorne.”
 
   Teresa smiled back and took the offered hand. “Teresa Desanto. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt.”
 
   “Oh, no, no. I’m just here to keep Lila company and her mind off of her injuries as best I can.”
 
   “How sweet of you,” Teresa said, a smile brightening her face. “I’m so happy to hear Lila has met such nice people.”
 
   Teresa moved back and pulled over the other chair in the room to sit next to Sarah. There was some small talk, and more about my injuries revealed to Teresa, along with tales from Spain. Teresa let me know Armando sent his love, and he was coming home in the next week.
 
   Most of the visit I spent listening. I was too tired to concentrate on conversing, and didn’t have anything of importance to add. I was pretty sure I drifted off once or twice. It made me happy Sarah and Teresa were getting along so well; I could hear in their tone their genuine interest in one another, and it set me at ease.
 
   My head lolled to the side, and I looked out the doorway, watching the people walking back and forth. I stared in wonderment when Nathan entered through the door behind a nurse. I was shocked he’d come back. He was dressed in jeans and an old gray Harvard Law tee that clung to his body just right. I tried not to lick my lips at the sight, but it was no use. It was lucky I was able to pull it off that my lips were dry, and nothing more. My audience remained oblivious to my ogling him. Why did he have to look so good? Butterflies swirled in my stomach as I remembered the loving words he’d spoken to me, while my chest tightened over the memory of the pain he’d inflicted not long before that.
 
   I once said he was a contradiction, and I was beginning to see I was becoming one myself, at least where he was concerned.
 
   “Nathan!” Sarah said, smiling up at her son.
 
   “Hi, Mom,” he greeted, bending down to kiss her cheek.
 
   He straightened up and our eyes met. His façade was back on, but I watched it fall away as soon as he looked at me. Walking forward, he smiled; I was confused as to why he did that. Upon reaching me, he leaned down and pressed his lips to the top of my head, his hand cupping the side of my face.
 
   “Good morning, beautiful.”
 
   I quirked my good brow at him. I scoffed, “Yeah right.”
 
   “Lila,” he said in a warning tone.
 
   “Look, this isn’t one of my ‘down on Lila’ moments. I was hit by a fucking van. My eye is almost swollen shut. The left side of my face feels as big as a beach ball and hurts like hell. So that tells me I look like someone used half my face as a punching bag. Don’t think I’m very beautiful at the moment.” I knew I was pretty bad off; I didn’t need a mirror to tell me that.
 
   He let out a frustrated sigh. “You are always beautiful, even when a van uses you as a punching bag.”
 
   I stared up at him for a moment before looking down at the tube in my hand. Why did he have to be sweet right now? I needed to be mad at him, but he kept saying and doing things that were chipping away at my resolve.
 
   “Oh!” My head popped up as I remembered we weren’t alone. “Teresa, this is Nathan. We…um…work together. Nathan, this is Teresa.”
 
   I knew no more introduction was needed; he knew who she was. He had an excellent memory, and his eyes lit up with recognition.
 
   “Teresa, it’s wonderful to meet you.” His hand reached out to grasp hers.
 
   She stared up at him, looking mesmerized. Not that I blamed her; he had that effect on me quite often.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, as well,” she said in automatic response, still confused as to who he was. I hadn’t even had any time to mention him yet.
 
   Nathan leaned against the bed near my head as the chairs were occupied by his mother and Teresa. His fingers, every once in a while, would run through my hair or touch my arm.
 
   Teresa looked from me to Nathan and back. “So, Nathan, what brings you here today?”
 
   The room went eerily quiet, and I found myself very interested in the dots on the ceiling tiles.
 
   “I mean, that isn’t the greeting you give someone you work with,” she added. “And it isn’t customary the mother of someone you work with comes to keep you company while you’re cooped up in a hospital.”
 
   Nathan let out a small, nervous laugh under her gaze. His hand rubbed at the back of his neck.
 
   My stomach rumbled, and Sarah snapped up to her feet. “Lila’s hungry!” We all turned to look at her, but she didn’t seem to care that she sounded a bit psychotic in her outburst. “Come, Nathan, let’s go get her some good cuisine, not the yucky hospital food. You remember how bad that was. Let’s allow the two of them to get caught up without any interference from us.”
 
   “But I just got here,” he protested.
 
   “Now, Nathan.” It wasn’t a request; it was a demand from his mother. He couldn’t disobey that.
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said, leaning down to kiss my forehead again before following Sarah out the door. I stared after them for a moment, then turned back to Teresa.
 
   “All right, what in the world is going on between you two?”
 
   I sighed as best I could, cringing a little before charging into our sordid tale. I began with him coming to work, the office romp, the growing feelings, and topped it off with the demise of “us” and ended with his declaration two days prior.
 
   “Wow.” She sat back in awe once I was finished. “That’s quite a history you two have.” I nodded in agreement. “What now?”
 
   “I…I don’t know. I just don’t know.”  Even I could hear the sadness in my voice. I didn’t have a response. My heart still hurt so much, and I couldn’t trust him. I was angry with his declaration. Why couldn’t he have told me two weeks prior? Why did he now have a sudden epiphany and need to be with me?
 
   “We’ve got Italian!” Nathan smiled as he walked back into the room carrying two bags, Sarah trailing behind with another bag, and Caroline bringing up the rear. “Oh, and we found Caroline.”
 
   “Hi!” Her tone was bright as she walked over to give me a small hug. “Hi, sweetie. How are you feeling?”
 
   I groaned.
 
   She let out a small chuckle. “I don’t think that’s a word. Can you use it in a sentence?”
 
   “That would take more brain power than I have at the moment.”
 
   Sarah, Teresa, and Nathan were chatting as they unloaded the bags and divided up the contents. I stared at them…well, him…and the way he interacted with them. There was an ease about him I wasn’t used to. Almost as if some cloud had been lifted from him, still guarded but somehow free.
 
   He held two containers in his hands as he walked toward me, setting them both down on the table beside me and going back to get another object along with some utensils.
 
   “I got you some lasagna. I figured it would be easier for you to eat,” he said, popping the lid off the containers.
 
   The smell hit me and my stomach growled in want. He smirked, holding a fork up to my mouth. I reached for the fork and he pulled back.
 
   “Give it to me. I can feed myself. Just set the container on my lap.” I waited, but he didn’t move, the fork still an inch from my mouth.
 
   “First off,” he began, “the container is too hot to sit on your lap. Second, you can’t use your left arm, and you think I can’t see your right arm is stiff today? You pulled some muscles, so even if I moved the table in front of you, it would be difficult. And how are you going to cut it? Third, I’m just as fucking stubborn as you are, so open your damn mouth.”  I set my jaw despite the pain, unwilling to do as he requested, and glared up at him. His hard eyes softened and he sighed. “Please, let me help you do this. I just want to help you.”
 
   I looked over to Teresa; she was urging me with her gaze and mouthing words to me. With great reluctance my mouth crept open, and he slid the fork between my lips.
 
   I moaned when the flavor hit my taste buds, my eyes rolling back. Two days with little food, hospital food at that, made the bite heaven and my stomach happy. My greedy mouth devoured the whole lasagna, my stomach more than full once done. Somehow, I still had room for the mini cannoli he placed at my lips; the sweetness was the perfect end to the meal.
 
   We were all talking after eating when the nurse came in with another round of meds. Soon I found my eyelids heavy, fighting against the light.
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   The next time I awoke, Nathan was beside me, his fingers making light trails up and down my good arm. He was humming something, but I couldn’t make out the tune.
 
   An involuntary twitch in my hand caused his head to rise, and he smiled when he saw I was awake. Picking my hand up, he brought it to his lips and placed a light kiss on the scrapes.
 
   “Today any better?” he asked, his hand reaching up to brush a strand of hair from my eyes. His fingers lingered a while on my skin, and I leaned into his touch.
 
   “We’ll see. It’s a little bit easier to breathe than it was four days ago, so I suppose that’s an improvement.”
 
   “You’ll be out of here in no time,” he said. “You won’t have to worry about a thing; we’re going to take care of everything.” I looked at him in shock. He hadn’t implied what I thought he had. “We decided it’s best for you if you stay with me, where you will have friends and me to take care of you.”
 
   My expression morphed, and I resisted the urge to yell out, knowing that would cause me great pain. “No.”
 
   His brow scrunched in confusion. “No? No, what?”
 
   “Look, I’m not going to fucking sit here and have everyone make decisions for me. I’m a grown woman, and I can take care of myself. I have a mind of my own; I don’t need you.”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re not in any physical position to help yourself right now. You need round-the-clock care.”
 
   “Well, I think I can manage to set that up myself. They have services for that.”
 
   His spine straightened and his lip quirked up in a snarl. “Fuck services. You have friends and people who consider you family—who want to help take care of you. You can’t do it on your own.”
 
   My teeth mashed together as I glared at him. “Like hell I can’t.”
 
   I was about to continue, but we were interrupted by the sudden entrance of an unknown person.
 
   “Oh, good, you’re up!” I recognized her as the woman who was with his parents a few days ago. “Lila, I brought you a change of clothes and some toiletries from your condo.”
 
   I stared at the woman in front of me, trying to recall if I knew her. Did I have amnesia? She was addressing me as if she already knew me.
 
   “I think I’m hallucinating. Do you see her, too?”
 
   Nathan sighed. “Yes, she’s really there.”
 
   “Okay,” I said and turned back to the strange woman. “Who are you, and how did you get into my condo?”
 
   “Oh! Sorry! Erin Morgenson. I’m so happy to finally meet you.” Her hand grabbed my good one for a small shake. “Also, don’t worry, but I did some laundry so you have clean sheets, and I made sure all pathways were clear.”
 
   “Erin!” Nathan said with a hiss.
 
   She stared back at him. “What? It’s not like you were in any shape to do it.”
 
   “She’s going to stay with me.”
 
   I lay there and watched the odd conversation unfold before me, lost in what was centered around me.
 
   “She cannot stay there! Not with the ‘redecorating’ you’ve done.” Her fingers made air quotations for the word.
 
   “Redecorating?” I asked, and they both turned to look at me.
 
   Nathan’s jaw tightened and he held a pained expression, while Erin’s was a little frightening, in a maniacal sort of way.
 
   “Erin,” Nathan growled in warning, but she just shrugged him off.
 
   “He lost it and tore down all the dry wall with his bare hands the night he left you.”
 
   His fist slammed down on the bed next to me. “Damn it. Always sticking your fingers in things.”
 
   Erin rolled her eyes. “She has a right to know just how crazy you are about her. And, fuck, it’s been years; let me have a moment of finger sticking.”
 
   “What you just described sounds psychotic,” Nathan said with a huff.
 
   “I’m no expert there. Should I get Darren?” Erin asked in a sweet, condescending tone.
 
   My brain was still processing what all I had heard in the last hour and that bit pushed me over the edge. “How the fuck did you get into my damn condo?”
 
   They stopped their childish argument, then Erin turned to me and squeezed my hand. “Your friend Caroline; we were getting it ready for you.”
 
   My brain hurt. I was so confused. “Why the hell were you there? Who are you?”
 
   “This is my cousin. Sorry, she lacks manners.”
 
   “Oh!” It clicked into place.
 
   All I could think about was how everyone was making decisions for me and treating me like a child. I looked between Nathan and Erin, and with each turn of my head my expression soured and my anger grew. These two, one I didn’t know and the other who threw me away, were going to make decisions on my behalf? They knew what was best for me?
 
   Oh, hell no.
 
   I’d spent the first half of my life with people making decisions for me, from how I acted to how I would feel about myself.
 
   Who did they think they were? Did my opinion matter at all? Was I going to have any say in what my life was like and who my time was spent with over the next who knew how many weeks?
 
   The answer was no.
 
   I lost it.
 
   “Out!” Nathan’s head snapped to me, his expression full of shock and fear. “I said get out!”
 
   “Lila, please.” He reached out to me, but I pulled away as best I could. “Not this again! You need my help whether you want to admit it or not.”
 
   My heart broke further from the pain that flooded his beautiful face from my reaction. Hadn’t he destroyed me enough? He said he loved me, but with all that had happened in the last two weeks, did he really expected me to just forget? I wasn’t so desperate I could flip that switch. He hurt me, deeper than anyone before. From what had transpired over the last half an hour, I knew he had hurt himself, as well.
 
   “I’ll leave these here for you,” Erin said with a sad smile, placing the bag on the empty chair next to the bed.
 
   My chest burned, and I struggled to breathe.
 
   “Lila,” he began, but I stopped him.
 
   “I said get out!” I couldn’t stand to have him there at that moment.
 
   I watched the two of them walk out, Erin dragging Nathan backward by the arm.
 
   The nurse walked in a moment later, and she cursed under her breath about them upsetting me. I was gasping for air, and seconds later she added something into my IV.
 
   I welcomed the sweet relief from the pain. The relief I felt from not thinking was what I welcomed most. I’d heard too much about Nathan and the pain he was in, which pointed to his declaration being true. That was bad; that could spark hope, and the last thing I needed him to give me was hope.
 
   Especially if it had anything to do with him and my heart. I was done being hurt.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   I stared at the speckled ceiling tiles, counting each irregular dot in my boredom. I’d been at it for hours.
 
   There were 516 on the tile directly above my head.
 
   I felt like Edmond Dantes from The Count of Monte Cristo in that moment, in his cell on Château d’If.
 
   If there was a hell, I was certain I was in it. Half crazy, all broken, pain radiating through all of my body and soul.
 
   Nathan’s words didn’t help. I’d accepted that he didn’t want me, that he was through with me. Part of me wanted to run into his arms, but another part reminded me of the pain from his heartbreaking note.
 
   Round and round I went with myself, neither side winning. The only thing I could do was count the holes, since I had no answers. I was halfway through the tile to my right, the fourth in my dive into crazy town, when a light tapping on the door drew my attention. I glanced to the door with my eyes, not wanting to move my head, and found the heat had been turned up on my hellish fire.
 
   “Can I come in?” Erin asked in a small voice.
 
   “Why?”
 
   She took a step into the room, and I scowled at her. She halted her movements, her hands fidgeting with her purse.
 
   “Lila, I wanted to apologize for the other day. My behavior with Nate was unacceptable, I, well… I was happy.”
 
   “Happy?” There was a definite edge to my voice.
 
   She held up her hand. “Let me explain, please.” She walked forward and sat on the chair at my bedside. “I was happy, not because of what happened to you, because that was horrible, and not for what he did, because I kicked him in his bad shin for that.”
 
   I fought a smile as I envisioned his pain, but it also made me sad he was hurt. Internally I hung my head; it was pathetic how much I was in love with him.
 
   “I was happy because, for the first time in four years, I could see light in his eyes and a sweet smile on his face. Nate is like a brother to me; we’re practically twins,” she said with a smile.
 
   “You don’t look anything alike.”
 
   She let out a laugh. “Well, he’s only two weeks older than I am, and we were inseparable as kids. My parents were often out of the country, so I spent half my time at Aunt Sarah and Uncle George’s. We went to school together from preschool all the way up until college. If we hadn’t had different last names, most kids in school thought we were twins. He then went off to college and got married, and I gained a wonderful sister.”
 
   I found myself smiling along with her, the image she was creating in my mind so different from the one I knew.
 
   Her face darkened and filled with sadness. “And then that night came. I was on duty in the ER. I saw them w-wheel him in.” Tears began to fill her eyes and spill down her cheeks. “I only recognized him by a scar on his palm I gave him when we were kids. There was so much blood. His eyes were open, just slits, but they were empty. The side of his chest and abdomen were torn open, his leg and arm mangled and pointing in all the wrong directions.”
 
   My chest constricted as she spoke, making my already difficult and painful breathing worse. I could see everything; I knew all of the scars that were proof of the damage she described.
 
   “I was the one who had to contact everyone, and when they got there, I collapsed, unable to hold myself up anymore. The wait was excruciating. Surgery after surgery to put him back together, and on top of that, they kept him in a coma for weeks. When he came out of it, Nate was gone,” she said, choking back a sob. “I lost my best friend and my brother, and no matter how much I fought to bring him back, he slipped further and further away. When they brought him in the other day, I threw up, thinking it was the call I had been waiting for all these years. I was shocked when Uncle George told me it was because the woman he was in love with was in a bad accident, and he’d suffered a severe panic attack. When he woke up, he was in such a fury to find you, and in that moment, light broke through the clouds that covered me since that night.”
 
   She took my hand in hers. “I know he hurt you, and you don’t know why, but you will. I just ask that you think about forgiving him and give him a chance to show you the kind of man he is. I know you’re one of Darren’s patients; he’s my brother-in-law. I don’t know anything about you; I only know he works with trauma patients. I’ve heard from your friends how your relationship was healing you, and I know it was healing Nate. To get back to my original topic—sorry, I ramble when nervous—we’re all happy you’re here. Well, not here in the hospital, but that you met Nate. You give us hope, something we’d pretty much given up on. Thank you.”
 
   I stared at her for a long moment. “Thank you?”
 
   “For giving us back hope. Am I forgiven for my horrible behavior earlier? Do you understand now? I was overexcited, and my timing was just pretty bad.”
 
   I surveyed her and found her to be mostly harmless before I held out my good hand. "Delilah Palmer."
 
   Her whole face lit up. "It's such a pleasure to meet you, Lila."
 
   "You, as well.”
 
   "So, when you get your cast on, can I be the first to write on it?" she asked, excitement sparkling in her eyes.
 
   "How old are you?" My lips curled up into a smile.
 
   "Oh, come on!"
 
   "No."
 
   Her bottom lip jutted out in a pout. "Nate wouldn't let me either. Though it wasn't fun then."
 
   "It isn't fun now!" I shook my head. "What in the world would you write anyway?"
 
   "Hmmm," she paused for thought, her finger tapping on her lips. "Oh! How about this: Nathan and Lila sitting in a tree, K.I.S.S.I.N.G. First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes Lila with a baby carriage."
 
   I stared at her in disbelief, and then shook my head and smiled. "You’re crazy."
 
   "Shh!" She leaned forward, her hand to the side of her mouth as she looked from side to side before continuing. "Don't tell my husband. My kids know, but they’ve been threatened with Brussels sprouts at every meal if they say anything. My youngest likes them, so I had to threaten him with lima beans."
 
   "How many kids do you have?"
 
   She beamed at me and pulled out her wallet. "We have two boys. Brennan is nine, and Alec is five." She flipped it open and showed me a picture of two little brown-haired boys.
 
   Erin and I continued to talk for another hour. She told me all about her kids and her husband, Trent. They were contemplating having a third child; Erin really wanted to have a girl. Then conversation moved to her growing up with Nathan.
 
   “Oh, we used to get into so much mischief. He was the leader of course.”
 
   I let out a little chuckle. I could totally see that.
 
   “He was a wild child, but I blame Aunt Sarah for some of our antics.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   Erin laughed and shook her head. “She pumped us full of sugar. I swear, that stuff is like speed for kids. I don’t even let mine have it very often. This one time, we were about six, and he found some pixie sticks hidden in the pantry and we stuffed them all down. Half an hour later, he was running around the neighborhood screaming ‘I’m too sexy for my shirt, so sexy it hurts’ butt naked.”
 
   Nathan walked in then, glaring at Erin. “Shut up. It didn’t happen.”
 
   Erin winked at me. “I’ve got the photos his mom took.” 
 
   “I’ll have Trent find them, and then I’ll burn them.”
 
   “That’s fine, but I also know where the video is your mom filmed as Uncle George started chasing you, trying to catch you. Full-Monty. And I know how to use YouTube now.”
 
   Nathan shut up after that, but it was obvious he wasn’t happy.
 
   I laughed, feeling lighter than I had in weeks. They were very amusing together. A spark of jealousy flared in me. If life had been different…
 
   We spent the next few hours talking, sharing stories. Erin and Nathan had a much better and fun-filled childhood in comparison to my own.
 
   I relaxed as the conversation morphed, and I got to see a different side of Nathan.
 
   A nurse came in after a while to shoo them out; visiting hours were over. She also came to give me the next round of drugs, and back under I went.
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   My eyes fluttered open for the billionth time in the last who knew how many days. I had been in and out of sleep and everything was running together. I wouldn’t know if it was day or night if it wasn’t for the southerly facing room I occupied.
 
   It was Monday…no, Tuesday. Right?
 
   I sighed in frustration. They needed some sort of countdown on the calendar where I could read it from where I was situated. All I knew was that it was six, or so said the clock on the wall above the door.
 
   “Good morning,” Nathan’s voice called, pulling my attention down to my bedside. It was rough from sleep, and it reminded me of mornings when things were different. Times when I felt safe, our bodies intertwined as we shut away the world and it was only him and me.
 
   There he was, in a different suit than I’d last seen him. His hands were wrapped around my good one, tracing light circles on my skin.
 
   He’d gone back to work that week on a reduced hours capacity. Caroline and Andrew filled me in on the meeting Jack had on Friday describing how Owen, the intern Kelly accosted with a coat rack while leaving our office one day, was filling in for me.
 
   They also mentioned how Jack made up an interesting story as to why Nathan was out and working less over the next few weeks.
 
   It fell very much in line with real life, including telling people he’d been in an accident where he almost died, and hearing I was in a bad accident sparked the memory and induced a panic attack.
 
   Once again, I wondered how much Jack knew.
 
   Jack had come to visit once, when Nathan wasn’t there, to check up on me. He let me know that while things weren’t quite up to my standards, they were chugging along and I needed to concentrate on getting better and not worry about the office. I also was informed I would not be returning to work for at least two weeks, and even when I did it would be part-time for a few more. I had plenty of sick time built up over the last few years, but he said he already had the FMLA paperwork in the works if needed.
 
   “Morning?” I asked in a scratchy voice. Ah, yes, the sun coming from the left side of the window.
 
   Nathan smirked. “Morning.”
 
   He handed me my water, and I took multiple large, greedy gulps. “Thank you,” I said, handing him back the half empty cup.
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “I probably stink.” The thought popped directly from my head to my mouth.
 
   He chuckled. “Why do you say that?”
 
   “I’ve been here for over a week and haven’t had a shower. I’m peeing through a tube. My hair has been washed with dry shampoo, and I’ve had a couple of sponge baths, but I just feel gross and can’t wait to get home,” I said while trying to be sly and sniff my hair, which he caught. I wanted a shower in the worst way.
 
   “About that,” he began, his hand reaching up to rub his neck. “We’re working on getting everything ready for your release. We’ve mapped out a loose schedule so you’re never without anyone.”
 
   “What?” I questioned, blinking up at him. Schedule? “We’re? Contraction for ‘we are.’ As in more than one. We as in a group of people?”
 
   “That way someone will always be around if you need anything,” he replied.
 
   I stared at him in disbelief. I was being babysat? “I don’t need anyone’s help. I can take care of myself.”
 
   “Really?” His voice was laced with sarcasm and anger. His jaw tensed. “You can’t even walk! How are you going to get to the bathroom? How are you going to get your meds on time? How are you going to eat?”
 
   “I can do it alone. I’ve taken care of myself my whole life, and I can do it now. I don’t need your help!” My lungs protested, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been. At least some part of me was getting a little bit better.
 
   “Like fucking hell you don’t! The doctor says you won’t be able to walk on the crutches for about three weeks, which means you’re confined to a wheel chair to get around. How the hell are you going to get yourself in and out of the chair? You’ll end up ripping out your stitches, and you’ll be in pain from the exertion. Trust me on that.”
 
   “I can do it on my own.”
 
   It was stupid, I knew that. He was right, but I hated he’d decided everything without consulting me. I was still trying to sort out my feelings, and he was pushing himself into my life.
 
   “Why the hell are you being so damn stubborn about this?” he asked in exasperation. Tears welled in my eyes, and his hand cupped my face to wipe them away. “Please, Lila. Let us take care of you. Let me take care of you. Pick another battle, but stop fighting me on this one.”
 
   “Why? Why do you care?”
 
   “You know why,” he replied, his forehead resting on mine. He took a deep breath and sat up, grabbed my hand, and placed it over his chest, over his heart. “I’m yours. All that I am, if you want it. I’m not much, but I know I can be so much more with you.”
 
   I swallowed hard. I’d never been taken care of with the exception of the time I spent with Teresa and Armando. I wasn’t used to it. It felt…wrong on some level. Maybe that was because the few times my dad ever did anything like that was when we were in public, and I paid for it somehow when we got home. So, what would the price be here?
 
   Logically, I knew there was none. Nathan and his family were doing things for me because they wanted me to get better. They all had a genuine care for my well-being, and not one born out of obligation.
 
   Nathan’s gaze was locked on something outside the room, his expression blank. My eyes followed his to the opened door of the room across the way. The window shades were open, exposing another wing of the hospital.
 
   “Nathan?” He still had my hand in his grip, but he was lost, his mind somewhere else.
 
   “That wing is new. Before, you could see out to the interstate. There was a gap between the buildings, and when the leaves were down you could see a glint of the art museum in the distance.” His vision was still locked on the room, out the window. With a tight grip, and clenched jaw, his gaze moved back to me. “I spent six months in that room.”
 
   “In that exact room?” My voice went up in pitch and my eyes widened.
 
   He nodded. “After that, I was moved into my parents’ house where I spent almost a year. I hated having to depend on them, to depend on anyone. I got angry and lashed out at them on many occasions. I was lucky I had people who were willing and wanted to take care of me, to help me get better. You have that, too, Lila.” He brought my hand up to his lips and kissed my knuckles. “You’re not alone in this, and it’s only for a couple of weeks until you’re able to get around on your own.”
 
   “I…I need some time to think about it,” I said, staring up into his beautiful blue eyes. They were mesmerizing as he spoke, and if I wasn’t careful, he could have me agreeing to a lot more.
 
   He smiled and sat back down, still holding my hand in his. It was an innocent enough gesture, and I would be lying if I said it didn’t bring me comfort.
 
   I would also be lying if I said I didn’t want it and much, much more.
 
   An hour later, Nathan left to get some food; I wasn’t alone for long though, because Teresa showed up to spend time with me. I could tell she wanted to talk about something, but I wasn’t sure if I could handle it right then. So much had been going on over the previous days, and I had so many drugs in my system I didn’t even remember half of the conversations I had.
 
   “He’s in love with you,” she said, not even bothering to ease into it. “I’ve been watching him for the past few days, and that statement is true whether you want to believe it or not.”
 
   “How do you know?” I wanted, I needed, someone to tell me the truth. The real truth I either couldn’t, or wouldn’t, see.
 
   She contemplated before speaking. “It’s the little things. He’s always around.”
 
   “He feels guilty.”
 
   “He’s considerate of your state: emotional and physical,” she pointed out.
 
   “He doesn’t want me to get worked up.”
 
   “The soft, loving looks and touches,” she countered with more force. 
 
   I blinked back a few tears. “I don’t know if I can do it. I don’t know if I can put myself out there, give myself to him again. How do I trust him with my heart?”
 
   “Time. He’s offered himself to you on a silver platter as penance.”
 
   Tears slipped down my cheek. “I don’t want it as penance!”
 
   “Oh, Lila,” she said with a sigh, her fingers running over my hair. “He wants you. He wants to love you and take care of you. That’s why he’s doing all of this. For you. He wants you to know him, hear him out. Do that, and then think about it, don’t just react like you have been; think. Then make a decision on what you want to do.”
 
   I sighed before nodding. “Okay. I’ll listen.”
 
   “Good,” she said with a nod. “Now that we have that settled, I wanted to go over the schedule with you.”
 
   “I told him no!” I groaned in frustration.
 
   “And, damn it, I say yes.” My eyes popped at her curse. “Delilah, you are not alone anymore. There are people who want to take care of you. Not because they have to, but because they love you.”
 
   I knew of all people Teresa cared for me. I trusted her, and her opinion. And to be truthful, it felt good to be taken care of, something I’d never had before. I didn’t know how to handle it all, though, and reacted poorly. I felt like my life was spiraling out of control. I had control over nothing, not even going to the bathroom, and that was a very difficult thing for me to relinquish.
 
   Control was what I had been granted when I contacted Joan to be removed from my family. I ended up a very stubborn person because I was afraid. I felt if I gave up one ounce of control, I was losing, and being in the hospital, I’d lost a lot. That was probably why I liked to give up control in the bedroom – a release from my own made chains.
 
   “Okay,” I relented. I needed the help, and I trusted Teresa.
 
   She would be there. What I was afraid of was spending the evenings with Nathan. I didn’t know if I could take being that close to him without breaking down or mauling him. Not that I had the energy for mauling.
 
   She smiled and kissed my forehead.
 
   “It’s okay to be scared, mi niña, but I see good things, wonderful things, once the clouds have dissipated. Love is a beautiful thing.”
 
   I nodded, tears once again streaming down my face. My chest was tight, trying to hold on as I let go.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 4
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   In and out. In and out.
 
   I felt like my hospital room was a revolving door. Strange that it took a car accident for me to feel wanted for once in my life. Then again, half of them were Nathan’s family, people I’d just met.
 
   The people who came did so because they wanted to see me. They were worried about how I was, if I was bored, and some were worried about my future with Nathan.
 
   Nathan’s whole family was very kind and set on keeping me entertained, keeping my mind off the pain when I was awake. The meds kept me pretty sedated, but almost every time I woke, someone was there.
 
   Sarah, Erin, Teresa, and I could be found playing cards from time to time, or some game someone brought in. Movies came and went, and I was now caught up on many of the recent blockbusters. Well, those I didn’t end up falling asleep watching, which, thanks to all the drugs, was quite often.
 
   Nathan was always there in some capacity, with the exception of work and sleep. Many times he was running errands, usually for non-hospital food for me and whatever guests I had. I still needed time, but there was always touching. It was as if he needed verification I was alive: small caresses and kisses, looks of longing. His declaration and actions left me…confused.
 
   I looked over to the wall, counting down the minutes until he returned, knowing the minute he showed up, I’d be counting the minutes until he left.
 
   It was a sick game my mind played on me.
 
   My heart fluttered when his body filled the space in the doorway, carrying a bag from one of my favorite restaurants.
 
   He smiled as he set it on the table in front of me, leaning down to kiss my forehead before a look of guilt crossed his face.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked, my eyes following him as he took a step back and tried to hide his cocky grin.
 
   “Nothing.” He grabbed the nearest chair and dragged it over. The legs made an awful scraping sound against the floor. He sat down on the edge, grinning at me. “Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”
 
   “Nope.” I kept staring at him. He’d crack eventually. It was clear he was hiding something, and I could wait him out.
 
   “Shame.”
 
   “Shame you’re acting like a lunatic. Did you find some happy pills in the hallway on the way in? You better tell me…”
 
   “Well, I’m sure you’re bored out of your mind when you’re alone. Not to mention, how many times can you work on the puzzles in the paper, or play solitaire? I know your brain is fuzzy from the drugs and it’s hard to concentrate.” He was spot on there, but he, of all people, should know what it felt like.
 
   I blinked and swallowed. “Okay, so after you took the happy pills, did you tell the doctor with the ice pick you didn’t want a lobotomy? Why did you let him steal the one proper functioning part of your—”
 
   His arm reached around to his back pocket, the movement causing curiosity to cut me off.
 
   My eyes flew open when he pulled out a DVD from behind him.
 
   “Did you bring me porn?” My voice broke.
 
   “Not exactly…” He smirked and held the movie or whatever it was between his two flattened palms.
 
   “Then what? Homemade porn?” That thought excited me.
 
   He rolled his eyes and chuckled. “Come on, do you think they’d let me visit again if I brought you something like that? Besides, I know you can look that stuff up on your phone.”
 
   “Hey!” I pursed my lips and gave a mock scowl.
 
   “It’s something I had to call around to find,” he said.
 
   “Goddammit, Thorne, you’re killing me here. What the hell is it?” I gripped the bars on the bed with my good hand and shook the frame a little for dramatic effect.
 
   It hurt a little, but it was worth it to watch him spring to action.
 
   “Honeybear! Don’t do that. Are you okay?” He inspected me, checked my IV and glanced over my arms, touching them as he went. It gave me chills at the same time my stomach flipped at his term of endearment. “You didn’t hurt yourself, did you?”
 
   I gave him a pitiful expression, then when he was distracted, snagged the DVD from his grip and stuck my tongue out at him.
 
   His jaw dropped, then he grinned and chuckled. “Brat.”
 
   “Asshole. That never seems to change—lobotomy and happy pills or not.” I inspected the case to find out what it was. My whole being stopped when I saw the front.
 
   The 1943 edition of Jane Eyre.
 
   “You know you like it,” he said, looming over me.
 
   “I…I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “Say thank you. That’s what I was told to say after my lobotomy.” He tapped his forehead.
 
   “Thank you. But how did you know?”
 
   It was my favorite of the classics I’d been forced to read in high school, and the only one I liked. I read it over and over and as I devoured the words, I felt like I was reading about myself in some ways. I could relate to Jane—she became my role model—and I hoped one day for my own Mr. Rochester.
 
   In my heart, I knew I’d found him in Nathan even if my heart hurt. I dared to hope, even with as angry as I was.
 
   “I have my ways.” He leaned over and kissed my temple.
 
   Normally, I would have glared at him for doing that, but I was speechless at his gift.
 
   “Teresa?” He confirmed my suspicion with a nod, pressing his lips together. “That woman…” I shook my head, still smiling. I was living with her when I first rented it from the library. She sat next to me when I watched it for the first time, and didn’t mind when I watched it again and again.
 
   “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. We all have our little unmentionable fetishes.” He laughed.
 
   I was pretty sure I knew all of his.
 
   “Well, fuck, if that’s what they teach you after lobotomies, maybe I need to get one, too.” I hugged the DVD to my chest. “Let’s keep this crazy to ourselves.”
 
   “I already told the nurses you’d want to be left alone tonight.”
 
   I grinned. I sure would.
 
   I tucked the case under the covers, the smile unable to leave my face. There was nothing wrong with romantic fantasies, and it had been a long time since I let myself indulge in such things.
 
   The perv loved every minute of my reaction, my face reddening with each passing second. Damn him and his goofy lobotomy grin. There was a resurgence of some feeling in my body, and I knew it had nothing to do with the drugs in my system.
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   I stared out at the crashing blue waves, my hands sinking into the warm sand. The sun was bright overhead, and in the background I heard laughing.
 
   Not really a laugh, but a giggle, high-pitched and full of glee. I scanned the beach and saw a familiar brown-haired man.
 
   Nathan.
 
   He was off a little ways to my left, chasing a small girl. Her hair was the same light brown as his, reflecting brightly under the strong light of the sun. I moved to stand, to go to them, but my movement was restricted. I felt weighted down, too heavy to properly move.
 
   Looking down, I found my stomach, bulging out from between my hips, round and full. Out of nowhere there was a giggling sound, pulling my attention away from the mountain that my stomach had transformed into. To my right, there was a little boy, clapping as he watched Nathan play with the little girl. The child’s hair was white-blond, and when he turned to me, a warmth spread through me. Those eyes. The same deep blue color as Nathan’s were boring into me. I smiled reflexively at him.
 
   “Daddy and Anna play. I play too!” He squealed in excitement, his words slurred by toddler speech.
 
   They heard him and headed toward us. Nathan was beaming while he watched the little girl run in our direction.
 
   She bounded up to me. “Mommy! Mommy! Look at the shell I found!”
 
   I took the large conch shell in my hand. “It’s beautiful, sweetie,” I said, admiring the colors of the recently abandoned shell. It hadn’t been bleached by the sun and the salt yet. I turned it around in my hands, stopping when a glint of light caught my eye. Looking at my left hand, I found a large diamond ring surrounded by two simple white gold bands.
 
   “Anna, play!” The little boy cried out.
 
   The little girl, Anna, took the small boy’s hand. “Come on, Jackson! Let’s go!”
 
   His little Buddha belly protruded out as he stood, dancing about and unable to contain his delight at playing with his sister. They ran down the beach toward where the waves crawled up the sand.
 
   “Not too far, Anna!” Nathan called out while plopping down next to me in the sand. He leaned forward and captured my lips. “Hello, beautiful.”
 
   “Hi,” I replied, breathless.
 
   “Mmm, you look good enough to eat. Mind if I have a nibble? I’m starving.”
 
   At that, he lowered his head and began licking and nipping my neck. He was making funny growling noises as his head moved back and forth.
 
   I started giggling at his actions. “Nate, the children,” I hissed under my breath.
 
   “Are fine.” His actions slowed, and then his teeth sank farther into my flesh. My eyes widened, and the familiar heat that only Nathan could produce blazed through me. A moan slipped past my lips. “When we get home,” he whispered in my ear, “I’m going to do bad things to you.”
 
   I licked my lips, and my breathing increased as my cheeks flamed. He pulled away, his face lighting up with a sly smirk.
 
   I pouted. “That wasn’t nice.”
 
   His head tilted back, his chest heaving, as a laugh I’d never heard from him came out. He wore a mischievous smile and winked at me before turning his attention to the two little ones who were laughing and running away from an incoming wave.
 
   I felt a kick in my stomach and my hand flew to the spot. Nathan noticed the motion and turned to me, placing his hand on my skin. “My little girl wants to play with her siblings, huh?” He leaned down and kissed my stomach. “You’re not quite done yet, little one. Soon.”
 
   I reached up and began playing with his hair. It was so silky in my fingers. I sighed in contentment, looking at what my life had become—what Nathan and I had evolved into.
 
   It was beautiful. We were a family, a real one. My heart was soaring at the thought.
 
   Beep.
 
   Beep? I wondered, my hands still playing with his locks. 
 
   The strange beeping became incessant, steady. It pulled me away from the beautiful vision in front of me. I held onto Nathan’s hair, refusing to let go. It was everything my heart desired.
 
   Beep.
 
   A bright light began to envelope everything, our children fading away. I began to panic, hearing the beeping increase as I called out for them to come back. It was so bright, enveloping everything. Taking away what I’d always wished for.
 
   And then there was nothing but pain for a few seconds.
 
   My eyes began to open, fighting against the glue that seemed to be keeping them shut. The morning light seeped through the windows. My hand twitched, and I felt something between my fingers. I looked down to find Nathan’s familiar hair beneath my palm. His head was lying on his arm, his other hand draped on my stomach. He was asleep.
 
   I’d been dreaming.
 
   I studied him. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his face was gaunt. He seemed thinner, too. I hadn’t noticed how terrible he looked because I refused to really take a good look at him. I didn’t want to.
 
   The dream resurfaced, and in my mind I remembered how good, how healthy, he looked. I also remembered the family we had. I had dreamed of him, dreamed of us, and what we could be.
 
   My walls were cracking. I wanted it. I wanted it so badly. I wanted him.
 
   My fingers combed through his hair, and I wondered if I’d been doing that in my sleep? Had I known he was there and reached out to him?
 
   It wouldn’t surprise me. I never could deny the draw I had to him. The more I thought about letting him in, the more my chest constricted, my breathing more labored.
 
   It would be up to him. If he wanted me as much as he claimed, he would have to show me.
 
   Everything.
 
   Nothing less would allow me to open back up to him. No more hiding. He would have to let it all out before I even considered.
 
   He stirred and my fingers stilled. His eyes opened, and I stared down at him. They closed again, and his head pushed up into my hand as he let out a sigh of contentment.
 
   “Hi,” he croaked. I didn’t respond. I was muted as his blue eyes gazed up at me in reverence. “How are you feeling?” His hand rose from my stomach and moved a strand of hair from my face.
 
   “You really want an answer to that?” Just because he brought me food and movies, did not mean everything was wonderful.
 
   “That bad, huh?”
 
   I shrugged as best I could. “Broken heart, broken body, and broken soul. Not sure I can get more broken than that.”
 
   He cringed against my words. “I’m going to work on fixing all those things.”
 
   “You have a plan for that?”
 
   “It’s formulating. Slowly, but it’s coming.”
 
   I quirked my brow at him. “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “It’s a twelve-step program.”
 
   My lips twitched. “Really? What’s step number one?”
 
   “Admitting I’m in love with you…to you and myself.”
 
   I stared at him, unable to respond, but my heart was beating at a furious pace and, thanks to the heart monitor, Nathan was aware of it, as well. “Step two?”
 
   He let out a hard breath and sat up, my hand falling from his hair, and he took it in his. “Gather the strength to tell you about, well, everything.”
 
   “How long will that step take, do you think?”
 
   “I’m hoping by the time you’re released I’ll have a plan in place.”
 
   “That doesn’t give you much time.”
 
   He shook his head, lips pressed together. “No.”
 
   “That’s only two steps.”
 
   “Well, I’m thinking groveling will come into play somewhere,” he said as he stared off into the distance, lost in thought. “I’m going to push my fears down, if step two works, so we can move onto step three.”
 
   “I wish I knew what your fears are,” I whispered.
 
   He lifted my hand to his mouth and kissed my knuckles. “Soon. As soon as we get you home.” He glanced up at the clock on the far wall and looked back to me. It was almost eight. “I have to get to the office.” He scooted back from the bed. It was then I noticed he was dressed in a different suit from yesterday.
 
   My brow scrunched, and even that hurt. “How long have you been here?”
 
   “A few hours,” he admitted. “You have surgery prep soon, and then Caroline will be in around lunch. That should be around the time you wake up. After that, my mom and Erin are going to keep you company until I get out of work.”
 
   I winced, not wanting to think about being under for surgery. Especially knowing I would be facing it alone. No one would be right outside the surgery doors praying, pacing, or waiting. I swallowed the fear down like a cold, hard lump.  My eyes slid closed for a moment, to brace myself, buoy my courage back, and keep it surfaced long enough to get through the ordeal of more trauma on my poor mangled body. 
 
   I opened my eyes and tried to focus on the strong, striking features of his handsome face. What if this was the last time I saw it? What if I died on the operating table? No, I couldn’t. I wouldn’t. And it didn’t help to let these morbid thoughts be entertained for even a second.  I will see you again! 
 
   “Oh, okay,” I responded. It was all I could say. I didn’t want to break down.
 
   He leaned down and kissed my forehead, then with hesitance, moved down to my lips. He thought better of it before we connected and slid to my cheek instead.
 
   “I love you,” he whispered in my ear.
 
   He turned and walked out the door, glancing back at me before disappearing.
 
   Tears welled in my eyes as everything we talked about looped through my mind. I wanted to say “I love you, too,” but that wouldn’t do either of us any good. I wanted the dream.
 
   Soon after, a nurse entered my room and began talking to me about my upcoming surgery. I could hear what she was saying, but I didn’t comprehend most of it.
 
   I was too scared to think straight—I’d never had surgery before.
 
   Nathan, our children… I focused on the dream I had. I needed to go to a happy place and the dream was my new fantasyland. Surgery was too overwhelming to think about.  In order to keep from crying, I said my phantom family’s names over and over again.
 
   Anna.
 
   Jackson.
 
   Baby girl in my tummy, whom I loved as much as the ones running circles around my beach ball belly.
 
   And Nathan…  Always Nathan.
 
   Would they wait for me, and be my future someday?  
 
   It was all too terrifying to think of, but the warmth, the love I felt on that beach in my dream was so real. More real than these harsh hospital walls I was staring at.
 
   The nurse said something about calming down and taking some deep breaths. That was when I realized I was borderline hyperventilating.
 
   It all became a blur after that. Before I knew it, I was in the operating room and the anesthesiologist was telling me to count to ten.
 
   I only made it to seven.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 5
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   I awoke groggy, my head swimming, eyes unfocused.
 
   “Nathan…” I mumbled. My eyes refused to stay open, my head lolling back and forth. “Nate!”
 
   My breathing was hard. Where was he? I needed him.
 
   “Shhh, I’m here, baby,” he called, his voice rough. I felt his hand on my cheek and then sighed, leaning into the warmth.
 
   “Take me home,” I said weakly.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I want to go home.”
 
   “Oh, Honeybear, soon.”
 
   “Please.” Tears began to stream down my face. “I want to go home. Take me home.”
 
   My eyes opened a tiny bit, and his brow was scrunched up, sadness etched in his features. He looked up at something, and a voice chimed in letting me know we were not alone.
 
   “It’s the drugs,” Dr. Morgenson’s familiar voice said.
 
   Dr. Morgenson had been in and out during my stay. We had mini sessions together. To most, it would look like a normal conversation, but what was actually going on was Dr. Morgenson playing his Jedi mind tricks on me. Some worked, others didn’t, and I was always left feeling emotionally drained. He was taking advantage of my drugged state, I thought, planting seeds and pulling weeds.
 
   At least that was how I looked at it.
 
   “Okay,” I said, answering the unasked question.
 
   “Okay?” Nathan asked, confused.
 
   “Okay. I’m okaying the schedule.”
 
   Nathan’s face lit up and a smile began to spread before quickly fading. “You don’t know what you’re saying right now. We’ll talk about it when it wears off.”
 
   My anger spiked, and I unleashed it upon Nathan. “I fucking said I want you to take care of me, and that’s your response? After everything? I’m agreeing, so you better fucking accept it before I take it back!”
 
   “Nathan, it’s not the right moment to start arguing with her. She’s not lying. She may be loopy and out of it, but she means it. Let her be,” Dr. Morgenson said.
 
   My head spun a little. I knew what I was saying, but it was coming out all wrong. Nothing made sense in my head except what I was trying to say.
 
   His eyes were wide, and I could tell he didn’t know what to do with me. Hell, at that moment I didn’t know what to do with me.
 
   I sniffled; my emotions were everywhere. “Don’t you want me? You said you wanted me.”
 
   “That’s not it, baby. I just want to make sure it’s what you want.”
 
   I pulled him to me, as close as possible. I had an overwhelming need to be close to him. I felt disconnected from myself in some ways. Tears streamed from my eyes, and his arms wrapped around my torso, his head buried into my neck.
 
   “I love you,” I said, my breath hitching. “I love you so much. Please, please take me home. I don’t want to be here anymore.”
 
   He pulled back to look at me. It hit me what had slipped past all the walls in my mind and heart, and through my lips. The deepest feelings I kept from him. Words I was afraid to tell him, the feelings that tore me to shreds and broke me to pieces when he left.
 
   He buried his face back into my neck. “I love you, and I’ll wait. I know you’re saying things due to all the meds in your system right now. I’ll wait until the day you want to say them on your own terms.”
 
   We stayed like that for a few minutes, and as the time passed, my mind began to clear. I froze with realization. Nathan’s arms stayed wrapped around me, unwilling to let me go.
 
   He pulled back and moved the chair closer, touching me the entire time. “I want to take care of you; I want you to come home with me. We’ll go at whatever pace you want, though.”
 
   His finger made soothing circles on my skin, and I couldn’t take my eyes off him. The world fell away, and it was only Nathan and me, at least until Dr. Morgenson cleared his throat. 
 
   “Now that I have your attention, both of you, there are some things we need to go over,” he began. The doctor was in.  “I’ve drawn out a schedule for the both of you. I think it would be a good idea, considering all that has happened between the two of you, that you have a joint session, once a week, on top of your own.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Getting you both back into therapy is a necessity right now. You two need to communicate everything if you ever want to try to be together again. Otherwise I’m afraid of what could happen down the line.”
 
   “Darren, she’s not even out of the hospital, so maybe we should wait on the therapy.”
 
   Anger flashed across Dr. Morgenson’s face for a brief moment. “No, Nathan. We’ve all coddled you for far too long and it’s done you no good. I’m not making that mistake again. You have to bring it all into the open so you can move on and heal. You will never heal like this; you can’t even talk about her or the accident four years later! It’s the only way you two can ever be together.”
 
   “I…ugh!” Nathan let out a strangled cry.
 
   “Please, stop.” I couldn’t stand to see him in pain.
 
   “He wasn’t the only one to suffer from that mass of metal and glass,” Darren said, shaking his head. “You weren’t the only one who lost that night. They lost you as well, Nathan. Your whole family has mourned your loss for the last four years. Your mother has been fighting severe depression, but you don’t see that because you never see her anymore. Erin has nightmares of seeing your bloody, broken body with your heart barely beating. You were in a coma and didn’t see the devastation it caused your family, and I’m including her side when I say family. When you woke, they had to relive it all to tell you what had happened. Horrific memories haunted them every day as they helped you during your rehabilitation. That night tore your family apart, and only you can put them back together. I believe Lila is the key to that healing.”
 
   Nathan’s eyes were squeezed tight. “Darren, please, no, I can’t deal with this right now.”
 
   “Have you told her how it affected you to see her on the stretcher, her car a crumpled heap?” Darren turned and asked Nathan, his voice holding an edge I had never heard before.
 
   Nathan shook his head. “Please,” he begged in a low voice.
 
   “This is what I’m talking about. If you want her back, then you need to start talking to her. Tell her about your panic attack, tell her about your dead wife, tell her what she does to you.”  The pain and frustration was visible in his eyes. It wasn’t Dr. Morgenson I was looking at. It was Darren; Nathan’s close friend.
 
   “Darren, I…”
 
   “Show her the box. It’s the best way for you to tell her. Let her in; let her know you and the truth. It’ll help you both.” Darren’s face was filled with genuine care and concern as he stared at Nathan. “If, after all she learns, she still wants to be with you, you’ll have to not only accept and embrace it, but you’ll have to let go of your fears. See how this works? There has to be some vulnerability for her to trust you again. Otherwise you will hold your relationship back. Let go. It’s time to live.”
 
   With that, Darren walked up to Nathan and squeezed his shoulder before leaving us alone. Silence prevailed as he mulled over what to say.
 
   “I promise I’m going to tell you. Just give me a little time,” he said softly.
 
   I nodded in response, having nothing left to say.
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   It was in the late afternoon three days later that I was released. Nathan helped me into the car, and as we drove away I waved goodbye to the gathering of people who had come to see me off.
 
   The ride home was silent; I was lost in my thoughts. We were about halfway home when my hand twitched, and I realized at some point I had grabbed for Nathan’s. He didn’t say anything, didn’t move, but his thumb was drawing lazy circles on mine.
 
   When we arrived, he left me to get the wheel chair out of the trunk before helping me onto my new mode of transportation for at least the next week. My other injuries prevented the use of crutches for a while.
 
   The familiar static charge was in the air when we rode on the elevator, and I was very happy I wasn’t standing next to him. Instead, I fidgeted with the hospital tag I was still wearing around my wrist.
 
   “I want to tell you,” he said as he wheeled me down the hall to my condo.
 
   “Okay.” My eyes stayed trained straight ahead.
 
   “Now.”
 
   I nodded and swallowed hard.
 
   He found something to prop the door open as he helped me in. We moved to my bedroom.
 
   True to her word, Erin had indeed cleaned up. The blankets were gone from the couch in the living room and were returned to the spare bedroom. My own bed was made with new sheets, the floor clear of any debris.
 
   Nathan picked me up, placed me on the bed, and began positioning the pillows around me. He helped prop me up against the headboard, making sure my leg was elevated and then he headed out to the kitchen, returning with a glass of water that he placed on the night stand next to me.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said, and I nodded.
 
   In his absence, my eyes drifted around the room. Nothing had changed, but so much had. I waited in silence, not moving. Moving was painful.
 
   It didn’t take long for him to return, and when he did, he was carrying a wooden chest about half the size of the carry-on sized suitcase he rolled in behind him.
 
   He climbed on the bed next to me—the box was in his hand and his eyes were locked on the clasp. I heard him swallow hard, and the butterflies in my stomach multiplied. That was what Darren had been talking about.
 
   “I h-haven’t opened this in over three years.”
 
   “What’s in it?” I asked in a whisper.
 
   His hand moved over the lid, his voice a whisper. “Ghosts.”
 
   With trembling hands he flicked the clasps and tilted it back, opening the contents to the world.
 
   My jaw dropped when my eyes landed on the picture that lay on top. It was the first thing I noticed because I recognized the photo in question. It resided in Jack Holloway’s office. Well, most of it did. Jack had hidden the third person in the picture. It wasn’t only his daughter and him; it included Nathan.
 
   “That’s Grace Holloway, Jack’s daughter.”
 
   “Yes,” he agreed and swallowed hard once more, “but, her gravestone reads Grace Thorne.”
 
   My eyes snapped to his. “Oh, my God.”
 
   “There are a few at the office who know, those who have been around long enough. They know, but have been asked not to say anything about it.”
 
   I couldn’t speak. Shock shut my mind down.
 
   Things Jack said came back to my mind. I was still new when his daughter had died in an accident. He had grieved heavily for her, and I remembered being confused by some of his behavior due to my own experiences with my dad.
 
   I remembered talking to Dr. Morgenson about my boss’s behavior.
 
   My stomach dropped. Darren had to explain the grieving process to me like I was a child. A process he and his extended family were going through over the same loss as my boss.
 
   “We were married after we finished our undergrad. When I went to Harvard, she came with me and got a job, working while I attended classes. It was a bit of a strain, as I know you are aware law school is, but we made it through. After Harvard, we moved to Indianapolis and found a house and talked about children. Grace always wanted a big family,” he said, his shoulders slumping while he fingered through the box. “Four miscarriages. She made it to the end of the first trimester only once, and it was ripped away.”
 
   Thoughts about having children had never crossed my mind before the dream, so to even think about wanting them and then losing them was lost on me.
 
   “When she finally made it to the second trimester with her fifth pregnancy, my trial of Via Marconi ended. In all my bravado, I failed to recognize the danger I put my family in. I managed a conviction of a Marconi family member, something that had never happened before. Not only that, it was the daughter of the head member of the family. All the time away from my wife and the nights without sleep, working eighty plus hour weeks while I gathered as much information on them as I could, paid off in the end.”
 
   I remembered that trial. Young, hotshot prosecutor had done the impossible, they said. “Rising star,” they called him.
 
   “Vincent Marconi wasn’t too pleased, and I gloated in his face,” he said through clenched teeth. “Fucking stupid.”
 
   I couldn’t think of anything to say, so I slipped my fingers in his, giving him any comfort I could.
 
   “It was about two weeks after my birthday that we went to Grace’s parents’ house for a combination Father’s Day and my belated birthday celebration. Her whole family and my parents were there. That was when she gave me this: the first glimpse of my son.” With shaking hands he handed me a framed photo.
 
   The frame was wracked; the corners loose and bent. Evidence of the glass could still be seen in the powdery sand in the edges and the scratches on the picture in my hand. The ultrasound picture was in such bad shape it was difficult to read the printed words “I’m a boy!” I swallowed hard; he’d been so close to having a child.
 
   “Not even that survived unscathed.”
 
   My eyes looked up at him. “It happened that day,” I said, the answer coming to me, filling in the gaps. Nathan hated it when I mentioned his birthday.
 
   He nodded in response.  A sad smile formed and his arms raised, his hands making a circular form. “She had a perfectly round stomach. We’d made it to the third trimester after so long.”
 
   Grief was what overtook Nathan. I recounted the stages in my mind: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. Nathan was still stuck on step four—depression—along with his up and down visits with two: anger. It was obvious to me now he’d never moved on from there. Even after four long years, step five, acceptance, remained out of reach.
 
   He sat there for a moment, and I could almost see the memories flickering behind his eyes. His jaw clenched a couple times. “It was just after dark when we decided to head home. It wasn’t too long a drive, about forty-five minutes, from their house to ours. There was a two-lane road that was almost a straight shot and a nice drive. We were about halfway home when this car came up behind us fast. We weren’t in any hurry, so I pulled over to let him pass. But when I pulled over, so did he.”
 
   My chest tightened. I knew what was coming. The end. I knew the outcome.
 
   “That was when it was obvious something was wrong. I told Grace to hold on and gunned it when I saw the driver’s side door start to open. We were up to seventy in no time…but so were they.”
 
   He tipped his head back, trying to keep the tears at bay. I squeezed his hand in mine, my eyes beseeching him to continue.
 
   “My mind was racing with what to do while I tried to stay ahead of them, but soon we were passing eighty. By then we’d reached the point where the road ran parallel to the interstate. They were separated by about forty feet of grass and a wire fence. It was then the fight of our lives started. They caught up, going faster to catch up in the oncoming traffic lane. I glanced over and the window was lowering. There were two men; the one in the passenger seat was aiming a gun at us. I reacted on instinct and steered the car into theirs. The motion caused them to lose some traction and they ran off the road, but were soon gaining on us again.”
 
   He paused, his gaze on the box, his hand absently moving the objects around. “I remember telling her I loved her, but that’s where it gets foggy. An eye witness, who was silenced, said that was when the struggle began. Our car and theirs battled back and forth to stay on the road. With a powerful hit, they pushed us off the road and we went through the grassy area and the wire fence into oncoming traffic on the interstate. We were clipped by a semi, thrown into the median wall, bounced out, and hit a sedan before a delivery truck mashed us into a bridge support.”
 
   My whole body was frozen in shock, my hand covering my mouth.
 
   “All my fault,” he whispered as he stared blankly into the box. “It was all my fault.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He blinked up at me. “Because I baited them, flaunted my success in their face, gathered enough information to begin bringing down their organization. Once I had one, the others would be easier. People would see even they couldn’t get away with everything.” He sighed. “In the end, they could. The eye witness’s testimony, the bullets they found… all evidence disappeared under mysterious circumstances. It was labeled an accident, and I ‘lost control’ of the vehicle.”
 
   “Are they still…after you?”
 
   His gaze met mine and he stared into my eyes, his hands bringing mine to his lips. “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because of what I hold. The information I have on them. When I started poring over all the evidence for the case, it became a rabbit hole and I was able to link it to more and more cases.” He shook his head. “I wish I didn’t have it anymore so they would leave me alone.”
 
   “Why don’t you get rid of it?”
 
   “Because it wouldn’t make a difference, and because they died for it.”
 
   “Are you sure they’re still after you?”
 
   He let out a huff. “It’s been a while; I think they like seeing me miserable. In a way they think it’s better than being dead because I’ve suffered a worse fate than his daughter. But, yes, they still keep tabs.”
 
   My fingers shuffled through the items in the box: pictures of them in college, their wedding day, their home. It was all he had left of her—a wooden box filled with paper and faded memories.
 
   I stared at one of the photos, and something Jack had said to me long ago came back.
 
   You remind me of my daughter.
 
   “I’m not her, you know.” His brows scrunch together in confusion at my words. “Jack said…I reminded him of her.”
 
   He thought about that for a moment, his head nodding a bit. “I’ll admit there are a few similarities I noticed in you in the beginning, and it was one of the many things that drew me to you. But then I saw you, really saw you, and it was then it hit me you weren’t her and the similarities were just that. No different than how you are.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” I asked, the hackles on my neck standing up.
 
   “I’ve been watching you for months. You shy away from bald men,” he said, ticking off more subtleties I’d never noticed myself. “You cringe at men wearing combat boots. Why?”
 
   “Adam always wore them, especially when he kicked me. My dad went bald at an early age.” My voice was mechanical as I answered, and my chest tightened, the walls reinforcing themselves, so I redirected. “It’s the same with you, though. If I cringe from them, you are drawn to me. These photos show our similarities. You can’t refute it.”
 
   His lips formed a thin line. “When I first saw you at the office, the physical similarities, your hair color and size, even some of your mannerisms were hard to distinguish. Over time I saw the pain behind your eyes, the emptiness.” He paused and looked to me, his fingers ghosting over my cheek. “I saw the mask you wore.”
 
   He took a deep breath before continuing. “I resigned myself to a solitary existence. Convinced myself I would never love again. And then you came crashing into my life. You didn’t fawn over me like the others, and you saw through my façade into the man hiding inside: destroyed and angry.”
 
   “You slipped around me.”
 
   “I did,” he agreed. “You do that to me. I tried to ignore you for weeks. I saw it in you, the same pain and loneliness in myself. At first I thought it was because you reminded me of Grace in some ways, but then, after the first few times I was with you, I realized that, while it was something that drew me to you in the beginning, it no longer applied. I wanted you, craved you. I struggled every day with that knowledge. You saw the evidence. I pushed you away, along with the pull and feelings you were stirring within me. But when I took you, I gave everything I could and it was raw and primal. I craved you to the point of insanity.”
 
   I pursed my lips, the war raging inside between wanting to believe him and wanting to protect myself. “Are you sure? Are you sure that’s what you’re feeling? Are you certain you aren’t using me as a replacement for her? If she was alive, you would still be with her, not me. You don’t really feel about me the same way I feel about you.”
 
   He stared at me for a moment, trying to form words for feelings. “I’m struggling with the realization of my feelings for you. What it means for you and for me. I never thought I’d fall in love again. Then I met you, and no matter how hard I pushed you away or how much I tried to not feel anything, it didn’t do any good. If I believed in fate, I would say I was destined to meet you; that I had to go through all this so I would understand you and see you.”
 
   I thought about it for a moment. The feeling I had was the same, like something tied us together. “It’s a force, but is it love?”
 
   “I loved Grace, very much, and I’m struggling with guilt over the fact I love another and you could mean more to me than she did. That I want you more. That this connection we have is greater. To be honest, it scares me, because I would be decimated if anything were to happen to you, especially if it was because of me. Every time I said I didn’t want you, it was me trying to convince myself.”
 
   “What about your nightmares?” I asked, finally having an arena to ask a long wondered upon thought.
 
   “My nightmares?” He paused and looked deep into my eyes. He was gauging me for something, but I couldn’t tell what. “They were about losing you, seeing you dead. The day of your accident, I saw one of my nightmares come to life.”
 
   My chest constricted, and I was on the verge of crying. “Why wouldn’t you tell me any of this before?”
 
   “Because I couldn’t admit it to myself, but your accident split me open and made me look…at you, at us, at the feelings I was trying to disown. The thought that I lost you…well, you saw.”
 
   “You’ve had a session with Dr. Morg… with Darren, haven’t you?”
 
   He nodded in response. “I refused to acknowledge how I felt about you. I thought if I didn’t admit it to myself, then it wasn’t true and you would be safe from them. That backfired and made you unsafe from me. Darren helped me to realize everything I kept closed off. I was angry at myself and the situation I created. You didn’t deserve to see that anger.” His hands fidgeted with the fabric of his shirt that lay over his heart. “I want to live again…with you. You’ve changed my world. I’m altered, no longer stuck in purgatory.”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes before they began to slide unbidden down my cheeks, hot and heavy. His hands moved to my face, thumbs gently wiping the small beads from my skin.
 
   "After seeing and hearing all this, do you still want me? Do you want to try, really try?"
 
   I thought about it; my mouth opened to say yes when something nagged at me. That voice I knew so well in my head. You’ll always be second best in his heart. I sat back and slumped against the pillows.
 
   "No," I replied in a whisper. I watched the hope drain from his face, his jaw clenched tight. Tears welled in his eyes, and I took his hand in mine. "I can't be a replacement. I won't be. You haven't had closure and until then…after all that has happened between us, I need to matter more than a memory. Not only that, I don’t know if I can let you back in. You hurt me more than anyone else has in my life.”
 
   He nodded. “I understand. A small part of me wants you to tell me to fuck off, because I’m afraid. I’ve only ever loved my wife; this is all new to me. I don’t want you to be hurt or killed because of me…because you’re with me. At the same time I don’t want to let you go, I won’t. I need you, so bad. It’s your decision to give it a try with me, to be in a real, healthy relationship. If I’m honest, that scares me almost as much, but I promise to work at getting better, and I won’t push you away anymore.”
 
   “How do I know I can trust all that?”
 
   “I’ve never made you any promises, because that would be confirmation of the feelings I wouldn’t allow myself to have. So I buried them.” He picked up my hand and placed it palm down on his chest over his heart. “As cheesy as it sounds, this changes now because I’m promising you – my heart is yours.”
 
   My brow scrunched together. “Not all of it.”
 
   Sadness washed over his features. He couldn’t deny it.
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   We lay there for a while, me absorbing everything, Nathan taking in my answer. I scratched at one of the scabs on my thigh and looked down. My legs were hairy and had bothered me all week. It shouldn’t have, but what else did I have to think about after I was done counting the dots on the ceiling? It hit me that I was home now; I could bathe.
 
   “Nathan,” I began, breaking the silence. “I want a shower.”
 
   I turned to look at him, and he nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Climbing off the bed, he moved to my side and picked me up, carrying me into the adjoining bathroom. Once there, he sat me down on my good foot, careful not to bang my bad leg on anything before stripping me of my clothing.
 
   “Hold on to my arms.”
 
   It was then I got my first good look at myself in a mirror.
 
   Just when my bruises had finally disappeared, I had a whole new horrifying set.
 
   My face was just as bad off as I thought. Black and blue had turned to yellow and purple and covered the left side of my face from where I’d hit the glass window. Part of my hair not far above my ear was shaved off to get the area around the laceration on my scalp cleaned and stitched. My arms also held varying shades of bruise, darker around the countless number of stitches that held my skin together. Not too much longer until those came out.
 
   My focus moved to the other figure in the mirror. Nathan was stripping, and my eyes went wide. I was about to ask him what he was doing when I recalled the state I was in; I wasn’t going to be able to shower on my own.
 
   It was the first time I’d seen him without his clothes on in nearly a month, and I hated to think about how much I wanted him right then. It was like his body was calling to mine, and mine was desperate to answer, as always.
 
   Perhaps I shouldn’t have felt that way with all that had happened, but I still felt the pull to him. I was such a mess, my mind and heart both having two different opinions; the push and pull was exhausting.
 
   Once we were both naked, he helped me to sit on a stool that had been brought in. I didn’t ask because I noted a few new items around that, when I thought about it, were all to help me in some way.
 
   He pulled some rubbery looking thing over from the counter and began stuffing my casted leg into it, being as careful as he could.
 
   He looked up at me and smirked at my expression. “This will seal off your leg so no water gets into your cast. You really don’t want that. Trust me.”
 
   “Oh. Okay.” I sounded stiff and off to my own ears, but I wasn’t sure how else to respond. I hadn’t even thought about something like that, and he had it ready to go whenever I was. He had planned everything out for my arrival home. I didn’t know how to react to something I wasn’t used to, but it did make my chest clench.
 
   He moved to the shower and turned it on to warm it up. Tears prick at my eyes. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, feel his lips on mine, and forget the last month had even happened so we could go back to how it used to be.
 
   I was lying, and I knew it. I wanted to know everything he had told me, the honesty he displayed. The man in front of me was not the man I had known a month ago.
 
   I took in a deep breath.
 
   “Lila?” I looked up at him; a tear escaped and slid down my cheek.  His face twisted in pain as he walked over to me. “Come on, the water will feel good.” He bent down and carried me into the shower.
 
   I was grateful for the first time that my shower had a built in bench, because I was already exhausted from the previous ten minutes. He sat me down, the spray hitting me all over right away. It felt so good to have the water running over my skin. I felt cleaner already, just from the spray drenching me; it was the cleanest I’d felt all week.
 
   Nathan grabbed the handle on the removable shower head and I placed my hand on his, directing where the spray would go. After a while I kept it over my head and let it fall down my body, my muscles relaxing; the tension rolling away with the water.
 
   He soaped up a washcloth with my body wash, but before he connected with my skin I pulled it from his hand. He looked down at me, startled.
 
   “It’s the only independence I have at the moment,” I said, explaining the need to do it myself.
 
   He nodded in agreement. “Sorry, I got a little carried away.”
 
   I scrubbed my body as clean as I could, making several passes. All the movement left me winded and he didn’t want to hand me my razor, but when I pleaded, he relented. I couldn’t stand being furry any longer.
 
   I was drained by the time I was done, the most physical activity in over a week I had participated in. Nathan hung the shower head back up after wetting my hair again and grabbed the bottle of shampoo. He applied some to my hair and sat down next to me. 
 
   His fingers tangled in my hair, working up a good lather. My eyes closed, and I moaned a little; I always loved my hair being played with. He was careful on my stitches and avoided that area of my scalp as best he could.
 
   The movement of his hands stopped, and my eyes opened again to find him pulling the shower head back down to where we were sitting and began rinsing the suds out.
 
   I looked up to him and found him studying my face. One of his fingers reached up and lightly traced the outline of my fading bruises.
 
   His eyes met mine, and in the depths I could see everything. His pain was on display full force after our conversation. Had my bruises brought his memories and fears to the forefront? Tears welled in his eyes before one spilled down his cheek. He leaned forward and rested his forehead on mine.
 
   My hand reached up to comfort him; his stubble was coarse beneath my fingers. He clenched his jaw then dipped farther down.
 
   For the first time in over three weeks, I felt his lips against mine. It was soft, yet hungry and full of a familiar fire.
 
   Too much. The feeling was too much, and I had to pull away.
 
   He nodded in understanding, but it didn’t keep the pain from showing.
 
   A few minutes and a dose of conditioner later, we were done. I hadn’t felt so good or clean in over a week.
 
   Nathan exited the shower and came back with a towel wrapped around his waist and one in his hand. He helped me stand and began drying me off a bit before carrying me back out to the stool in front of the mirror where he removed the blue rubber boot from around my cast.
 
   Sure enough, the cast remained dry.
 
   He finished drying me off and toweling my hair before taking me back into the bedroom and laying me down on the bed. He located a fresh set of sleep shorts and tank top and helped me into them.
 
   His eyes lingered a bit on my skin, but that was all. The normal aggressive, sexual beast was kept away, and all that remained before me was a broken man.
 
   He arranged the pillows to where I was comfortable again, then left to get me a fresh glass of water and my next dose of meds for which I was happy.  I was getting accustomed to being in pain, but the medicine helped take the strong edge off and left a lingering dull ache.
 
   I noticed every move he made, every conscious decision to make me more comfortable to sleep.
 
   Such a simple act, but I could feel it.
 
   A tear rolled down my cheek, and then the bed shifted with his weight. He was next to me.
 
   “Are you okay? Do you need more medicine?” he asked, his fingers wiping away the salty droplet.
 
   “I’m okay, just…rough day.”
 
   He nodded in agreement. We laid there for a few more minutes, gazing at one another. It wasn’t uncomfortable, just new. Before, if we were in a bed together, we were tangled together, but now there was an invisible wall. A barrier that kept our bodies’ will at bay.
 
   The effects of my medical cocktail began kicking in, and I let out a deep yawn.
 
   “It’s getting late,” he noted, taking that as a cue. He stood and stretched, leaning down and kissing the top of my head. “Goodnight, Lila love.”
 
   I stared at him as he turned and walked to the doorway; my chest constricted at the thought of him leaving.
 
   “Wait!” I called out to his retreating form, my hand reaching out to him. I couldn’t stand to watch him walk away from me again. “Please,” I said in a whisper. “Don’t leave me.”
 
   He stopped in his tracks and turned toward me, his expression a combination of hopeful and frightened at the same time.
 
   “I’m just going next door, Honeybear, to sleep in your guest room. I’ll leave the door open so all you have to do is call for me, okay?”
 
   Tears filled my eyes, my bottom lip quivering. I hurt, I was tired, and he was leaving.
 
   Panic rose in his features at my distress. “Oh, no, please don’t cry. I’m right here, baby, I’m right here.” His hand reached out to stroke my hair.
 
   I wasn’t ready to forgive him, and I wasn’t ready to let him back in, but I couldn’t stand to not be near him. The other room was too far away.
 
   Why couldn’t the drugs take away the pain in my heart, as well?
 
                 


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 7
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   I awoke warm and in pain, struggling to gain a full breath. There was a squeeze around my chest constricting me even further. I opened my eyes and turned to find Nathan’s closed ones in front of me. His arms were wrapped around me, our legs entangled. We had both drifted in the night, our bodies not fighting the pull as they crawled to find each other.
 
   “Nate.” I was quiet as I tried to rouse him. As much as I loved being wrapped in his arms, it hurt to breathe and my bladder was screaming at me, as well. “Nathan, I need to go to the bathroom.”
 
   My chest tightened over the fact I needed help doing such menial tasks, but I couldn’t walk yet, even on crutches.
 
   He made a cute noise before snuggling further, mumbling something I couldn’t understand. “Nathan.” I tried again, this time stroking his cheek, hoping my touch would stir him.
 
   His eyes fluttered open and a lazy smile spread on his face. “Mmm, Honeybear.” His voice was sleepy and he snuggled in again, his eyes closing.
 
   His movement caused a surge of pain to shoot through my chest. I drew in a sharp breath and cried out in pain, my eyes screwed tight.
 
   That got his attention and his eyes shot open, staring at me in horror. “Oh, shit!” he exclaimed before releasing me. “I’m so sorry!”
 
   His hands were frantic, but gentle, as he assessed me like adrenaline was running through him in his panicked search of my body. Mumbled apologies slipped from his lips, but I couldn’t get him to look me in the eye so I could tell him to stop, that I was all right.
 
   He ran into the bathroom and came out with the first aid kit. I twitched, wondering just what the hell he was planning on doing with it. Before I could even ask he left the room again, returning with a glass of water and a handful of my medication bottles.
 
   It was past ridiculous. “Nate!” He jumped, startled at my reaction, his movements ceased. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Umm…you’re hurt.”
 
   “I hurt anyway, but I cried out because you squeezed my ribs. Once you stopped, the pain lessened to its ‘normal’ level.”
 
   He stared at me, and I watched the wild look leave his eyes and his breathing calm. He kissed my forehead before returning the items he had gathered back to their rightful places.
 
   After a bathroom break, he made up some breakfast, instant oatmeal, and we ate in the bed while watching the morning news. Once we were done eating, he returned our dishes to the kitchen and climbed back on the bed with me. We flipped through channels, settling on a marathon of some reality show.
 
   We lay there, side by side, watching as they went through outbuildings and homes, yards and estates, searching for unknown hidden treasures. The entire time I felt Nathan’s eyes on me, and every once in a while his fingers would gently run down my cheek, against my arm. Goose bumps formed and fire burned in the wake of his touch.
 
   It was strange how comfortable I was with his touch in that moment even after everything that had happened between us. Was it because I finally knew without a doubt I was in love with him? I swallowed, and my eyes drifted to his hands on me. My heart fluttered and my skin warmed at his touch.
 
   I wanted to launch myself at him, straddle his hips, and sink down on his perfect cock. His hands grabbing me, teeth biting my skin, the need I always felt pouring out of him. My body was desperate for the connection with him that I hadn’t felt in almost a month.
 
   A muscle twitch reminded me how such antics would not be good as pain shot down my leg. Also, my fears and insecurities about Nathan reared their ugly heads, and the feeling retreated. As much as I wanted the comfort of his body, we weren’t ready for that yet.
 
   After a few hours and a nap, Nathan turned to me with a mischievous grin.
 
   “What?” I asked, knowing that face meant trouble.
 
   He held up the Jane Eyre DVD. “The doctor cleared me; I’m all healed from my lobotomy. I’m more than happy to watch it with you.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “You know, it’s a chick flick. You might need another lobotomy to get through it.”
 
   He smirked at me. “We’ll see about that.”
 
   He got off the bed and popped the DVD in. There was a small buzz of excitement running through me. It always happened when I was about to watch it, but there was something different about watching it with Nathan, the man I loved.
 
   I was surprised when an hour and a half later Nathan was still awake; in fact, he’d been enraptured by it.
 
   Erin stopped by that afternoon to drop off some homemade enchiladas and stayed to play a board game with us. Something other than television was wonderful. I lost focus about halfway through and ended up napping through the remainder. Erin won, though Nathan was not convinced she played fair.
 
   I woke up a while later to Erin sitting on the bed next to me. Her focus was on something in her lap. She was working with large needles in her hand, and yarn to her side: knitting.
 
   “You know, Lila, I’m here for you if you need to talk. I’m hoping we can be friends, so I’m here not only for my idiot cousin, but for you.” Her head rose and her eyes met mine. There was nothing false in her eyes; no acting. She was sincere and straightforward. No games, no gimmicks. 
 
   “Where’s Nathan?” I asked.
 
   “He had to run a few errands. It’s just you and me.” She smiled before her attention moved back to her project.
 
   My mouth opened, and I spoke without meaning to. “I’m scared.”
 
   She looked back up and gave me a small smile, her fingers moved to brush a lock of hair behind my ear. “I know, sweetie. Baby steps. You will get through this. I know it’s rough now, but you can lean on me for support – Nathan, George, Sarah, Teresa, Caroline, Andrew, Trent, and Darren – all of us. You’re not alone anymore.”
 
   I froze at her last sentence. “What do you know, Erin?” Her brother-in-law was my therapist, and I knew about doctor-patient confidentiality, but I began to worry.
 
   Her brow scrunched and she shook her head. “I don’t know anything. All I know is that Nathan said you have no family, besides Teresa and her husband.”
 
   I sighed in relief. I didn’t like people knowing the hell I grew up in, because I couldn’t stand the look of pity I always saw in their eyes. I got out, away from them; from him. I went to college, graduated from law school, and had a nice job. I had become something, even when most of the time I still felt like nothing.
 
   I took a deep breath, a bad idea when my ribs cried out in protest. Erin’s words and the sharp pain sparked a memory I was unable to stop from surfacing. It was sudden… I was lost.
 
   My body shook as the memory of each hit, each kick, each pull of my hair, and each slap and punch to my face flashed into my mind. The snap and crunch of my broken bones and the painful breathing they created.
 
   I was unguarded, the memory assaulting me, completely taking over my entire body and mind. I couldn’t get free of it.
 
   “Lila!” Nathan’s voice called out, and I was back. “Are you okay? Talk to me.”
 
   Nathan was there. I didn’t know when he’d returned, but his hands were holding either side of my face, his expression frightened and worried. I couldn’t answer his question because I didn’t know.
 
   Then I noticed wetness from my tears streaming down my face. I glanced over to Erin and saw the fright in her eyes as well, tears also flowing freely down her cheeks.
 
   I pulled Nathan closer, hiding my head in his neck while I tried to calm down. What had I said, what had I done, for Erin to wear that look?
 
   It took a few minutes for me to settle, and I pulled away from his warm embrace. His thumbs brushed my tears away.
 
   “So,” I began, wanting to pull the attention away from me and whatever had happened. “What did you get?”
 
   Nathan regarded me for a moment, checking to make sure I was really okay before grabbing the bags. “Well, I picked up a few television shows I thought you might like, as well as more movies. And I also picked up a Wii game system and about a dozen games to help keep you occupied. We can’t keep watching Jane and Mr. Rochester.” He winked at me.
 
   I stared up at him in disbelief. “That’s a lot of money. You already bought me a movie.”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. “Something to keep you entertained, take your mind off things. Plus, it can be therapeutic.”
 
   I didn’t buy his reasoning, but was happy to have something fun to do while bedridden. Nathan smiled like a kid on Christmas when I asked him about the games he bought. He was so excited, but competitiveness reared when Erin started trash talking him.
 
   Nathan grumbled about Erin cheating on their last game, while a sly smile crept up on Erin’s face. “He’s a sore loser.”
 
   Nathan handed me my next dose of meds, and an hour later I was out again.
 
   Nathan was still carrying on about Erin’s cheating ways even hours later. She did not play fair during their game, and I was awoken by name calling and elbow jabbing. She did make fantastic enchiladas, though.
 
   We spent all of Saturday and Sunday in my bed watching a myriad of movies Nathan picked up. He must have bought fifty movies to keep me occupied.
 
   Teresa and Sarah made their motherly presence known on Sunday, bringing more food. It seemed they both thought I would starve to death in Nathan’s care. Neither stayed very long, as both would be spending a lot of time with me during the week.
 
   I watched as Nathan interacted with both his mom and Teresa. There was no pretense or act—just a guy talking with his mom.
 
   He was joking around with them, mostly with his mom, about food and cooking. According to her, Nathan was not to be trusted in the kitchen, though I think he’d improved since the days of his mother’s memory.
 
   The entire time they were there, and even after, he was touching me: soft caresses and light squeezes. Small little gestures that added up to my being unable to deny what he wanted, which was to be close to me.
 
   At one point, he threw his head back in laughter at something, and I stared in disbelief.
 
   Nathan was a different man than he was before my accident. I began to believe his words that he was altered. He never complained about any of my requests or needs, but carried them out. He mentioned a newfound respect for his family in all they’d done for him in caring for me.
 
   I awoke after a nap on Sunday curled into Nathan’s side. I attempted to retreat, to separate us by rolling on my back. Pain shot through my ribs and my leg. I tried not to make a sound, but it was no use.
 
   Nathan’s eyes snapped open at my noise, and he sat up. His eyes locked onto the clock, then he jumped up from the bed and ran to the kitchen. He returned a short moment later with a fresh glass of water and my next dosage.
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?”
 
   “I was just repositioning. I was fine until then,” I explained.
 
   His fingers brushed my hair back. “I wish I didn’t have to go to work tomorrow.”
 
   “Your mom and Teresa will be here. I’ll be well taken care of,” I said to reassure him. His brow scrunched, and I had the feeling he didn’t like my answer.
 
   We spent the remainder of the day playing a few games, nothing too exerting, and watching more movies.
 
   The next morning the alarm went off, and I groaned as I attempted to silence it before realizing it was on Nathan’s nightstand. He rose, picking up a groggy me on his way to the bathroom. I wasn’t quite awake and nuzzled into his neck, my hand clenching his t-shirt. I might not have been with it, but he was correct in thinking I needed to use the facilities.
 
   He returned me to the bed afterward and resumed getting ready while I fell back asleep. I felt his lips on my forehead a little later, along with the next dosage of meds. I was getting really tired of all the drugs, but I knew they were needed.
 
   “My mom is running behind, so I’ll stay until she arrives.”
 
   I shook my head. “I’ll be perfectly fine until she gets here. You need to get to work.” He grimaced. “Go.”
 
   He leaned over and kissed my forehead again. “If you need anything, just call, okay? I’ll check in at lunch.”
 
   My gaze followed him as he walked out, and I sighed when I heard the door click. It was the first moment of peace I’d experienced since the morning of the accident. No beeping machines, no nurses, no people asking me if I needed anything. Just… silence.
 
   My life had become a routine: wake up, take meds, watch a movie, eat, take meds, nap.
 
   For days this trend continued, the only variation being who was assigned as my babysitter.
 
   At first, it’d been difficult for me to rely on Sarah and Erin because I didn’t know them. However, the more time we spent together, the closer we became. We became even closer in some more intimate ways when bathroom breaks came around and they had to help me with some embarrassing, private matters. They almost seemed happy to do it, almost as if it was proof I trusted them and was allowing them into my life.
 
   Today they were staring at me, glints of mischief as they settled in.
 
   “Why are you fighting this thing you have with Nate?” Erin asked. “I’m just curious, because I see the way you look at him.”
 
   I sighed and took a deep breath, as well as a leap of faith. “Because it’s hard to fight for someone you never thought you deserved. Nathan is above me. He’s gorgeous, much smarter than me, social. The only thing I have to offer is my body.”
 
   Erin and Sarah shared a look, a silent conversation before Erin turned to me.
 
   “He told you everything, and you said you couldn’t give it a real try? Why?” Erin asked. Her expression was almost as sad as Nathan’s when I said it to him, but I couldn’t figure out why she would have such an emotional response. I was also surprised by the way her voice sounded tight and was breaking a little.
 
   “From what little I’ve heard, you all sing nothing but praise about Grace. I’ll never be able to live up to that. I’ll never be her. I’m me and I’m fucked up, and any delusions I once had that we could be something died the second I learned he was still in love with her.”
 
   I wiped away the tears that sprang to my eyes, not strong enough to pretend anymore. Sarah stood from her chair and walked over to my side of the bed, her arm wrapping around me.
 
   “Oh, Lila,” Sarah replied with a sigh. “You are very worthy of him.”
 
   Sarah looked up to Erin for support. Erin took a deep breath and began, “Nate has accepted her death, that she’s gone, but he’s never gotten over the guilt. Until he deals with that, he can’t let her go from his heart. He blames himself for everything, and he can’t stand the thought of the same thing happening to anyone else. He cut us all off. I hadn’t seen him in months. Bad enough we lost Grace and the baby, but we also lost Nate.”
 
   Sarah sniffed, the conversation digging up painful memories. “Grace was a lovely woman, but you bring life and meaning to him. She struggled with the ability to let go and move on after each miscarriage, and Nathan never had a reason to move on after she died. Yes, he loved her, very much, but with you I see a spark I’ve never seen in him. Love has many shapes and depths, some richer than others. His for you is breathtaking.”
 
   Sarah’s words gave me hope that maybe he could heal and let go; that we both could overcome our ghosts. There might not be white horses riding off into the sunset, but there could be happiness, and an all-consuming love.
 
   The fact that his mother approved of me was monumental. Not since my own mother died had that been in my life. My heart warmed at the simple sight of her.
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   Dr. Morgenson wasn’t soft in handling us, despite all that had happened. He made good on his threats from the outburst at the hospital, and now we were both in a more intensive therapy program than before.
 
   We planned to meet twice a week; once would be an individual session, and the other would be a joint session. The individual sessions were to make sure we both got back on track after months away. He said the joint session was to help us understand each other better and to make sure we opened up and communicated.
 
   The day of our first joint session came, and my stomach was fluttering with butterflies circling within, my nerves skyrocketing.
 
   Nathan came into the bedroom in the early afternoon and picked me up to take me into the living room where Darren was waiting to start our session. It was decided that having our therapy in my home would be less of a strain on my mangled, healing body than trying to transport me back and forth to Darren’s office. My stomach was in knots and a wave of nausea almost overcame me as we made our way.
 
   We were going to talk and get everything out in the open. I was conflicted. A part of me wanted to be there for him, to know how best to help him, and I couldn’t do that unless I knew what happened to him. But deep down inside, I was afraid. What if I really couldn’t handle hearing about his pain and seeing him relive it just for me? I wasn’t worth it. I knew that, but I was too selfish to let go. I needed him, so that included sharing the burden of his pain.
 
   Even scarier than learning about his trauma was him hearing about mine. No one wanted me, I knew that, and Nathan’s illusions of me, or what he thought was me, would evaporate into thin air. I’d be lost without him there to hold my hand.
 
   It was the sole reason I was holding back, and it was a habit I had to stop. Darren told me if I continued on that path I’d lose my one shot at being happy, so I bit my lip and held my breath as we entered my living room.
 
   Not a word was spoken as he sat me down on the chaise lounge on one end of the couch, taking care that my leg was supported, and yet my insides were clenching violently.
 
   Nathan sat down next to me and gripped my hand in his, making it apparent he was feeling the exact same way.
 
   “How are you both today?” Darren asked.
 
   I blinked. Was it a trick question? Could he not see the expressions we both wore? I couldn’t even look Nathan in the eye, but from my periphery it was obvious he wasn’t handling this well already.
 
   “Grand.” Nathan’s voice was curt, his eyes glaring, hackles up.
 
   “I’m… fuck, I don’t know.” I shook my head.
 
   “I know this a little scary but –”
 
   “Big fucking understatement, Doc,” Nathan blurted out.
 
   Darren chuckled. He understood. He knew us both. There was no guessing.
 
   “Okay, so you’re not happy to be here with me, I get that. Relax. We’re all here to help each other, and you should consider me a friend, not a doctor to dissect you and break apart everything you say until you’re internally bleeding.” I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding at his statement. Darren gave a kind smile in return. “I want you both to realize I will never allow you to leave our sessions if you’re feeling upset. All you have to do is say you’re not okay, and we won’t stop until you’re feeling better.”
 
   Nathan gave a tug at my hand and tucked my arm under his, pulling me closer in a protective manner. “I’ve done this before, couples counseling, and it’s…not pleasant.”
 
   My brows shot up. He did this with Grace? I always had the impression they had a blissful marriage, so why couples therapy?
 
   He turned to me a little and whispered, “When she kept miscarrying, we went through a rough patch, and I wasn’t always as sensitive as I should have been.”
 
   I nodded and leaned into him to show my support.
 
   “Nobody’s here to blame anyone, Nathan. In fact, I don’t even want you to think that word. Blame is a way of shifting unpleasant feelings. Feelings aren’t right or wrong, they just are, and we can accept all feelings no matter what they are. Remember that. Feelings aren’t wrong. If you can take that in, it will free you up. You’ll be surprised at how liberating that one little motto can be.” 
 
   Darren shifted his gaze to me next. “Do you remember what your biggest emotional reaction was when you were in the hospital a few weeks ago, before the accident?”
 
   “Yes, I –”
 
   He cut me off quickly.  “I don’t need you to tell me or relive it for now. We’ll get to that in time, but I want you to think about what happened afterward.”
 
   I nodded, even though I couldn’t for the life of me remember what did happen, except that Darren was there for me after I freaked out about someone calling my dad.
 
   “You can’t remember very well, can you?”
 
   “No.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.
 
   It was disconcerting to feel like someone else knew me better than I knew myself. He seemed to have an unfair advantage. Nathan looked puzzled.
 
   “The reason you can’t remember is because when you go into parataxic distortion, things become that – distorted. You can’t think clearly, your emotions become the sole focus, and your head gets fuzzy. Memory is skewed and off. So, even if you do remember, you won’t see it for what it was. You might see the person who offended you as monstrous, or hideous, or being out to get you, when that may not be accurate at all.” He grabbed a file from his bag.
 
   I swallowed hard. What had I said to him? I was nervous to think I might have been out of my ever-loving mind.
 
   Darren smiled at me in a reassuring gesture. “I see here you fired one of the nurses and told her to get the hell out of your sight for even saying your father’s first name.”
 
   I what?
 
   My fingers felt ice cold, and so did my toes. It was like all my circulation was congregated in my chest. I had no recollection of that interaction at all.
 
   He was waiting for a response, and I was hesitant. “I…don’t remember that.”
 
   “It’s okay. Sometimes our mind also blocks stuff out when we’re in this mode. It’s an act of self-preservation; to protect yourself.”
 
   “What does this have to do with anything?” Nathan asked, sounding frustrated.
 
   “I’m pointing this out to both of you because your memories might be much worse than what actually happened.”
 
   “Fuck that and fuck y– ” Nathan began, but was cut off by Darren’s hand going up in a defensive gesture.
 
   “I’m not trying to downplay what happened to either of you, just trying to help you gain a different perspective. At first, some people find it’s easier to detach a little emotionally, to get some of their emotions out of the way. Once you’ve sorted through your shit, sorry for the slip, but after that, after you can lay it all out on the table, you then go back and figure out how you feel about all of it. Then you deal with it, but only after seeing the truth of what it was.”
 
   I remembered his parataxic distortion speech before. He was rehashing it but in a less detailed, lecturing manner.
 
   “Nathan, when you hurt Lila on the day of the anniversary of your wife’s death, you didn’t mean to do that to her, did you?”
 
   “Absolutely not. I was sick with myself when I realized what I’d done.”
 
   I ran soothing circles on Nathan’s hand.  There wasn’t a doubt in my mind anymore that he hadn’t meant to hurt me. I was never angry with what he did to me physically; it was the rejection that stung.
 
   “And you didn’t remember much of it because you were in a heightened level of distortion. Lila didn’t realize you were in such a state, otherwise she might have treaded a bit lighter and not offered herself to you in that way.” Darren cleared his throat. I could tell things were already going to head in an ugly direction. Bracing myself for the accusations, I shut my eyes and held them closed. “Lila, you need to hear this. Open your eyes, please.”
 
   I refused. The session was already hurting too much. I didn’t think I could take hearing I was the reason Nathan was worse instead of better.
 
   “I’m fine,” Nathan whispered in my ear, like he was reading my mind.
 
   I shook my head. “You’re not fine. I made you do that. If I’d left you alone like you asked me to, we wouldn’t even be here.”
 
   “Yes, we would. We need this, and that day wasn’t the only problem. It was us being tipped over the edge we’d been clinging to by our fingertips. We are both far from okay, and if it led us here, then I’m sorry, but I’m almost glad it happened. For the first time in four years, I want to get better, I have a reason to get better. I want you to get better, too. I want to be with you.”
 
   I opened my eyes and felt a shift in the room. They were both looking at me, but it was different somehow. They didn’t pity me, or coddle me. It was a look of adoration and appreciation, almost like they were confident I would get through this with flying colors. They made me feel brave, strong.
 
   “Okay,” I murmured. “I want to learn. What can I do to make things better?”
 
   Darren’s face split into a brilliant grin. “There’s a lot you both can do to make this better. You both love each other, so that’s the basis for all this. All we need is a few tools to keep things healthy and manageable so they don’t fall apart on one or both of you when things get rough. And trust me, you both will have down days and it will be rough. To expect everything to be perfect would be setting you both up for failure.” 
 
   Darren’s soothing voice set me at ease and my jumpiness ratcheted down a notch or two.
 
   “When you’re grieving the loss of Grace or your child, your instinct is to bottle up and blame yourself. That has to stop. I know you don’t want to talk about it to Lila, because you don’t want her to be miserable and share your pain, but what about when she’s feeling down about herself? Don’t you want her to let you in?” Nathan nodded in agreement. “Then you have to do the same. It’s about trust and friendship. I also know you lash out and then get physical.”
 
   Nathan inhaled in a rush, and a vein on his temple throbbed as he ground his teeth together loud enough I could hear it. He seemed to be holding his breath, as well.
 
   “It’s okay, Nathan. Sex is a part of your makeup as a man, and it’s your way of feeling close to Lila, but it isn’t fair of you to not tell her you’re upset before you take her that way. It’s obvious she wants to help you, and she has no problem giving herself to you to make you feel better, but it will help both of you much more if she understands it’s an outlet for you, a form of therapy. A way to feel connected. It can be a tremendous help in healing you both, but it has to be done with respect, and that means telling the other partner you feel hurt or scared, and need them to reciprocate by being affectionate or sexual. You might even find it’s some of the best sex you’ve ever had, even more so than makeup sex after a fight.” Darren smiled with a warmth that reflected his respect and friendship with Nathan.
 
   Nathan grinned, and I blushed. There was no arguing with that statement. It was some of the best sex when one of us was reaching out with our body to feel okay inside.
 
   “After you’re done connecting that way though, in order for it to help and be healing, you have to then talk about what you felt hurt about. I think you’ll be amazed to find that after sex your head is clearer and you can make better sense of your feelings. You feel relaxed and trusting of your partner as you’re lying there in each other’s arms.”
 
   Nathan opened his mouth to speak but thought better of it and closed it. “I…that’s when I feel the most open to speaking, but I know Lila’s not always comfortable sharing what happened to her. I don’t want to force her.”
 
   “You won’t have to. If you open up first and make the first move to be vulnerable, you’ll find Lila will do it on instinct. It’s how this works. You give first, Nathan, because you left her, and you’ll find she’ll begin to trust you again.” Darren looked at me to make sure I was okay. I hadn’t realized a few tears had slipped down my cheeks.
 
   I was desperate to believe Darren, but I was skeptical. Was it that easy?
 
   Darren focused on me, his brow crinkled and there was a look of concern in his eyes. “What’s going on? Can you tell me what you’re thinking?”
 
   “No one ever held me when I was sad or hurt. When Nathan does that after we’ve been in bed together, sometimes I feel worse, not better.” I felt like shit for saying that, but I had to be honest if we were going to get anywhere.
 
   Nathan’s face fell. “I think I knew that.” His grip loosened on my hand and began to pull away. I gripped it hard, to let him know this wasn’t a rejection, and it was me begging for help.
 
   “I don’t know what to do about that. I want to change, I do, but this is who I am, who I’ve been for so long. I don’t know any other way to be,” I cried.
 
   Darren stood up and gave me a patient look. “That’s true; this is who you’ve become because you were forced into it. It was survival. But now, we’ve moved past survival. If Nathan promises you he won’t leave you again, do you think you’d be more apt to not be afraid and to open up a little bit?”
 
   “I suppose…” I didn’t want to promise anything I couldn’t deliver.
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   A few days after our session was my first follow-up appointment. The doctors said my progress was going well, and I was able to have my stitches removed. It would still be another week before I would be allowed to use the crutches and even then only part of the time to start. They wanted to make sure my bruised ribs were healed before I exerted myself too much.
 
   While it had been Sarah who took me to the hospital for my appointment, it was Nathan who took me home. With prescriptions already digitally en route, we drove to the drugstore that wasn’t far from our building.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said as he pulled on the handle to open the door
 
   “Wait, I can’t go with you?”
 
   I needed out and, damn it, and he was going to take me out. I’d been cooped up for weeks and suffering from a serious case of cabin fever.
 
   “I’m just going in to pick up your meds; I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   With that he left me sitting alone in the car, staring at the brick wall in front of me. Fifteen minutes later, which had seemed like forever, Nathan returned. He was so tense he moved with almost a stiff limp. Instead of walking to the driver’s side door, he opened mine.
 
   I quirked my brow at him as he cursed under his breath. “They won’t let me fucking sign for your meds.”
 
   It wasn’t until he leaned into the car and his arms moved under my body did I understand. A smile broke out on my face.
 
   Freedom!
 
   Agitation seeped from him as he pulled me out, but he seemed to calm somewhat when my arms wrapped around his neck.
 
   My eyes were happy to have more stimuli, and I was looking everywhere like a kid in a candy shop. I wanted him to let me down so I could explore, but I knew there was no way he would.
 
   We walked up to the pharmacy counter, maneuvering past the small line of people. “Here she is.”
 
   I turned to look at the pharmacist who pushed the paper for me to sign. A quick signature and then Nathan shifted, juggling me a bit. He pulled out his wallet and I tried to protest, but was met with a glare, silencing me. After payment was made, he handed me the bag and turned to walk toward the door.
 
   Hell no.
 
   It was my first adventure out of the hospital or the house in nearly two weeks, and I was going to make damn sure I made it last.
 
   I looked at him and said, “Hey, while we’re here, there are a few things I need to pick up.”
 
   He turned to me. “Just give me a list; I’ll pick them up for you later.”
 
   “But, we’re already here,” I argued.
 
   He sighed. “I need to get you back to bed.”
 
   My jaw clenched. He was being difficult, and I was going to get my taste of freedom. I stared at him, our eyes locked in some silent battle.
 
   “Put me down.”
 
   “Lila…”
 
   “Put me the fuck down!”
 
   He glared at me and took a deep breath. “You can’t even stand.”
 
   “Fine, there’s a motorized cart at the door; I saw it when we walked in.”
 
   Another silent argument with our eyes ensued before he relented with a huff. We were headed toward the door again, but just before, he detoured to the cart that was stationed there, plugged into the wall.
 
   He sat me down, grumbling about needing to get me home. I’d been home for a week now; it wasn’t going anywhere.
 
   As soon as I was on the seat, my casted leg extended, I was off.
 
   I raced away from my captor like a bat out of hell…or like a crippled lady on a scooter, but it was the imagery that counted. It took him two strides to catch up. After all, I was racing at about three miles per hour.
 
   I started out aisle by aisle, adding things to the cart. I didn’t even know or care what was going in, but I sure as hell was having fun.
 
   Nathan wasn’t. He was pissed, still limping by my side. The way he was hovering around me made him look like a Jack the Ripper stalking his next victim and less like a frustrated boyfriend with a disobedient girlfriend on wheels. Everyone who was in an aisle we were in would give him a rather large berth. They could tell he was a man who was having difficulties controlling his anger.
 
   What I saw was a man who needed a nice long blow job to get all the tension out, but he’d have to deal with it. He could chase me around, cursing under his breath; it added to the freakish, hot sensuality he was exuding in that moment. That “I’m going to spank your ass red so you can never sit in a scooter again” vibe that was exciting me, but could not override my freedom fun.
 
   He was furious, fists clenched at his side, and I could tell he wanted an outlet. It was amusing to play with him, so I laid it on thicker, smiling and waving at him like I was on parade. He growled. My smile turned to a glare. Spoilsport.
 
   Almost everything I threw into the cart, Nathan pulled back out, arguing it wasn’t something I needed.
 
   I even tried tampons, but he grabbed the box and put it back on the shelf, reminding me I was on the shot and didn’t have periods.
 
   Damn him for remembering.
 
   He continued to chase me around the store, reaching into the basket and plucking items back out. I would slap his hands, glaring up at him, but he just glared back. He was spoiling my fun. Then again, it was a fun game to have him chasing me…not that I’d tell him.
 
   It was difficult not to smile and laugh at my newfound freedom as I zipped around. My hair was blowing in the breeze, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirrors near the ceiling. The image I portrayed could only be considered one of a mad woman, and in my giddy state that was almost how I felt.
 
   After almost an hour, a very irate Nathan and I exited with two bags full of who knows what.
 
   Nathan was fuming as he placed me back into the car, and I tried to mirror his look, but was unsuccessful. He maneuvered around the outside of the car.
 
   “Party pooper. No blow job or party favors for you,” I said under my breath, giggling afterward. I followed him with my eyes, still pretending to glare at him. He needed to lighten up. Maybe I should have taken him for a spin on my lap around the store a few times on the fabulous freedom scooter? I stifled a roar of laughter at the thought.
 
   God, I was losing it.
 
   He slammed the driver’s side door upon entering, not happy with how our excursion had gone. He was angry, and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face, try as I might.
 
   Then I couldn’t keep my humor of the situation at bay.
 
   Laughter, full and deep, sprung from me. My body shook from the force, despite the pain.
 
   Nathan turned to look at me as if I’d gone mad. The more he watched me though, the more it began to dawn on him.
 
   “You did that on purpose?” he asked through clenched teeth.
 
   I couldn’t speak; the giggles took full control, so I nodded. Nathan looked appalled, but my state became contagious and he joined in.
 
   “You little…” he trailed off. “I can’t believe you!”
 
   “Freedom!” I cried out, my fist pumping in the air.
 
   He smiled and shook his head, backing out of the space and heading home.
 
   Score one point for Honeybear, and none for Jack the Ripper. Victory was sweet.
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   It was later that night as we were snuggled into bed, watching a movie, when Nathan’s hand reached out to cup my face, his eyes beseeching. “Lila, I…I’ll do anything to have you trust me again.”
 
   “Where did that come from?” I angled my head back to get a better look at him. Maybe my lunacy was spreading…
 
   He sighed and tugged at the back of his neck. “I had a session with Darren, and I don’t need him to tell me what to promise you. You already know, but I’m going to tell you until you believe it. I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone.”
 
   My eyes went wide in shock. More than Grace and his baby? How could that be? That was a huge thing to say. And I…believed him.
 
   “I have a reason to live again – you. I want us to be together from now on. Live together, have holidays and birthdays together. Hell, I’ll go wherever you want me to go and do whatever you want, but I need you to trust and believe me first before we can – ”
 
   In a flash, my arms were around his neck, pulling him to me.
 
   He was my whole world. He had been since that first night.
 
   I was still wary, but with what he had admitted, how could I not try? Couldn’t I try to let him in again, try to trust him? Could we start fresh, from the beginning?
 
   I released him and lay back down, snuggling into my pillow. “Do you… You say you love me. Do you love me more than her? Really?”
 
   His eyes widened in fear before softening. “Yes.”
 
   “Then why won’t you let her go?” I asked, my voice breaking as a tear slid down my cheek.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 9
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   I thought Nathan and I were making progress until that night when I asked him why he couldn’t let go. It seemed he didn’t like my question.
 
   What was it they say? One step forward, two steps back? Well, that was what happened. Nathan began to withdraw the next day. The change was noticeable that morning; he stopped touching me. His little touches and kisses were gone, and I mourned the loss.
 
   He hardly talked to me, and touching was relegated to when he had to help me. Of course, his withdrawal caused me to do the same. I couldn’t count the amount of times I almost broke down crying in front of him. Maybe I should have. The times I almost lost control of my emotions, I brushed it off as being in pain and he dropped it, even though he knew my pain had lessened.
 
   I couldn’t tell him it was because he was breaking my heart—again.
 
   My one sentence, one question, ruined any progress we had made. I hoped it would open him up, bring us back together, but instead it was ripping us apart.
 
   He was choosing her; he didn’t want to let her go. My heart was fracturing, the mending that had taken hold, coming undone. I was holding myself together with a frayed thread, and I wondered if I would be shattered beyond repair.
 
   My condo felt like a strange place to be. It was foreign to me. I felt like an outsider in my own home. I wanted to scream at him to leave if he didn’t want to be there, but I couldn’t stand for him to go.
 
   There was an invisible wall between us at night. He still slept in the bed with me, but there was no warmth.
 
   It was strange being surrounded by people, and yet I had never felt so…alone.
 
   My insurance company called with the estimation on my car; it was totaled. I had no idea when I was going to do it, but I had to buy a new one. Also, they suggested I contact a lawyer to go after the driver of the other vehicle for the car, compensation for the loss of work time, along with my mounting and future medical bills. In talking with the police, I found out the driver never even applied the brake before he collided with me. He hadn’t seen the light because he was texting.
 
   Being without a car was one of the many reasons, my injuries being the greatest, as to why Nathan would need to drive me to work upon my return.
 
   Nathan offered to help me look for a new car as had Andrew. Though I thought Andrew won in the enthusiasm category; he was researching for days.
 
   I was allowed to return to work at a reduced schedule, despite Nathan’s protests that I should stay home for another week. I was happy to be getting out of the house and returning to some sort of schedule. I’d spent over a week at the hospital and two at home, and my case of cabin fever was worsened by Nathan’s new despondent mood.
 
   We both agreed it was plausible for Nathan to drive me in the morning as we lived in the same building, and I no longer had a car, therefore no one would be suspicious. Only a few days prior I was granted permission to start using the crutches, though it was restricted to use in my condo for the first week. My doctor didn’t want me using them too much due to the exertion, which left me with the wheelchair to get around outside and at work.
 
   On my first day back we pulled up to our office building, surrounded by a deafening silence and an awkward tension filling the air between us. It was broken as Nathan got out and brought me my wheelchair from the trunk. He opened my door and leaned in to pick me up, placing me in the chair.
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Fine,” I replied, and we made our way into the building.
 
   We entered and headed toward the elevators. An uncomfortable silence seemed to follow and remain with us in the small space, and I began to wonder if he would ever talk to me again. The elevator pinged when we reached our floor, and Nathan pushed me out.
 
   “Welcome back, Delilah!” Libby, the receptionist, greeted as we exited the elevator.
 
   “Thanks, Libby.” I waved as we rounded the corner. She was always such a sweetie.
 
   “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m going to head to the office,” Nathan said, interrupting us.
 
   “Okay. Thanks, Nathan.” I turned my attention back to Libby.
 
   Libby watched him walk away and smiled at me. “That was nice of him to bring you in.”
 
   “It is. Since I can’t drive, and no longer have a car.”
 
   “Yeah, you should be thankful,” a familiar voice sneered from behind me.
 
   My jaw clenched as I remembered the Boob Squad. Oh, how I hadn’t missed them.
 
   “Very thankful,” I said, trying hard to smile and not tell Jennifer to stick it where the sun didn’t fucking shine. I’d had a shitty past couple days, and was happy to be back. She didn’t want to mess with me – I was fresh off the loony bin.
 
   “He’s being nice to you, but I wouldn’t let it get to your head. Nathan would have no interest in someone like you.” Kelly looked down at me in disgust.
 
   Try as I might to ignore her, I felt the sting. Her words were hitting a little too close to home.
 
   “Someone like me? What is that supposed to mean?” I hoped my distaste was obvious in my expression. Someone who didn’t have the fat removed from her thighs only to be deposited into her boobs? Or someone who used her brain for something other than housing an occasional hat? They probably couldn’t go out into the sun anyway; it would fry their unholy she-devil skin.
 
   Jennifer straightened, an evil little smile creeping up on her vile red lips. “Plain. You have little personality, okay in looks, nothing much to offer. Nathan is above you. He belongs with someone of his caliber. Someone like me.”
 
   “You’re out of your league with him, so I wouldn’t even think about it, if I were you,” Tiffany added.
 
   Even with their cruel words clawing at my insides, it was difficult to keep my laughter at bay from their comments. Nathan wouldn’t touch them with a ten foot pole. “He’s been here for almost six months, if he wanted you in the least bit, he would have gone after you by now.”
 
   Tiffany took on the same stance as Jennifer, joining in her upturned nose and assumed entitlement. “It’s because of the fraternization rule.”
 
   I snapped, glaring up at them and their stupidity. “Fuck the fraternization rule. If a guy really wants you, that’s what he’d say. He hasn’t said it, hasn’t approached you. He doesn’t want you. Why don’t you leave him alone and quit barging in while we are trying to work? It’s obvious your flirtations are unnoticed and unwanted.” Wanting to throw more salt in the wound and also take a jab at Nathan I added, “Maybe he’s gay. Or maybe silicone doesn’t appeal to him? I’ve heard he doesn’t like plastic people. Either way – sounds like neither of you are on his radar.”
 
   The heat of their death glares had me smiling in victory as my savior arrived.
 
   “Hey, Delilah. Welcome back. Ready to get the show on the road?” Owen asked, interrupting our little chat. It was a good thing too, because Jennifer looked like she wanted to deck me.
 
   Yes, hit the wheelchair-bound woman. That sounds like a great idea. I’d love to see you fired.
 
   Owen took hold of the chair and pushed his way past the Boob Squad. Their glares were burning a hole in the back of my head as we went.
 
   “Nice going. Though, they’ll be screaming about you later.”
 
   “Screw them. I’ve had a really shitty month, and I don’t see why I should put up with their fucking high school bullying ways,” I seethed. My blood pressure was rising, creating a throbbing in my leg. “I hope a stray dart punctures one of their silicone breasts to give them something truly upsetting to worry their small brains about, then they can forget I’m even here.”
 
   Owen and I settled down at my desk, I avoided Nathan, and went over what Owen had been doing in my stead. He had a few questions and a few items that needed some work, but all in all he was doing a very good job. I could see him getting the job full-time if Nathan or I ever left.
 
   The mountains were still there, as to be expected, but at least the files hadn’t grown too much with my absence and Nathan’s reduced hours.
 
   Andrew came in right at noon to take me home, interrupting Owen and I as we worked on a more intricate case. Nathan and Andrew shared a look; I wasn’t quite sure if they were back to being okay with one another or not.
 
   “Ready, Lila?”
 
   I yawned and nodded. I hadn’t expected how much being at work for only a few hours would affect me, but I was really tired.
 
   I waved at Nathan and Owen as Andrew wheeled me away. “See you guys later.”
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   Over the next few days, it felt like I was seeing Andrew more than Nathan. He decided to take the afternoon off; we went to the movies and grabbed some dinner. I let Nathan know, of course. I needed to get out, and that was difficult with Nathan. Between his mood, his control issues, and our need to hide our…relationship, or whatever you would call us, we couldn’t go out together. So, I felt guilty, but I was also happy as a lark to be out of my condo.
 
   I knew Nathan wasn’t thrilled I was spending so much time with Andrew, but I was so restless and it provided me a much needed lifeline. It was more than that; Nathan wasn’t fun to be around as of late. Spending time with him made me sad as I watched the rift between us grow, unable to stop it. After all the progress, there we were, back to square one. Only this time, there was no sex. Square zero, if there was such a thing. Strangers who were anything but strangers. Nathan knew me better than anyone. Anyone.
 
   That was why his behavior hurt so much. Why I needed an escape and turned to the person who knew me second best, besides Caroline.
 
   “Why are you so…sullen lately?” Andrew asked on the drive home. “I mean, he fucked up, but I thought you’d be, I don’t know, happy to have him back. Am I wrong in the way I’m reading things here?”
 
   I shook my head. “Things are…things are complicated.”
 
   “Complicated, how? Haven’t you had it out?”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes. “He… I don’t know…” The tears began to stream down my cheeks.
 
   “Hey, hey.” Andrew pulled the car over and reached toward me, his thumbs brushing away my tears. “Tell me.”
 
   It all came pouring out: my insecurities, my loneliness, Nathan’s distance.
 
   “If he doesn’t want to take care of you, let me. I’ll take care of you.”
 
   “Thanks, Drew. I just…need to find out what’s going on.”
 
   I cried on his shoulder the remainder of the way home.
 
   Nathan had me crying, something I hadn’t done in almost ten years until I met him. The first time tears came to my eyes was when I saw his scars, because I could only imagine what he had gone through to get them.
 
   Andrew dropped me off after our movie/dinner outing and had me laughing about something as we entered my condo, Nathan glared at us. The laughter stopped and my chest tightened as I tried not to believe the feelings he was evoking in me, but I couldn’t stop them. 
 
   I thought about what Andrew said that night and decided to approach Nathan about his idea. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, having Andrew stay and help me with everything, but being with Nathan every moment throughout the evening was killing me inside. 
 
   “You know, Andrew…Andrew offered to take over tonight if you wanted a night off.” I struggled to get the words out, my fingers twisting in my lap.
 
   Nathan’s eyes grew wide, and he turned to look at me. I didn’t think I’d grown a second head, but by the expression he held, I was wondering where the closest mirror was so I could check.
 
   “Out of the question,” he growled through clenched teeth.
 
   “Well, that’s fine. It was just an offer. I’ll be on my way.” Andrew leaned down to kiss my cheek and give my shoulder a squeeze.
 
   “Thanks, Drew.”
 
   Nathan was livid, based on the expression on his face.
 
   I watched as Andrew left, somewhat afraid to look at Nathan. Still, my eyes found him, and he was staring at me in silence.
 
   He stood and paced, his head snapping to look at me, his mouth opening as if to say something but no words came out. After a few rounds of this, he turned and stood in front of me, his chest heaving as he glared down at me in utter disgust.
 
   He clenched his fists and put them at the sides of his head, squeezing his eyes shut. He was reaching his boiling point.
 
   He didn’t say a word, merely opened his eyes, which were black with ire, then turned and left, slamming the door behind him. The damn crying picked up again, and I was sobbing into my hands.
 
   He didn’t want me in any way anymore. I’d fucked everything up. Again.
 
   I called Caroline a few minutes later in a blubbering mess, unable to control all the emotions flooding from me. Being the good friend she was, she rushed right over.
 
   I needed to learn how to be a better friend.
 
   When she arrived, I told her what had happened and a little bit about Nathan’s change, but she pressed me to tell her every last depressing detail. She then helped me change into something to sleep in, and onto the bed and under the covers.
 
   My chest, which had been relatively quiet throughout the week, was now angry. Caroline laid me down on the bed, stroking my hair, as I settled.
 
   A few hours passed when we heard him return, his body still visibly tense and more so when he saw Caroline. White powder clung to his hair and body, and I knew where he’d been and what he’d done.
 
   There were more holes in his walls. He was going to hurt himself soon if he kept handling his anger that way. But what could I do?
 
   Caroline pursed her lips and stood, arms crossed over her chest. “Can I speak to you for a moment?”
 
   They walked outside the bedroom and shut the door. Muffled yelling filtered in, a word here, a word there, but not much I could distinguish. A few minutes later, they walked in, Caroline sitting on the edge near my head, her fingers stroking at my hair line.
 
   “Lila, I think he needs to leave,” Caroline said. I nodded, unable to look at him. “I’ve got her. Get out.”
 
   “If that’s what you want, Lila.” His voice resigned.
 
   I stared at the ceiling. I didn’t stop him. He needed to figure things out for himself as I wouldn’t be offering up my body as sacrifice to his anger. Better if a wall didn’t survive the night than me.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 10
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   “Okay,” Darren began, his gaze hard as he looked between the two of us. “Will someone tell me what has happened over the last week that caused this?” His hand motioned between the two of us, pointing out the obvious rift.
 
   I lost it. All of the emotions I’d been holding back from Nathan’s view came flooding out. I sobbed into my hands, and it was the first time in almost a week Nathan touched me. His fingers brushed against my arm before he drew back. The motion only made me sob harder.
 
   “What the hell was that, Nathan?” Dr. Morgenson asked in annoyance.
 
   “He doesn’t want me!” I cried, removing my hands from my eyes. “I asked him why he couldn’t let her go, and ever since then, he’s ignored me! He doesn’t talk to me, he doesn’t touch me. He’s angry all the time and looks at me with disgust. I want to tell him to leave then, if he doesn’t want to be here…but…I…”
 
   A new wave of sobs took over my entire body, and I began to wonder what the hell was wrong with me. I’d never cried like that. Ever. Crying gave them power over me, and Nathan already had more than enough.
 
   Darren was staring at me, shocked. His head moved to look at Nathan, and the surprise was evident on his face; I couldn’t help but look, as well. In a tentative motion my head turned, and I saw the utter look of pain and horror etched into Nathan’s features.
 
   He jumped up from his spot on the couch and began pacing, his hands pulling against his neck. “I felt it was unfair! I was thinking of you.” His movements became erratic as he paced. His fists clenched and unclenched, and I knew he was looking for a wall to punch. “I kept hurting you! Every time I touched you…and then I knew you were wondering if I wished you were her. I can’t take this anymore, Lila!”
 
   He looked tired, defeated, and more worn than I’d ever seen.
 
   “You’re right, Darren’s right, my mother’s right…none of it is fair to you. I’m trying to figure it all out, because what I want most of all is you, and I know we can’t be together until I let go. Let go of her, let go of my guilt. I…I don’t want to hurt you anymore. I can’t do anything right!”
 
   Darren shook his head and leaned back into his chair. “What did I say last time? You need to communicate! This hurt, confusion, pain, could have all been prevented if you had told her. Lila put herself out there, became vulnerable, and you pushed her away. All that we talked about, opening up, sharing; you threw it out the window.”
 
   “Dr. Morgenson?” My voice shook and was so timid, I wondered if he even heard me.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lila. I…he’s like family, and I let my personal feelings overrule me for a moment,” he said then turned back to Nathan. “If you’re not ready to move on with Lila, there are plenty of men that would be honored to have her, and it’s not fair for you to deprive her of the opportunity to have a full and happy life.”
 
   That stopped Nathan dead in his pacing tracks. He shot Darren a death glare, not fazing him in the least. “Not going to fucking happen.”
 
   “Fine, then start talking.”
 
   Nathan turned to me and began to lash out. “What the fuck was going on with you and Andrew this week?”
 
   His question and attitude pissed me off. “What do you care? You won’t even talk to me. You’re pulling away.”
 
   “Why would…how could you even think that? I’m here for you every single fucking day!”
 
   I shook my head as I spoke. “Maybe you are here in a physical presence, but mentally you’ve flown the coop. You built yet another fucking wall between us. It’s like it was in the beginning, but this time I’m not getting anything at all from you!”
 
   “Things were getting better and then you dropped that on me and I… What can I fucking do? Because I can’t seem to do anything right.”
 
   “You were doing everything right. Then you became detached, empty.”
 
   Nathan sighed in defeat, slumping back down on the couch. “I’m always lost in thought. Trying to remember, trying to forget.”
 
   “Good, now you’re communicating,” Darren said, taking over the conversation. “Nathan, let’s talk about your relationship with Grace.” Nathan tensed beside me, clearly uncomfortable where he was heading. “Grace spent quite a bit of time on my couch the last few years of her life. I want to talk about why.”
 
   “Because we fucking lost four babies, that’s why.”
 
   “You don’t remember the toll your job placed on your relationship? You were hardly home.”
 
   Nathan’s brow scrunched as he tried to remember. I could tell he was searching his memory to recall the bad along with the good he remembered with ease.
 
   “Things weren’t perfect, but I loved my wife. Sure, we had fights, like any other married couple. My wife knew my job was important to me. She knew it would take me away from her and our family for long periods of time. I tried to give my wife what she needed: a nice home, nice car…a baby. It’s not my fault she couldn’t…” he trailed off, and I watched as he froze.
 
   I could see him working through the thoughts that assaulted him. He stood and began to walk away.
 
   “Where are you going?” Darren asked him.
 
   “Air. I need air.” His fist was grabbing at his chest. His anxiety and panic was infectious as it rolled off him.
 
   “You blamed Grace in some way for being unable to carry your child. Did you know you told me that in a session once?” Darren asked. Nathan stopped, his feet glued to his spot. “You used work to escape your guilt and the anger you felt toward her, the miscarriages.”
 
   “I loved my wife, and now she’s dead because of me! I still love her. I love my little boy and all the others we lost so early on.”
 
   I knew Nathan would always love her, and I would never ask him to forget about her. That being said, it still stung when he so adamantly called out he loved her in the present tense.
 
   “Each of them is a weight on your shoulders.” Darren’s sympathetic tone suggested he knew it was Nathan’s greatest hurdle.
 
   Nathan’s fingers tangled into his shirt at his stomach. “They were my responsibility and I…I failed them!”
 
   It tore at my heart to see him so distraught. But like everything else about him, his agony was staggering in its strength.
 
   “I’m hearing a reoccurring theme here. You keep referring to Grace as ‘my wife.’ Isn’t that a bit unfair to Lila? Shouldn’t she hold the top spot? You refer to her as ‘your Lila’ but not ‘my girlfriend.’ Curious, is there a reason behind that? Do you want Lila to be your wife?”
 
   I scrunched my brow and looked up at Nathan who was staring wide-eyed at Darren.
 
   “Hmm, that’s interesting,” he mumbled to himself and scribbled on his note pad. 
 
   I didn’t know what he saw in Nathan’s look, but the smile on Darren’s face reassured me it was good.
 
   “Why?” I asked for both me and Nathan, wondering what Darren saw in his reaction.
 
   “How would you feel if Lila compared you to Andrew every day? Told you how she loves him? The times they shared together? How he was there for her when she had no one? How he cared for her and nurtured her?”
 
   Nathan’s whole body tensed at his words. “I would fucking loathe it; I wouldn’t be able to deal with it.”
 
   “My point.”
 
   Recognition dawned in Nathan’s eyes. Darren made Nathan start referring to Grace by her name instead of “my wife.” He didn’t want to be harsh about it, but it came across that way when he explained they had promised till death do we part and she was, in fact, dead. He continued that Nathan was holding on by doing this, and it could be hurtful to “his” Lila if it continued.
 
   Darren moved on to Nathan’s constant companion; his fear of the Marconi. Not for him, but for those he loved, myself included.
 
   “I’m so fucking scared. I can’t let them hurt any of you. If Lila, or Erin and Trent, or my parents, Alec and Brennan… I couldn’t take it. I don’t want anyone else hurt because of me.”
 
   Darren nodded. “This anxiety you have, I know it’s based on real threats to you, but the problem is you are letting it rule your life and your future.”
 
   “How can I let go knowing they’ll always be watching me? How do I let go and move on, let Lila be anywhere near me, knowing that?” Nathan asked. I reached out and slipped my hand in his. He gave a light squeeze.
 
   “It’s her decision.”
 
   Nathan’s anxiety was rising again. The whole session had been such a push and pull, Nathan kept struggling, building walls and breaking them down at the same time and so fast I was having trouble keeping up.
 
   “It’s the things my dreams and nightmares are made of.”
 
   “Why is that?” Darren asked.
 
   “Because, they’re always of her. My dreams turn to poison. Wonderful visions, happiness, which turns to terror.”
 
   “We’ll work on that. It will get better, but it’s going to take some time.”
 
   Then Dr. Morgenson’s gaze turned to me, and I felt the knots twisting in my stomach. My turn.
 
   “You need to voice yourself. Your opinions and feelings do matter, Lila. You need to tell him what’s bothering you. How do you feel? How did Nathan’s pulling away affect you? Did his actions trigger anything?”
 
   I didn’t like that the attention had shifted to me, but what choice did I have? It wasn’t only about me; it was about us. I braced myself, unsure of what might come flooding out.
 
   “What part of your past is still haunting you and won’t let you move forward?”
 
   I froze as the words spun around in my head. My whole body tensed, and I shrank down into the couch.
 
   “Stop,” Nathan whispered into my ear. He was staring down at me, anger burning in his eyes.
 
   “The words,” I said, my eyes locked on Nathan’s. “Over and over and over. Telling me how worthless I am. Telling me how no one will ever want me.”
 
   “What about physically?” Darren asked.
 
   I flinched.
 
   “She had some sort of episode the other day.”
 
   I turned to Nathan. “Will you tell me what happened?”
 
   Nathan looked away, his jaw clenching in aggravation. “I can’t help but wonder how often that happens to you when no one is around.”
 
   “What happened to Lila?” Dr. Morgenson asked.
 
   Nathan shook his head. “I don’t know. I came home to find Erin trying to shake her awake. She was screaming, blocking her face from some invisible attacker.”
 
   “What was she saying?”
 
   I didn’t want to hear. I didn’t want to know. But I knew I needed to.
 
   “She was begging for someone to stop. ‘Please, stop, please. I won’t tell, please stop,’” he recounted, anguish and anger in his expression, tears filling his eyes. “I didn’t know what to do. I’d never seen her like that, so unresponsive. It was like she was in her own world.”
 
   Tears pricked my eyes. Without speaking I pulled Nathan’s hand to my left side and watched his eyes widen in remembrance of the conversation we’d once had. I then passed his hand over my forearm, near my wrist, then my hand, and finally my pinky finger that was crooked compared to the others.
 
   “I had a concussion, as well. They waited until I passed out to take me to the hospital where they told the doctor that ‘clumsy Lila’ fell out in the woods onto some rocks. I told the doctor that wasn’t right, but they said I wasn’t remembering correctly due to the concussion. They waved it off, believing my father’s recount. The bruises to show different didn’t form until later that day.”
 
   I locked down my emotions; I had to if I was going to get through telling them. “I got a few slaps for that when we got home. Two days later I started researching how to get away. I couldn’t live with them anymore. I had to get out. I called Joan a few days later and explained my situation. She believed me, and I was pulled from the house the next day while the investigation took place. By then the bruises had formed and faded a bit, but his hand prints were still visible and were entered in as evidence.”
 
   “What happened next?” Darren asked, pushing me further than ever before.
 
   My hand moved around to my neck, where the deepest bruises had been. “The judge believed us, after seeing my injuries and the pictures. When they removed me, I went to stay with Teresa and Armando. Teresa was so kind, she worked with me. She never rushed and she helped me to recover. She made sure I ate anywhere from three to five times a day when the doctor said I was too underweight. I weighed a whooping eighty-seven pounds when I moved in with them.”
 
   My eyes were unfocused as it poured out. “I never smiled, and I shied away from Noah, the boy with a situation similar to mine. He was the same build and hair color as Adam. I hated that I categorized him in the same place in my mind as Adam, because he was so nice, but he understood. We became good friends, but before that happened he learned how to approach me, making it easier for me to distinguish the difference. Armando…it took us some time. He had a bald spot, so he kept his hair shaved off. Teresa got it out of me one day, and Armando stopped shaving his head that day. He wasn’t as affectionate as Teresa, but he had his own way.”
 
   “How long were you with them?”
 
   “After seeing the healthy changes in me, the judge separated me from my family and put me in the custody of Teresa and Armando. My family was not to contact me at all; a restraining order was placed on them.”
 
   I stared down at the floor, thinking about that time in my life, tears falling from my eyes, when I felt Nathan’s hands on me. His strong arms pulled me into his lap and wrapped around me, his head buried in my neck. His body shook, and I ran my hands through his hair in an attempt to soothe him back.
 
   “I’m not much, but I’m all yours,” Nathan said, breaking the silence. “Everything that I am. I know I’ll fuck up, but I promise you will never feel unloved or unwanted ever again.”
 
   “You can’t promise that. Not after what you’ve put me through all week.” I tried not to start bawling again, my bottom lip trembling.
 
   His lips brushed against my neck. “Maybe not, but I will work damn hard to make it the truth.”
 
   We stayed in our little bubble, connecting for the first time in days, and I almost felt…whole.
 
   “I must say, Lila, I’m quite impressed by how much you just opened up. I’m also quite proud because that is something you’d only hinted at in our past sessions.” Darren’s words pulled our attention away from one another and put it back on him.
 
   “We’re going to do a little experiment. I’m going to leave the room. Nathan, you’re going to kiss her and show her with your body how much you worship and adore her. And when she feels safe, you tell her something she doesn’t already know about you. Something about Grace, or the baby, or about your fears.” Darren turned to me. “After he’s done that, I want you think about how you feel. If it feels right, share something with him. If it doesn’t, then show him with your body how you feel about him, and don’t worry about your past for a few moments. He needs to know you love him.”
 
   Nathan nodded. “I do need to know that, so much.” His tone was heartbreaking, and I felt on the verge of a yet another crying jag.
 
   “And, Nathan, Lila needs your reassurance and your affections.”
 
   He left the room, and I waited, unsure of how to proceed. Was it going to be awkward to kiss and hug under our therapist’s direction?
 
   “Lila, I’ll say it again. I will do anything to have you trust me again.”
 
   My breath stuck in my throat. He wasn’t doing what Darren asked. He wasn’t kissing me or hugging me. But it was what I needed to hear before I could allow him to touch me. What Darren didn’t know was Nathan could read me. He knew what I had to have to feel secure in him.
 
   “I’m beyond sorry for making you feel even the slightest bit as if I didn’t want you this past week. It was never my intention. I got caught up inside my own head. I love you, so much. I want to make this all work, but I’m also so scared of what could happen to you by being with me. I don’t want it to rule my life’s decisions and feelings any longer. I want us together; I want us happy and healthy. No more masks, just Lila and Nathan.”
 
   Darren may have been wrong about how he instructed Nathan, but he was absolutely right about me. I didn’t have the words, but my mouth needed to show him what he meant to me. So, I kissed him for all I was worth.
 
   He responded, moaning into the kiss. The invisible wall we had put between us was gone for the moment.
 
   No one seemed embarrassed when Darren returned, and he didn’t ask for details. “Feel better?”
 
   Nathan smiled. “Much.”
 
   “Emotionally we all feel like children at times. I have a little trick I do with families who come to me with kids. I tell the child when they feel sick inside or hurt to say a few simple words to their parents. Want to know what it is?”
 
   “Yes.” I was sitting on the edge of my seat like he held the magic answer to my problems.
 
   “I tell them to say to their parent, ‘I need lovey hugs’ and then their parent has to give it to them no questions asked. It’s a safe zone where they can get love before they figure out what the problem is. You can’t open up to each other if you’re scared. Trust has to be established first.” He smiled with a kindness that made me feel reverent and almost idolize Dr. Morgenson in that moment.
 
   “You don’t have to use those particular words since they’re very simple and childlike, but maybe you could find your own keywords together, to let the other person know it’s important they drop what they’re doing and give you some physical affection. But afterward, like with sex, you have to share something about why you needed it. Otherwise the person who gave it will feel rejected. Make sense?”
 
   It seemed a steep price to pay, but I was willing to try it, so I agreed.
 
   We ended the session by talking about what we needed to tackle on our next couple’s session. Nathan seemed calmed, relaxed. I felt a little torn; I wanted to believe we’d made progress, but anxious and worried this wouldn’t work.
 
   But I was willing to try.
 
   For him.
 
   For us.
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   When we returned home that evening, it was with held hands and tiny caresses. We were reconnecting. It seemed as if the pieces of our puzzle were locking into place. Each day, each session, was a struggle, but one we came out of a little bit stronger and closer.
 
   After our talk with Dr. Morgenson, things improved between us. Nathan’s affections retuned and he was talking to me, and in doing so I began to talk to him. Deep conversations, the façades stripped away, leaving us exposed.
 
   Dr. Morgenson was right; Nathan opening up caused me to open up naturally. It was painful, exposing the deepest parts of our fears and past heartaches, but at the end of the conversations we both agreed we felt a bit lighter, even though Nathan was feeling hostile toward my former family.
 
   I told Nathan more about my father and Cheryl and how, all the way up until I was taken from their custody, I had hoped, a foolish hope, that somewhere inside his darkened soul, my father did love me. It’s the want of any child, to be loved by their parents. I always told myself he was my father, and there had to be some part of him that cared about me.
 
   That went out the window on the day the ruling came down and he tried to smack me, screaming hateful words and causing the bailiff to intervene.
 
   I clutched onto Joan’s suit as she formed a wall between my father and I, while the bailiffs attempted to restrain him.
 
   “You ungrateful little bitch! This is how you repay me for being a burden? Look at what you’ve done! I never wanted you! I wish you’d never been born!”
 
   “Mr. Palmer, you will get a hold of yourself!” the judge yelled, but my dad continued to come at me, nothing but anger and contempt in his features.
 
   “You are nothing. You hear me? Nothing! You will always be nothing, just like she was. No one will ever want you!”
 
   “I want you,” Nathan’s soothing voice called to me. “Come back to me, baby.”
 
   I blinked and took a moment to shake off the memory that had taken over. It felt so real; I was trembling and a little cold.
 
   That was the last time I’d seen either of them. They were out of my life, but I wondered if I would ever be rid of them emotionally. At times it didn’t seem they’d ever go away forever.
 
   I took a deep breath; it helped to clear my head. When I looked up, Dr. Morgenson gave me an affectionate smile. “I must say, I’m very pleased at the progress you’re making. Over the last few weeks you’ve opened up, told us about your family. You’re learning how to express your traumatic past in a positive manner. This would indicate a real healing step in the right direction to your long-term emotional well-being.”
 
   Nathan leaned down to place a kiss on my forehead. “Good job, Honeybear.”
 
   Darren smiled at us and then continued on, “You may have more memories triggered similar to what you just experienced after you’ve been through a heavy session like today. However, after seeing the way Nathan handled it a few moments ago – I’m confident you’ll be fine if it happens outside my office, or make-shift office as the case may be. This is a huge hurdle you’ve both jumped over. You’re obviously in very good, capable hands.”
 
   What did that mean? If things hadn’t gone well in his presence I’d be hospitalized again or put on more medication? I held my breath for a second and looked at Nathan beside me.
 
   He stroked across my back and shoulders, his eyes soft.
 
   “It’s made Nathan angry though,” I said. “The more I tell him, the more things he destroys. Soon there won’t be any walls left in his condo. I don’t want him to get hurt.”
 
   “Because if I ever see any of them again, they will be checking into the fucking hospital.” Nathan fumed, his hands leaving me and forming into fists, clenching at his sides.
 
   I reached for his hand to soothe him, but he pulled away, jumping up from his position on the couch. His agitation vibrated from his whole being; it was almost a palpable force in the room.
 
   Even though his anger was intimidating and almost frightening with the speed in which he moved from sympathetic to livid, it made me love him all the more, because it was all for me. He was angry for me. I’d never had anyone that passionate about protecting and keeping me happy and safe. Even Teresa wasn’t that intense about it, and she actually met and saw how awful my father treated me.
 
   “No, Lila! You never did anything wrong! You were a child! It was his responsibility to take care of you. I can’t fucking stand that they did all that to you. Especially that sack of shit you once called a brother.”
 
   “I think what Lila is saying is you need an outlet for your anger,” Dr. Morgenson said. “It’s not wrong to be upset about what happened and have harsh feelings toward her family, but I have to agree with her. It would do you good, so it doesn’t stay pent up and you end up lashing out in harmful ways.”
 
   “If he does, then all the drywall manufacturers would be out of business.” I smiled and let out a little chuckle.
 
   When I looked up, Darren and Nathan were staring at me. Darren blinked and Nathan tilted his head, while I became self-aware and embarrassed. I was receiving that extra head look again.
 
   Their strange looks melted into smiles and both were having trouble holding back their laughter.
 
   It was a good laugh, and I found myself joining in.
 
   To add to all the therapy, we now had special assignments. Nathan was enrolled in boxing and mixed martial arts to have a positive outlet for his anger and was to go twice a week. Darren said he needed to learn how to channel his explosiveness.
 
   My assignment was to find a hobby. He suggested I try the local arts institute that held classes for adults. I needed a focus besides work and Nathan. It also forced me to be social and meet new people. Though I wouldn’t be able to start for a couple weeks due to my limited mobility, I went online and signed up for the next round of painting.
 
   I didn’t know if I’d be any good at it, but at that point I needed something else to focus on. Not to mention it was a positive way for me to become more…normal.
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   A week later we were lying in bed, and watching some crap movie Nathan had put on. Even he was complaining. He kept repeating “movie bad” over and over.
 
   This was out new ritual since I was still pretty much bed bound. I was getting a lot better, my lungs were healed up, and my bruises had faded away. We would eat dinner, something his mom or Teresa left, so all Nathan needed to do was heat it up, and then retire to the bedroom. After dinner we would surf the On Demand from my cage…I mean bedroom…and pick out a movie or two.
 
   I couldn’t wait to be free and mobile again, rid of my damn cast.
 
   That night’s pick was by far the worst. Some alien invasion in L.A. I’d never seen so much drama in what looked like an action movie.
 
   After a while I snapped, and couldn’t take anymore. “All right, that’s it. Give me the remote. I’m tired of Movie Bad.” I gave a little inward chuckle at the appropriate name I’d given it.
 
   “There’s only thirty minutes left.” His eyes were still glued to the screen, watching the train wreck.
 
   “Yes, and I’ve already lost over an hour of my life and countless brain cells. I’d like to keep from losing any more of either. I never got that lobotomy, remember? I want to keep my brain intact.” I switched to demanding, holding my hand out. “Remote.”
 
   He smirked and held it out. I reached to grab it, but he pulled it away.
 
   “Nathan.”
 
   “Delilah.” He rolled his eyes and moved the remote in my direction. When my fingers touched the plastic, he pulled it from me again.
 
   “Really?” I said with a huff. 
 
   He gave me his best sexy smirk. I figured out I was going to need a distraction to get what I wanted.
 
   My eyes flickered to the TV and grew wide. “Oh, my God, what is that thing doing to her?”
 
   It was enough. Nathans’s eyes snapped back to the screen to see whatever it was I seemed so curious about.
 
   “Ah ha! Mine!” I cried out in victory as I snatched the remote from beside him.
 
   “No! I need to know what happens!” He whined, his attention turned back to me.
 
   “I need my brain cells! Thinking good. Movie bad. Remote mine,” I said like a cavewoman, and stuck my tongue out at him.
 
   He lunged for the remote, landing across my body as I stretched it as far away as I could.
 
   “Give me!”
 
   “Never!”
 
   We were laughing like maniacs as we played our game of keep away. He cheated and began tickling my sides. I was writhing beneath him, doing my best to get away from his fingers, as well as keep the remote from his grasp.
 
   Our eyes locked, and our laughter died down. With the position we were in, him nestled between my thighs, the sparks between us ignited. All at once his lips crashed to mine, his tongue seeking, lapping at my lips, begging for entrance that I readily gave. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer.
 
   It was frantic and needy, composed of almost two months of repressed desire. His hands slid down to my ass, grabbing hard. He pulled my hips to his while he pushed his hard cock against my clit. I moaned against his mouth, my hands tangling in his hair, nails scratching at his neck. His lips moved down my jaw, kissing and nipping until he reached my neck. Teeth scraped against my skin, and I rocked my hips against his. He growled in appreciation before his teeth dug into the flesh of my neck, sending a fire roaring straight between my thighs.
 
   My back arched off the bed and a loud, throaty moan escaped my lips. He was driving me wild, and I was in desperate need of him.
 
   My moan had unfortunate consequences, cutting through the lust fog of Nathan’s brain and all movement stopped.
 
   He released me and jumped off the bed, pacing as he pulled at his neck. Never a good sign.
 
   “Shit, shit, fuck! I’m sorry. I…I said I wouldn’t until you said yes. I just got caught up in the moment.”
 
   My voice was soft as I reassured him. “It’s okay.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, it’s not.”
 
   “Yes, it is.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I…I need a moment,” he said, heading to the bedroom door. “I’ll be on the balcony. Yell if you need something.” He gave me a reassuring smile. “I’ve been bad, I need a time out.”
 
   He headed out the door, and an ache in my chest began to grow. I tried to wave it off since I knew he was still in my condo and close by. He hadn’t headed back to his place where he could smash his fist through walls again. Progress, it seemed, was finally happening.
 
   My attention moved back to the TV, and I grabbed the remote, moving away from movie bad. I flipped through channels for about a half hour when he returned.
 
   He smelled of cigarettes as he climbed onto the bed. It’d been a while since he’d smoked, but I knew he did it when stressed and upset. The smell had me craving for one.
 
   Strange how different our lives were from a few months ago. It was Friday night, and usually we were at the bar, drinking, smoking, and trying to forget everything that was wrong with us, taking comfort in each other’s bodies.
 
   We didn’t talk about what happened; we were both there, we knew.
 
   We didn’t touch the rest of the night; though I did see his fingers twitch toward me more than once.
 
   Nathan’s normal casual caresses and kisses had died down a bit in the days to follow, but picked up once he felt he was safe, in control of himself again.
 
   I, on the other hand, couldn’t stop the wetness that gathered or the fantasies that sprung up from nowhere. Somehow, my body had forgotten what his felt like. Now that I had a small taste, the spark was reignited and my body craved him to the point of insanity.
 
   It was very difficult to find any alone time since he was always around. I was climbing the walls for relief.
 
   Besides my hormones taking over, making me want him every moment of the day, my insecurities were creeping back in. I knew it was due to him trying to get hold of himself, but I couldn’t help the loss I felt.
 
   That was how I ended up sitting at the table with my hands wringing in my lap while he heated up the dinner Sarah brought over. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath to center myself and spoke the corny words Dr. Morgenson told us about. “I…I need lovey hugs.”
 
   Nathan turned and cocked his head, giving me a curious look. I supposed he was wondering why I was using such a silly phrase. He began to smirk, and I could tell he was going to tease me before recognition dawned. His eyes widened, and in a flash I was out of the chair and in his arms.
 
   I sighed and relaxed against him. “I miss you,” I whispered into his chest, doing as Darren instructed and telling him why I needed affection from him right at that moment.
 
   Nathan’s arms tightened around me as he kissed the top of my head. “I’m sorry, Honeybear, I was trying to cool down. I promised you we wouldn’t be intimate like that until I let go.”
 
   “I wouldn’t label that as intimate.”
 
   “No, but it was about to be,” he said and nuzzled my neck. His tongue peeked out, licking at my neck. “I want you so bad, baby.”
 
   I shivered at his declaration and reveled in the comfort I felt, cocooned in his strong arms. I wasn’t sure how long we stayed wrapped in each other’s lovey hugs, but we had to reheat dinner.
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   A few days later when Nathan went off to make dinner, I was free to take a shower by myself. Showers were difficult for both of us in the last few weeks, though Nathan’s arousal was much more noticeable than my own. It was torture to watch his cock salute me, innocent brushes against my skin leaving a trail of fire that settled between my thighs. He begged me not to mind, but all I wanted to do was lean forward and take him into my mouth.
 
   I was so happy, getting ever closer to being rid of my cast. I was tired of donning the blue rubber boot to shower and not being able to walk on it.
 
   Once I was ready I stepped into the shower, with the help of the dozen or so handles Nathan added, and sat on the tile seat. The water felt good against my skin, and my body relaxed as I washed the grime of the day away. My hands ran over my body spreading the water around as I rinsed the suds away. I grabbed my razor and, well, trimmed the hedges. Something I’d felt weird about doing in front of Nathan.
 
   Once complete, I moved on to washing my hair. I was rinsing the conditioner from the strands when my fingers brushed over my nipples, and tingles zinged through my body. Thoughts of Nathan in the shower, his cock at full attention, filled my mind. My hand slid down and teased my clit, my fingers sliding against my newly shaved slit.
 
   “Taste me,” he begged.
 
   I could imagine wrapping my lips around his head, his fingers tangling in my hair.
 
   “Feels so fucking good. I’ve missed my little cock slut. So good at sucking me off.”
 
   His hips thrust forward, pushing his hard cock down my throat. I imagined my fingers I were his and began pushing them into my pussy.
 
   “So fucking tight. Going to feel so fucking good wrapped around my cock. You’d like me to fuck this tight little pussy, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Yes, please!” I cried out to my vision. 
 
   “Do you want my cock, baby? Tell me, tell me how much you want my cock in that tight snatch.”
 
   My fingers were pumping faster and faster. “Please, oh, I need your cock, Nathan. Please, fuck me!”
 
   “That’s my good girl. God, baby, I need you.”
 
   “Take me. Take me so hard I can’t fucking breathe.”
 
   I moved four fingers into my pussy and began pumping at a furious pace; all while imagining it was Nathan. My body was tensing as I approached the ledge.
 
   “Come for me, baby. I want to watch you fall apart.”
 
   I did as my fantasy requested. I let go, my body shaking as I came for the first time in weeks. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed over me. It was one of the most intense orgasms I’d ever experienced.
 
   Stepping out of the shower, I felt relaxed and refreshed. I toweled off my body and hair, and then wrapped the towel around my torso. I hobbled through the door, but didn’t get far when I was assaulted by one of the most sensual and sexy sounds I’d ever heard.
 
   I turned to find Nathan standing next to the bathroom door, his hand wrapped around his hard, weeping cock, pumping with all his might. His eyes were dark, heavy, and clouded; his breath was coming out in pants between his curses.
 
   It was at that moment I realized he’d heard me, my voice echoing off the tile bathroom walls. He’d been listening to me through the door.
 
   I stood there, watching him, and found myself right back where I was before my shower. I should have known it would do no good. He was a sexual creature and my body was always drawn to his.
 
   I noticed that his left hand gripped the door frame so hard he was leaving indentations. Probably to keep himself from doing something he thought we would both regret.
 
   Wanting to help him out, I opened up my towel, exposing my naked body. The reaction I received had me panting for him. His movements sped up; groans and moans slipped passed his lips along with the dirty words I loved to hear.
 
   “Touching yourself in the shower, my horny, dirty girl? Making me so hard I can’t think straight!” he hissed, his hand furiously pumping his cock. “I want to shove my dick so deep, baby. My little fucking cock tease.” He licked his lips and took a deep breath, then steadied himself with his hand on the doorjamb. “You’re dirtier than anything that can be washed off, that’s how much of a filthy little slut you are for me. Only for me. Need another shower? Huh? Too bad. You’re not getting one, not after what you just did to me. You’re going to watch me and drip. That’s what my girl gets. That’s what I’m going to give you – a throb, an ache so deep it never goes away.”
 
   His jaw was tight, and his face wild with lust, his body almost shaking as his urges took over.
 
   Heat moved through me, my face hot, lips parted as my breathing became more labored. My nipples tightened from the air and from his eyes as they greedily devoured me. It was intoxicating to watch his fist move up and down his shaft, twirling a bit at the head. My pussy ached with how much it wanted him.
 
   He threw his head back, curses streaming from his lips, as hot streams erupted from the head of his cock and landed on his shirt. His body relaxed against the wall, breath coming out in heavy pants. I’d never watched a man do that, and it was so sexy I couldn’t take my eyes off him or the moisture seeping into his shirt.
 
   My heart raced in time with my throbbing pussy. Fuck, he was going to kill me. I’d have a heart attack soon if he didn’t take me.
 
   He dropped his head and gave me a look of relief mixed with his cockiness since I was gaping at him, and then he moved to the bathroom to clean up while I headed toward the bed. I sat down on the edge and fanned my face in an effort to cool down, but it didn’t help as my whole body was in flames.
 
   I lay down on the bed and shut my eyes in an attempt to concentrate on something other than the imagery of Nathan coming, but it wasn’t working.
 
   I heard a groan come from somewhere near the bathroom, then a click sound before I felt the soft breeze of the fan.
 
   “Dinner’s almost done,” he said in a gravelly voice before his footsteps retreated.
 
   The fan helped. His fuck-hot voice did not.
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   It was a session of epic proportions. One sentence I thought seemed so innocent blew up.
 
   “I understand it’s in his nature to be dominating and in control, but I can’t let someone else control me and what I do.”
 
   I had no problem when Nathan wanted to control in the bedroom. It was outside that I had a problem. I’d been controlled growing up; I wasn’t going to stand for it as an adult.
 
   Nathan became very defensive when his control issues were brought up. He didn’t think he was doing anything wrong, but he couldn’t differentiate it in his head.
 
   I mentioned Andrew when he asked for an example. That also did not go over well.
 
   “Andrew is just a friend, he knows me, understands me, and I trust him. He’s helped me a lot.”
 
   “Oh, here we go.” He rolled his eyes. “The always perfect, shining Andrew on the pedestal comes to play. You need more female friends and fewer dicks chasing you around like a fucking tool.”
 
   “You have a problem with my past, but I have to deal with yours? I thought you were friends with him now. You know he’s just my friend. You have no right to tell me who I can and can’t be friends with.” My arms crossed over my chest.
 
   “So, you’re saying because I don’t like you spending so much time with Andrew, I’m controlling?” he asked, twisting my words, his lawyer showing through.
 
   I was having a difficult time sitting still, my spine so rigid it felt like it was about to snap. My legs were coiled tight, either to kick the shit out of him or run away from the conversation – I couldn’t tell which one was the stronger reaction. “You told him to keep his fucking hands to himself when all he was doing was helping me out of the wheelchair!”
 
   “Yes, and? That’s my job. And did you see his face…he was fucking enjoying touching you,” Nathan said between clenched teeth. “Is it wrong I hate seeing another man touching you? Is it wrong for me to want to protect what’s mine? I love you, and I don’t want to lose you. What do I have to do to make you understand?”
 
   I felt like he’d shoved a knife in my chest, the pain of his words cutting me so deeply. My body slumped back against the couch and my gaze moved down to my hands that were twisting in my skirt as I fought the tears in my eyes.
 
   “That’s good, Nathan. You told her how you felt instead of shutting her out like you tend to do,” Darren said with approval. “He’s putting himself out there, Lila, but in turn he’s also trying to push you away. Because he’s afraid if the Marconi doesn’t take you away, Andrew will. He’s dealing with some serious insecurity issues here.”
 
   “I don’t think she’ll leave me, I know she will.” Nathan was fumbling for his cigarettes. He pulled out the pack and fished one out. “I need some air.” Nathan left with a huff out the door.
 
   I sat there blinking at Darren, unsure of what to do. Did I go after him, or let him stew?
 
   “Sounds like we hit some nerves.” Darren turned to me with a reassuring smile. “This is good, though. You can’t put a puzzle back together without all the pieces.”
 
   We ended the session there since it was clear Nathan wasn’t in a listening place.
 
   Darren hated to send us home in that state, but if Nathan wouldn’t cooperate, there wasn’t much we could do. He reminded us of our need to communicate before we headed out the door.
 
   We didn’t talk on the way home, mostly because we were both still heated from our session and thinking things over. When we reached my condo, I headed to the shower while Nathan went to make dinner. I couldn’t wait for my cast to be off so I could go back to morning showers. My hair was always still wet when I woke up, but it took too much time, thanks to my limited mobility, to do it in the morning.
 
   “Can I help?” I asked as I hobbled into the kitchen, fresh out of the shower, a few minutes later. 
 
   “Yes, you can make yourself comfortable in that seat right there,” he said, directing me to the table.
 
   I rolled my eyes and shook my head. “I want to help make dinner.”
 
   “I have it covered. Please just sit down.” His voice was tight, the tension quite thick.
 
   He turned back to the spaghetti, while I set one crutch against the wall and hobbled toward the fridge where I knew a bottle of wine was sure to still be hiding. Spotting it in the back, I pulled it out and placed it on the counter. I felt his eyes on me as I located the corkscrew and opened the bottle. I then moved over a few feet and pulled down a wine glass from the cabinet.
 
   He closed the gap between us, stopping right in front of me. “What the hell to you think you’re doing?”
 
   “I’m having a glass of wine—what’s it look like?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No. You’re still on some meds and you can’t have it.” He took the glass from my hand.
 
   “Who the fuck are you to tell me what to do? I want a glass of wine after the day I’ve had, and I’m going to fucking well have it!”
 
   He hit his boiling point; his arm swung back and threw the glass against the wall. It shattered into tiny pieces before falling all over the tile floor.
 
   I quirked my brow, my eyes locked on his. I stretched out my arm, grabbed the bottle, tipped it back, and took a large sip. Nathan stepped back and dug his fingers into his neck in agitation as he paced in front of me.
 
   I took another sip.
 
   Mmm, good wine.
 
   I stared back in defiance when he stopped in front of me, taking another sip. I set the bottle down and reached up again for another glass.
 
   Before my hand reached the stem, Nathan’s hands were on my waist. In seconds I was seated on the counter. Once my disorientation cleared, my hand reached up and slapped him across the face. Our eyes locked and my body was buzzing, electricity radiating off him. It felt like I was coming alive in our fight.
 
   Without warning his lips were on mine, hard and so delicious, but I knew it wasn’t what either of us needed. I pushed back against his chest, creating space between us. He stared back at me, and we continued our battle for control. My hand connected with his cheek again.
 
   “Again,” he said when he brought his face back to me. I did. “More.”
 
   My hands switched and my chest tightened as I repeated, then I lowered my hands and began pounding on his chest. His hands grabbed my wrists, halting my movements as tears slid down my cheek.
 
   He pulled me close to where his chest was flush with mine. “I’m sorry, baby.” He pressed his lips to my neck. “So sorry.”
 
   My hands fisted into his shirt. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I love you, Lila,” he said, his lips trailing up my neck to my lips.
 
   “I love you, too,” I replied against his mouth, saying it to him for the first time since I’d said it while doped up in the hospital.
 
   He froze, his lips still attached to mine. He pulled back, the look on his face intense, grave as he realized the magnitude of my declaration. His eyes darkened and then he kissed me again.
 
   His hands roamed under my shirt, setting my skin on fire, grabbing me, pulling my body closer. My fingers tangled into his hair, body arching into his, loving the feeling of him mashed against me.
 
   My head was clouded, lost in my lust for him. I never wanted him to stop, never wanted to have his hands leave my skin, his lips abandon mine.
 
   A fizzing sound filled my ears, and I turned to find the pot of pasta spilling over onto the burners.
 
   “Shit!” He released me and rushed over to remove the pot from the heat.
 
   The distraction brought us back, clearing our heads. He helped me down from the counter, and I moved to sit at the table as he finished preparing dinner.
 
   We were getting so close to having what we wanted. I could see the proverbial light at the end of our twisted tunnel.
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   I sat out on the patio of Nathan’s condo, enjoying the sun and the scenery. He really did have a spectacular view of the city, much better than mine. Erin picked me up from work and wanted to show me the progress that was made on Nathan’s…remodeling.
 
   I was shocked when I clamored in to find one half of the entry with smooth, white walls and the other showing the studs. I was told a little more about the destruction he caused, but I was not prepared to see the results. The pain he was in was almost palpable weeks later; it was evident in the few sparse pieces of drywall that remained.
 
   Erin had been none too pleased when she showed me the mess he had created in the living room about a week prior. The destruction I witnessed was the evidence of Andrew’s offer to stay with me that night. The only night Nathan wasn’t with me since the accident.
 
   “Penny for your thoughts?” Erin asked as she handed me a glass of lemonade and sat in the lounge chair next to me.
 
   I sighed. “Just, thinking about Nathan and me.”
 
   “I think things are going well.”
 
   “You do, huh?” I asked with a small smile before I took a sip of the sweet, tart drink.
 
   “Yes. Nate was brighter this past week. I don’t know what happened between you two, but the air seems…clearer around you both.”
 
   “Clearer?”
 
   “You know what I mean.” She waved her hand in the air. “There’s been so much pain and hurt, it made a constant tension, a static, since your accident. Now, though, I don’t know how to describe it. It feels…lighter.”
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean. And, to an extent, things are lighter. We’re both trying, but it’s rough. I’ve never felt so much for someone, it’s disorienting.”
 
   Erin shrugged her shoulders. “That’s love.”
 
   Two words, one simple sentence, equaled a truth that rocked me. I was not only in love with Nathan, but Nathan loved me in return.
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   It was hard to believe six weeks had passed since my accident. So much had changed between us in that time. I still didn’t know what to call us or our relationship. It was all a bit confusing, but only if I thought about it. Doing it, being in it, loving him, was simple and easy. It was all the baggage we both came with that caused the greatest hurdle. We were both struggling, with Dr. Morgenson’s help, to get better, and we were making progressive strides through the muck.
 
   We became pretty self-sufficient again with my limited but gained mobility. He was still staying in my condo, his all but abandoned, and sleeping in the same bed. We stopped putting up the invisible barrier in the bed and often fell asleep holding hands or touching in some way. We also woke up snuggled in each other’s arm. I was beginning to feel so much warmth and security there, it scared me, but I tried to push the fear away.
 
   Sarah, Teresa, Erin, and Caroline still helped out on occasion, especially with doctor’s appointments and taking me home from work.
 
   Caroline was reluctant to welcome Nathan back in the fold. She didn’t trust him with me but was giving him the benefit of the doubt for my sake. She was watching him like a hawk though.
 
   There were occasional dinners that popped up in my condo from time to time. One time there were three dinners that showed up. Needless to say, we were eating well. It was a good thing since I’d lost almost ten pounds through everything, and all the food was helping me to put it back on.
 
   I spent my first three weeks back to work as part-time. Owen was doing a great job. He was a fast learner and a great help to Nathan and me. Hopefully they’d keep him in the position, for a little while at least.
 
   When Jack Holloway called both of us into his office on my last part time day, I thought it was to discuss how things were going and to find out what Owen would be doing. Now donned with crutches, I hobbled through the door Nathan held open and we both made our way to the plush leather chairs sitting in front of Jack’s desk.
 
   “Well, it’s been three weeks since you returned, Delilah, how are you feeling these days?” he asked. 
 
   I stowed the crutches beside me. “Better, and even more so when I get this cast removed.”
 
   “Good. Very good. I remember when Nathan was the same,” he said with a nod. “How are you two doing?”
 
   My brow scrunched at his question. “Well, we still have mountains of cases on our desks.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s what he’s asking,” Nathan said. I turned to find him staring at Jack, an inquisitive look on his face. Jack smiled back. “Jack?” There was a pause as they looked at one another. Nathan rubbed his face and groaned. “He knows.”
 
   “Knows?” I asked before realization dawned. I turned to look at Jack who was…smiling. Not the image I had in my mind when I thought of our boss finding out about us.
 
   I had visions of a red-faced Mr. Holloway screaming about company policies and how could I corrupt his son-in-law or something. Though I’m pretty sure Nathan was the one doing the corrupting.
 
   “And here I’ve been freaking out on how to tell you, and you knew!” Nathan threw his arms into the air. Jack smiled bigger and Nathan cocked his head and stared at him. “Jack, why are you smiling? Wait, yo-you didn’t…plan this…did you?”
 
   I turned toward Jack and stared in shock. Was Nathan correct?
 
   Jack continued to smile, a smug expression on his face. “Before you came here, Nathan, neither one of you was living. You both went through the motions, both dead on the inside. I hoped that you would be able to help one another.”
 
   Nathan shook his head, his brow scrunched, disbelief in his voice as he spoke. “You were playing matchmaker?”
 
   I was too stunned to even say anything. He brought us together. The initiator of the non-fraternization policy in our company. 
 
   “Nate, I love you as if you were my son by blood; you will always be my son. I couldn’t stand to see you like that anymore. Watching you push us all away. You were never going to heal that way.”
 
   “But, Sadie and Will… You were going to fire one or both of them,” I said, still slow on the uptake.
 
   Jack sighed. “I really hated to see Sadie go. We were already thinking about altering the policy when we found out. By then it was too late. The good thing is they already decided she was going to stay home with the baby. I wrote a letter of recommendation for her to use in the future.”
 
   My head was spinning. Jack planned it? Put us together on purpose? “Why me? How did you know I was…dead inside?”
 
   An apologetic look flashed on his face; he felt guilty. “It was little things I noticed about you, and one was that you wore the same expression Nathan did when you thought no one was looking. Also, when I received your background check…I was quite disturbed by what I read. Filed for emancipation at sixteen. I needed to know more, so I looked into it.”
 
   I tensed, and my eyes widened. He knew. Mr. Holloway knew.
 
   “Yes, Delilah, I know about the abuse you suffered at the hands of your family. You were broken. I studied you in the office for weeks. It was the little things. You kept to yourself, besides Caroline. You avoided eye contact and shied away from men who bared any resemblance to your father or stepbrother.”
 
   I froze, staring at him in horror. “But, why? Why would you look me up? Dig into my past?”
 
   Jack’s head bowed. “I apologize. I know it was wrong.”
 
   “I don’t get why?”
 
   “I’m sorry. I never intended for you to know I had gone so low, that I ever doubted your loyalty to the company.”
 
   My loyalty to the company?  My chest tightened, and I found it difficult to force out the words. “When did you…”
 
   “Four years ago.”
 
   I heard a gasp to my right and looked at Nathan. Four years ago, Jack lost his daughter; Nathan’s wife.
 
   “Why then?” I asked.
 
   “Antonio,” Jack said, and I stared at him confused. “When the relationship with Antonio and Karen blew up, shortly after… It was maddening, what I found out, and I became obsessed. I had to know everything about all of my employees. I was not going to allow anyone else to get hurt. Any background check that came back questionable, I dug into. Yours was the one of greatest concern to me at that time, Delilah.”
 
   “Why me? What happened that would make you do all that?”
 
   “Antonio was using Karen to gather information for him. It was when Antonio was caught with another woman that Karen went off and spilled everything. None of us knew… I trusted Antonio.”
 
   “You aren’t making sense. What is the deal with Antonio?” Nathan was just as confused as I was.
 
   I was there when things blew up, but it was becoming apparent I didn’t know anything about the sordid details. “You put the non-fraternization policy up because of them. I don’t see the connection.”
 
   Jack swallowed hard and looked straight at Nathan. “Antonio has a cousin he’s very close with. I didn’t know. No one but Karen did. Antonio is Vincent Marconi’s cousin.”
 
   Nathan’s eyes widened and his hands began to shake, evidence of the panic boiling inside him. I slipped my hand into his, and he squeezed it. He brought my hand up to his lips, placing a light kiss there and he took a calming breath.
 
   “They killed my daughter. It made me sick to know someone close to me fed them information to end the lives of my family,” Jack said. His composure faltered, tears brimming in his eyes. “Excuse me.”
 
   “The rumors said Antonio was fired because he attacked Karen.” I wondered now what the truth was.
 
   “He did. He became angry when she said she was ending their relationship, and she wasn’t going to help him any longer. She said she was going to go to the police and expose him,” Jack explained. “Antonio didn’t take to kindly to that. We found him with his hands around her neck, Karen pinned to the floor. I’m thankful we made it in time. It was a combination of that and the lawsuit by her that followed. Those were the reasons we put the policy in place—to protect our employees and the company.”
 
   “What happened to Antonio?” Nathan asked.
 
   “Antonio was put in jail for assault and battery. Karen pressed charges, and I’ve been working with the Feds ever since to make sure he stays in jail for a very long time.”
 
   “What about Karen?” I asked, afraid I already knew the answer.
 
   Jack’s eyes saddened, his voice dropping. “Karen disappeared before she could testify.” Nathan tensed beside me. “She’s probably fine. More than likely, the Feds put her in witness protection. Don’t worry.”
 
   Nathan was going to have a full-blown panic attack if he kept on the current train of thought that was circling in his head. I knew it would lead him to me and thinking about if they made me disappear. He would pull away, and I wasn’t going to allow that again. I was going to be with Nathan, Marconi be damned.
 
   “When did you put this massive plan into motion?” I turned to Jack, trying to draw the conversation away from Karen’s disappearance.
 
   Jack smiled at that, still happy with his plan and the outcome. “When I decided to move you and Vivian into the same space, I did so with purpose, more so than simply you two sharing duties. I had already contacted Nate and offered him the position.”
 
   “But, that was four months before Vivian left,” I said in shock. He’d planned it, planned the whole thing.
 
   That caught Nathan’s attention, and he was back in the conversation.
 
   “I had to give Nathan time to take a few classes and get caught back up after being away for a few years, before I fired Vivian.”
 
   Nathan snorted and shook his head. “The combined office was a set up.”
 
   “Yes,” Jack revealed. “I really hoped you two could help one another. I want you both to be happy. She wouldn’t want this for you. She would want you to move on, not trapped in this purgatory you’ve created.”
 
   “How do you know what she would have wanted?” Nathan asked with a scowl on his face.
 
   Jack’s expression faded. “Because that was her nature. She always wanted you to be happy.”
 
   “It’s so hard,” Nathan said. The pain was evident in his voice.
 
   “Why?” Jack asked.
 
   “Why is she dead, Jack? Why is your daughter buried six feet under?”
 
   Jack sighed. “Because there are bad people in the world, Nate. You can’t control what they do. No one can, so we deal with it and move on.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 13
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   Jack’s reveal still had me in shock days later. Not only did he know about Nathan and me, he orchestrated the entire thing. He said it was still going to be a few weeks before the new policy rolled out, and even then, Nathan and I were not safe. It allowed two people to be in a relationship as long as they were not in the same section, such as Nathan and me, or directly over someone.
 
   So, we would remain in hiding until we figured out what to do professionally. Overall, we thought it best to stay as is—secretive about our relationship. We didn’t need any added stress at the time.
 
   Nathan was acting strange. He had an overwhelming desire for me to see the remodeling of his condo. I reminded him I’d seen it a few weeks prior with Erin, so I didn’t know what he was going on about, but followed anyway.
 
   He held the door open and I hobbled through, where he picked me up and headed toward the darkened living room. He set me down and I turned in his arms, only to be blinded by the light coming on and a loud “Surprise!”
 
   Standing in Nathan’s condo were all my friends and my family smiling and awaiting my response: Teresa and Armando, Caroline and Ian, George and Sarah, Erin and Trent along with their little boys, and Andrew. I was stunned speechless, as well as confused until I looked to see a huge banner hanging above the mantle that said “Happy 30th birthday, Lila! We love you!”
 
   It was my birthday? I hadn’t even noticed, like every one that came before.
 
   I looked around the room and found a beautiful cake decorated in varying shades of red from wine to pink, a table full of gifts, and one full of food and drinks. There were even party hats which I had no doubt were Erin’s doing. Best of all, the walls were sans holes.
 
   I was so overwhelmed; my lower lip began trembling, my eyes stung with tears, and I turned into Nathan’s chest. My fingers clenched around the fabric of his shirt, and he wrapped his arms around me and pulled me tight, placing a kiss on the top of my head.
 
   “Happy birthday, Honeybear,” he said.
 
   The tears left my eyes, slipping down my cheeks.
 
   Everyone came over, and Nathan released me so I could give them all hugs. They all wished me Happy Birthday, told me they loved me, and were happy I was better.
 
   We all had a wonderful evening, my first birthday party…ever. We ate, drank, told stories, laughed, drank some more, opened presents, and enjoyed each other’s company. It was the perfect celebration.
 
   I was presented with the beautifully decorated birthday cake, another first, and blew out the candles, making my very first birthday wish. I knew what I asked for was a lot, but I also figured I had twenty-nine previous years of wishes I was due.
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   Nathan woke with a start, jostling the bed. I was blinded when he turned on the light, and he began a frantic search in the nightstand.
 
   “Nathan?” He jumped from the bed with the dream journal Dr. Morgenson had given to us in his hand.
 
   “I’ll be back soon,” he said, walking out into the living room. I lay back down and tried to get to sleep, but I tossed and turned with worry.
 
   Sniffles echoed off the walls, cutting through the silence of my condo. He was crying.
 
   I must have fallen asleep not long after because an hour later, Nathan was shaking me awake. I shifted to face him. The expression he wore confused me; it was triumphant yet filled with sadness. In his hand was the journal.
 
   “I need you to read this,” he said, motioning to the book in his hand. “I need you to know.”
 
   My eyes blurred, and I tried to focus to grab hold of it, but couldn’t. It was only four in the morning, after all.
 
   “Will you read it to me?” I asked.
 
   He nodded and slid onto the bed next to me, and I curled into his side as he began to read.
 
   The world always seems to stay the same, but a person grows and evolves constantly. From infant, to adult, and beyond. When you are younger, you’re invincible, but it only takes one act to realize you are far from it and one act can destroy you.
 
   I was dreaming. God and the Devil were playing a game of Chess, and I was the pieces. Each time a piece was taken, it was destroyed, turned to dust. Like in Wizard Chess in Harry Potter.
 
   A dark version of me, cloaked in shadow, was me at the point between the time in which I lost Grace and met Lila; he was played by the Devil. A light version that reminded me of myself fresh out of college, full of life, was being played by God.
 
   In my sleepiness I confirmed that Nathan had much more interesting dreams than I did. 
 
   I noticed the hand of the King on the light side had a red string wrapped around his pinkie finger, the end dangling down, and the dark version had a pile of ash in his hand.
 
   It was an odd dream to have; I’m not religious. It was even odder when I realized all the pieces were protecting not the King, but the Queen. The dark me had the morbid decaying Grace, while the light me had a broken winged angel Lila.
 
   My mind woke more at his last sentence. Me, an angel? I was nowhere near angelic, broken wing or not.
 
   If I really thought hard, it wasn’t that odd.
 
   I watched as they strategically played the pieces. Pawns were lost, bishops and rooks broken to bits, and castles crumbled to the ground until all that was left in the middle of the board were the two Kings. The Queens stayed locked in place. The rules were different, but I supposed God and the Devil could make up whatever rules they wanted.
 
   The ultimate showdown began, and I watched my two halves fight for survival.
 
   There was a loud, splintering crash, and when the dust settled, the victor was revealed.
 
   I was awake, my mind immersed in his story. My body tensed as Nathan paused. We had reached the climax. I knew, just knew, the outcome would define our future.
 
   The light.
 
   I stopped breathing, my body frozen, curled up against his. Was it true?
 
   God won and beat the Devil. He laughed jovially while the Devil cursed.
 
   The light King ran across the board to Grace and took her to God, begging him to let her in and keep her safe. God agreed, saying her soul was already safe and she was happy in Heaven. He said he had a message from her.
 
   “Be safe,” God spoke in Grace’s voice. “Be happy. Live, Nathan. Live for the both of us, make the most of it. Love with everything you have, and don’t be afraid. Fear is a product of the Devil. Don’t let him rule you.”
 
   He made her a promise of affirmation before rushing over to the broken angel, taking her into his arms and declaring his love and life to her. She too, had a red string hanging down from her finger, and when she took his hand the two strings came together, binding them as one before disappearing in a flash of brilliant light.
 
   Tears pricked my eyes when he spoke of the red string. 
 
   The red string of fate: soul mates. Destined lovers regardless of time, place, or circumstance.
 
   When I awoke, I reflected on the dream and realized why it was that Lila was the angel. My time with Grace was up; her thread of life was gone. Lila was hope. She was love, and she was life. She would be my resurrection, and in this new life, the fates would bind me to her and she would make me whole.
 
   I lay frozen in his arms, taking in his dream, lost in thought.
 
   Could it really be this was Nathan’s mind saying enough? That he had overcome his final hurdle needed to be over Grace? He had reached acceptance after all this time?
 
   My head moved up to look at him, hoping what I understood his dream to mean was indeed the truth.
 
   “I will always love Grace, and I will always hurt when I think about her and my son, but they’re gone now. You are my everything, my future, my Lila. I’m in love with you. I’m so in love with you I can’t even imagine my life without you. You fill my heart and make me whole. No one will ever compare to you or the way you make me feel. If she met me now, I doubt either one of us would want the other. She couldn’t handle the real me the way you can. With you, I am reborn.”
 
   I stared at him in disbelief, uncertain of how to react or what to say. 
 
   There was only one thing I knew for certain: birthday wishes really do come true. My mind was spinning with the dream he had read to me.
 
   “I don’t need you to say anything,” he started, his eyes gazing into mine. “I needed you to hear me out. I’m ready to let go of some of the guilt that holds me back.”
 
   Holy. Shit. I wanted to pinch myself to make sure I was awake. Was it for real, or was it simply a dream?
 
   My emotions were all over the place. Was this an impulse? Would he retreat back into himself in the morning?
 
   I really didn’t want to get my hopes up, but his past behavior left me guarded.
 
   “Take your time. I want you to think about what I said. We’ll talk more in the morning,” he said, kissing my forehead and snuggling back under the covers, lingering longer than normal. He pressed a few more light kisses at my temples as he pulled me close.
 
   My forehead tingled as it always did when he kissed me there. Sweet and simple, a contrast from his kisses in the beginning of our relationship, but it held so much more meaning than the demanding ones. I liked the demanding ones as well, a lot.
 
   No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t sleep. My mind replayed his dream over and over again until I eventually drifted off.
 
   I still hadn’t figured out anything the next morning. I wanted to believe it with every fiber of my being, but the sting of the past kept rearing its ugly head.
 
   We got dressed and the air was different. Very tense, but also uplifting.
 
   “I want to talk to Darren about your dream.” He nodded in understanding. “I just…I…”
 
   Nathan stepped toward me and leaned forward, placing a kiss on my forehead. “I’ll give him a call and set up an appointment today.”
 
   I sighed with relief. I didn’t need to say it; he knew because he felt the same way. We needed Dr. Morgenson’s help for something that big and momentous.
 
   As soon as we entered the office, he was on the phone, making an appointment. The effort did not go unnoticed. He wanted it, needed it, as much as I did.
 
   A short while later a text message popped up on my cell phone.
 
   Couldn’t make appointment for today, so meeting him for dinner at Erin and Trent’s. Will talk then.
 
   Dinner couldn’t come soon enough.
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   It was almost seven when we pulled up to Trent and Erin’s home, a large two story in a nice suburban neighborhood. The walk up to the door was tense because we both knew Nathan’s dream held so much significance and were in desperate need of Darren’s guidance. It seemed like we couldn’t do anything without his input anymore; we didn’t want to screw things up again.
 
   Erin answered the door, her bright smile slipping as she took in our appearance. I was sure we looked as off as we felt. “Hope you two are hungry.”
 
   Neither of us said anything, but our fingers were intertwined as we stepped through the doorway.
 
   Trent came down the stairs, his gaze moving from us to Erin, who shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Good to see you guys.” Trent stepped forward to give us a hug.
 
   We moved to the dining room to find Darren sitting with Alec and Brennan, going over Alec’s latest drawings. Trent’s parents were on their way over to take the kids to dinner so there would be no interruptions.
 
   Darren studied us, most likely trying to understand our behavior and need to see him, but he stayed with small talk for the moment. Erin and Trent looked at each other a couple times, but didn’t say anything. It didn’t seem strange to us, but maybe that was because we were in it together and knew what was going on.
 
   We sat at the table and Erin passed out margaritas, which I began devouring. I was going to need it to get through the night. Nathan glared at the drink in my hand but didn’t say anything. I could tell he was mentally going through what medications I was still on. After a few minutes, he must have been satisfied the yumminess in my hand wouldn’t interact much with any of them, and the scowl left his handsome face.
 
   He picked up the glass to join in, and I pulled it from his grip. He turned to me, surprised. “You’re on pain meds, and you’re driving.”
 
   He gave a heavy sigh and nodded, while I moved the glass to my side of the table, happy to have the refill I was going to need.
 
   Nathan had good days and bad days in regard to the amount of pain he was in, but the last few weeks the bad outweighed the good. Taking care of me and carrying me around, had taken its toll on his glued together body. The stress of it all had him in more pain than normal. Though it had been lessening since I’d become more independent, it still made me feel a little guilty I was the reason he ached.
 
   “So, how are things going?” Erin asked, diving right into it. 
 
   Trent groaned, and our faces fell. Darren shook his head before saying, “Erin, I don’t think that topic is appropriate dinner table conversation.”
 
   “I’m only asking a simple question.”
 
   Darren chuckled. “Always the inquisitor.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You know that question isn’t going to get a simple answer, and you’re being nosey,” Nathan said, pointing a chip at his cousin.
 
   Erin pursed her lips, unhappy about not knowing what was going on. “Well, then, what can I talk about? What is a safe topic, Nate?”
 
   I was munching on some of the chips and guacamole Erin made. “Oh, what about Erin’s cooking skills? This guacamole is fantastic!”
 
   Trent mouthed a “thank you,” while Darren and Nathan chuckled. Erin’s face lit up and she went into telling me all about the ingredients she used.
 
   It was a Mexican-themed meal with enchiladas as the main course—Erin’s specialty.
 
   After dinner Darren led us into the den, directing us to the couch before closing the door and then sitting in one of the chairs. I pulled Nathan’s dream journal from my purse and handed it to Nathan, who in turn handed it to Darren.
 
   We were both anxious as he turned on his doctor mode and spent the following fifteen minutes reading over Nathan’s dream, his face void of emotion the entire time. Every once in a while he would look up to Nathan and then turn to me before returning his attention back to the journal.
 
   “Hmm,” was all he said, the only noise he uttered as he read the intricate details of Nathan’s subconscious.
 
   He set it down and sat back in his chair, staring at the journal. It sat there for a few minutes before he picked it back up and read through it again.
 
   My brow scrunched together. That’s it?
 
   That was when he turned to me. No, that was not it. “I assume you’ve read this. How does this make you feel? Do you have doubts about the sincerity? Are you scared? Tell me what’s going through your head.”
 
   I clasped Nathan’s hand in mine and took a deep breath before spilling every thought that was running through my head since the previous evening. “I love Nathan, and I want to believe this is what we’ve been waiting for, but at the same time I don’t know if I can trust it. Do I take it at face value? I mean…can it really be true?”
 
   Dr. Morgenson nodded. “It can, if you allow it.”
 
   “How does one dream change a man overnight? He could wake up tomorrow and regret it, or decide I’m not enough. What do I have that holds him? Nothing. Because despite how much I try and how much I’ve healed, I still don’t have very much self-worth. So, why would this one dream make everything okay, make him want me, and want to stay with me? I’m afraid of what it could or couldn’t mean, and I’m afraid… ” I trailed off, my head dropping, tears stinging my eyes.
 
   Nathan squeezed my hand as his other hand tilted my face up to his. “I can’t let go of all my guilt, but I’m ready to move forward. I think that’s what it means. I need to live again, and I want to do that with you. I can’t keep going the way I’ve been heading, and I can’t lose you. Honeybear, after everything that’s happened, I know I can’t be without you.” His thumb began to make small circles on my cheek, wiping away the tear that fell. I leaned into his touch. “I love you, and I want us to move forward and out of this purgatory we’ve created.”
 
   I leaned forward and placed my lips on his. He pressed into me, his lips parting.
 
   “I want that too, but you have to remember I’m always going to need constant confirmation you want me.”
 
   “Then I’ll tell you every single day how much I love and adore you, how much I want you in every single way a man could want a woman.”
 
   There was a throat clearing, knocking us out of the little bubble we were hiding in. We both turned to find Dr. Morgenson studying us. He leaned forward and placed the journal back on the table and tapped on it. “This? This has rendered me speechless. I mean…wow. I’m astonished, Nathan. This is the largest breakthrough I’ve ever seen with you, next to admitting you were in love with Lila. You seem to be doing well on your own. I almost feel like my children are leaving the nest,” he said, joking with us a bit before asking the question we wanted the answer to. “So, what’s the next step?”
 
   Nathan turned to look at Dr. Morgenson. “We were hoping you would tell us that.”
 
   “Well, you two have made quite a lot of progress over the past few months. While you both still have a long journey ahead of you, I believe you both may have passed your greatest hurdles.” He sat back, contemplating his next statement. “If you were ready to try a conventional relationship, I would encourage it. You two have only made the progress you have because of one another. The love and support you provide one another is healthy, even if your past relationship was not. I have faith in you two. It won’t be easy, but you’re moving in the right direction.”
 
   Dr. Morgenson left us after that to check on dessert, closing the door to the study behind him. We sat there for a moment going over what he had said in silence.
 
   Out therapist thought we were good for one another, that we helped each other. He was surprised by Nathan’s breakthrough and believed it to be true.
 
   He’s the expert, so I should believe him… right?
 
   I was so lost in my thoughts with my hand lying limp in Nathan’s, I almost missed the statement that would solidify my decision to be with him.
 
   “I need lovey hugs.”
 
   It was then I realized I was acting distant, that he needed almost as much reassurance as I did. I launched myself as best I could from my position on the couch and onto his lap. My arms wrapped tightly around him, my hands fisting into his shirt.
 
   “I love you, Nate. I love you so much.”
 
   “Lila, Lila, baby, you are my everything.”
 
   We stayed that way for a few minutes before he helped me stand and walk back out to the dining room. Darren, Trent, and Erin were waiting for us. We ate cheesecake with cherries and caught up on idle gossip for about an hour.
 
   It was nice to be with people in a normal setting, doing normal things, and I didn’t want the rest of the evening to seem rushed, but I was dying to get out of there and get home. I wanted nothing more than to be in bed, with Nathan between my thighs, his body surrounding mine.
 
   We were getting ready to leave, hugging goodbye, when Erin whispered in my ear. “Much clearer.”
 
   The drive wasn’t long, but the air was charged, our fingers entwined. We entered the building and stepped into the elevator that would take us up to my condo. The tension in the small space was palpable. It felt like any second the car would explode, but I had a feeling neither of us would mind. My eyes were locked on the panel, watching it change with each floor. Four, Five, Six, Seven.
 
   Before we hit eight, my crutches were on the ground, and I was wrapped up in Nathan’s arms, pulled as close as possible to his tight chest. His lips found mine, and it was electrifying. I could feel his need through his fingers.
 
   I’d missed his lips on mine, the connection we had when we were together. He set me on fire and made me feel alive. What we shared sexually was unique, ours, and I’d missed it all and ached to have it again.
 
   The elevator pinged for our floor as Nathan picked me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist, one of his hands holding up my casted leg, while he picked up my crutches. We stumbled down the hall and somehow managed to unlock the door. He tossed the crutches to the ground and walked us back to the bedroom.
 
   He threw me down on the bed and rid himself of his shirt before bringing his lips down to mine. His fingers worked at my waistband, pulling my skirt down over my hips and down my legs.
 
   A rumble moved through his chest as he growled into my ear, “I need you, baby.”
 
   My hand moved down his chest, pushing beneath the waistband of his slacks to find what I needed. He hissed when my fingers wrapped around his cock. He was hard and hot, and I was getting wet with every second his silky shaft was in my hand.
 
   Hard, frantic hands ripped my shirt from me, and I was forced to let go of my prize. His mouth closed over my nipple, his teeth biting down and tugging, pulling on the sensitive flesh and sending sweet pleasure down to where his hand was working my clit.
 
   I cried out and shuddered, my body begging for more. Heat trailed along my thigh where his cock brushed against the sensitive skin. So close, so close to where I needed him. My nails dug into his arms from the intensity of it all.
 
   “That’s it, baby. You like that, don’t you? Fucking begging for it, because…because…”
 
   His voice dropped as he trailed off, unable to finish his sentence, and his movements slowed, while his eyes grew wide. He dropped his forehead to mine, his lips pressed into a hard line. Fuck, he was warring with himself.  He was holding the beast back, keeping his lips sealed. I didn’t know why he stopped, but I was going to get him back on track.
 
   “Talk to me, please. Please,” I begged, my hands roaming his arms and chest. I kissed along his tense jaw and whispered in his ear, “I need it. Tell me how much you love being inside me. How much you need me. How much you love to fuck me hard. How I’m a dirty little slut for letting you do naughty things to me. All the while you fuck me like the whore I am for you. Only for you. All for you. I want you, Nathan. Now. Hard.”
 
   He growled, and my pussy clenched from the delicious sound. His hands were rough as they grabbed mine, pushing them into the bed while his body covered mine. He stared into my eyes, the tip of his cock at my entrance, hips thrust forward, driving him as deep as he could go.
 
   My mouth opened in a silent scream as he filled me for the first time in months. An overwhelming feeling took hold, and I trembled in his arms.
 
   Something clicked then, and everything was right. We were right.
 
   “Because you are my dirty girl. Your moans are mine, your orgasms are mine, your body is mine,” he said through clenched teeth. “You are fucking mine!”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Only my hands will touch your bare skin. Not Andrew, not the guy downstairs, no one but me.”
 
   “Only you. It’s only ever been you,” I whimpered as his slick cock moved at a furious pace, driving me into madness. “Only ever you.”
 
   “I know when you’re dripping for me. I know when your pussy is ready for me. And I know what you sound like when you’re about to come from my cock being inside you.” His teeth nipped at my jaw. “No one else will ever know these things about you – only me.”
 
   I’d almost forgotten about my casted leg, until I tried to wrap my legs around his waist. The weight of the plaster caught me off guard, and I whacked Nathan in the thigh. He groaned, but didn’t stop. Grabbing my leg under my knee he brought it up, pushing it toward my chest. I felt a bump run down my leg and a “shit, fuck,” come from Nathan. 
 
   My eyes opened and Nathan crashed his lips to mine, groaning again. His hand slammed my left leg down on the bed, while my right leg was swung over his shoulder. He straddled my casted leg and leaned forward, pushing himself deeper at the new angle.
 
   “Fuck, baby, so fucking tight.”
 
   My hands wound up in his hair, pulling him down into a kiss. He grabbed hold of my wrists and tore them from him. Pinning my right arm above my head, his fingers entwined with mine, while my other arm was pinned to the bed by my side.
 
   His breath was hot and heavy by my ear. “Hold on, my little whore, I’m going to tear you up.”
 
   I shivered at his words and my body was set alight. I tried to move, but the new position and his tight hold kept me in place.
 
   Then it began.
 
   Hard, relentless, pounding, and I was restrained, unable to do anything except feel all of him. In and, just as fast, out. Over and over, harder and harder, as fast as he could go. I was screaming, crying, begging. Words falling from my lips as I clenched around him in one of the most intense orgasms I’d ever experienced.
 
   His mouth was latched onto my neck, nipping, biting, licking, and scraping.
 
   “That’s it, take it, take me. Come all over my cock.”
 
   The intense pace continued, not allowing me to come down before building me right back up as I climbed toward another orgasm. My body was shaking, and every time he pushed forward or bit down, the fire grew.
 
   “Nathan… Nate, please. I can’t…”
 
   “Take it!” he roared, slamming harder, and I crumbled. “You will take all my cock has to give you!”
 
   Tearless sobs erupted from me as I fell over the edge, again. His movements became erratic and his body tensed. His teeth dug into my shoulder, to the point of pain, as I felt him spill inside me.
 
   His hands went lax before his body collapsed on top of mine. It was a little hard to breathe, but I loved the feeling of him so close as he softened inside me.
 
   As we both struggled to recover, I realized we had come full circle, and the sex was exactly what we both needed; it was how we connected.
 
   “Fuck, my head hurts.” His head rose from my neck, kissing his way up until our eyes met.
 
   “I thought sex was supposed to get rid of headaches,” I said between pants, my body limp.
 
   “Yeah, but it doesn’t help when a cast slams into your head repeatedly…”
 
   My eyes widened as I looked up at him. “So, that’s what happened?” I tried to keep the smile from forming on my face, but failed. The imagery was too much, and I began giggling as it played over and over in my mind.
 
   Nathan began to laugh as well and rolled beside me, pulling my leg with him, and I rolled onto his chest.
 
   “I love you, so much,” I said, snuggling into him.
 
   I felt a kiss on the top of my head. “I love you too, Honeybear. Cast beatings and all.”
 
   As we laid there catching our breath, I couldn’t help but note the change. We both knew we had found our way home to each other.
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   I felt a twinge in my neck and smiled. I was back to wearing scarves to cover the marks he left, so it was a good thing the cooler weather was moving in.
 
   Every moment we weren’t in the office, and sometimes when we were, Nathan had his hands all over my body, and I had mine on his. We couldn’t get enough of one another, drunk on the ability to finally touch each other again, and it was bliss.
 
   Every caress brought us closer, every kiss solidifying our connection.
 
   Work was busy, as usual, even with Owen’s help, but with the events of the previous days, even the Boob Squad couldn’t get me down. I was on cloud nine.
 
   Jennifer, in her usual cleavage-baring garment, cornered me in the middle of the week in the break room as I heated up my lunch.
 
   “You know, Delilah, if you weren’t such a frigid bitch I’m sure that someone out there would be willing to warm you up at night. I mean, I know you and Andrew had a thing once, though I have no idea what he saw in you, but I really think a good lay would help you out.”
 
   I stared at her. “A good lay?” I burst out laughing, catching her off guard. If only she knew. She stormed out in a huff, not appreciating my laughing at her criticism.
 
   I was giddy all day Friday, bouncing in my chair, high on anticipation. I wondered if this was what I’d always heard about kids on Christmas. Was that how they felt? If it was, I finally understood the analogy.
 
   We’d spent the week in a different, almost euphoric, atmosphere. Nathan and I worked during the day, flirting by text the way we used to, and spent the evening in each other’s arms, making up for lost time. Well, lost time and repressed lust. He wasn’t holding back anymore, and I was reaping all the benefits.
 
   Nathan wanted our date that weekend to be like any other first date, and not like two people who had been living together for the previous two months. He wanted to pick me up from my condo.
 
   The night before I packed my bag, including my date wear, and had it ready for after work the next day. He wouldn’t tell me much, only that we were “getting away from it all.” He insisted on it being a surprise.
 
   He showed up at my condo, ringing the doorbell moments after I arrived after work that Friday. He helped me with my bag, down to the lobby, and into the parking lot.
 
   When we sat in the car he turned to me and smirked, kissing my lips before drawing back. In his hand he held a blindfold and had me turn so that he could wrap it around my head.
 
   He was making sure his surprise stayed that way.
 
   My mind wandered through the past days. There had been a sudden change with Nathan and me after we talked to Dr. Morgenson. The walls had fallen down; the atmosphere around us was full of life and energetic.
 
   It was hope, and I wasn’t afraid of it anymore; I embraced it.
 
   Hope was something neither of us had held onto in the past. It made everything we’d been through worth it, because for the first time in my life I felt…complete. I felt wanted, needed. I’d never known the part of me I was missing my whole life was him.
 
   We were communicating. Living life through the hard lessons we’d learned over the previous months. As Dr. Morgenson said, we still had a long road ahead of us, but now we were one. Nathan and I were in it together, walking through life hand in hand.
 
   Whatever came our way, we would handle it together.
 
   We slowed down after what seemed like hours, and Nathan allowed me to remove the blindfold. What I saw when I opened my eyes was far from what I was expecting.
 
   “We’re having dinner here?” I asked as we pulled up to what I could only describe as a mansion. The house was huge, and it was sitting on an easy five acres.
 
   The only response I received from Nathan was a grin as we moved up the drive. Once we reached the front door, he hopped out and came around to my side to help me out. He handed me my crutches, and I headed up the stairs to the front door in my usual slow-going pace while he retrieved our bags.
 
   I thought for our first date we would go out to a restaurant or something. Wasn’t that what was the tradition? Random mansion outside the city was not what I was expecting.
 
   The door opened before I made it up the last few steps, and I was surprised to see Sarah on the other side.
 
   She smiled at me; her arms open wide in greeting. “Lila! Welcome!”
 
   “Good evening, Sarah.” My confusion rose at her being there. Our first date was with his parents?
 
   “Mom, you said you would be gone by four,” Nathan said with a groan from behind me. “It’s almost six.”
 
   “Yes, yes.” She waved his words off. “Your father was delayed—you know how it is. Don’t worry; we’re heading out in a moment so you two will have your privacy.”
 
   I reached the top step and she pulled me in for a hug. “How are you feeling today? Are you excited about tonight?”
 
   I pulled back and smiled at her. “Very. Though I’m a bit confused about what we’re doing here.”
 
   “This was all Nathan’s idea,” she said. “He wanted to be romantic, but wanted you to be comfortable, so I offered up our house as a little retreat for you two.”
 
   “Wow, I’m…impressed.” I glanced back at Nathan who was closing the trunk and heading our way.
 
   She held the door wide for me as I hobbled through. “How’s your leg doing? You look good, and you’re getting around so much better.”                             
 
   I sighed. “I can’t wait to have this thing off.”
 
   “Just a few more days! Then the two of you can go on weekend trips with ease.”
 
   George came down from the second floor moments later and greeted Nathan and me, before the two of them headed out for their own weekend getaway. It would be Nathan and I alone all weekend…not at home.
 
   I wasn’t sure what we were having for dinner, but Nathan said we were staying in. We both headed up the stairs to get ready. I began to wonder if we were having deli sandwiches, because there was no one else around to help him cook.
 
   We were in the spare bedroom that would be ours for the weekend getting dressed when I heard a small laugh behind me.
 
   “Why are you laughing?” I scowled up at him through the reflection in the mirror.
 
   “Because it’s sad and ironic at the same time,” he said and stepped up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist.
 
   “What is?”
 
   “I hate it, but you now will have scars that match my own. Together we make one whole person,” he paused before continuing, his voice low in my ear. “Together we are one whole heart, one whole soul.”
 
   My head craned to look up at him over my shoulder; his eyes were soft, his hand moved to cup my face, his thumb making light circles on my cheek.
 
   My gaze locked on his. “I love you.”
 
   His head bent down, and his lips found mine. It was hard and soft, building in intensity until I was somehow turned around and pinned against the wall.
 
   I groaned when he pulled away, the lust in his eyes making me light up. “I need to stop, Honeybear, or we won’t make it to dinner.”
 
   “We can always stay here.” I pulled him back to me.
 
   “Not tonight, baby. You’ve waited way too long for me to take you on a date.”
 
   I pouted when he pulled away, but smiled when he whispered to me, “Later, my little insatiable minx.” He nibbled on my ear, and nipped at my neck. “I will make you come again and again.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   He left after that, running downstairs to work on something, leaving me to finish getting ready on my own. I sat down at the vanity and studied my reflection. I looked as nervous as I felt. My hands were even shaking as I pulled the eye shadow from my makeup bag.
 
   My mind was whirling and not down a good path. It was the first date I’d gone on in years, and it was rather unconventional at that. What if he found out something he didn’t like? What if, on our date, I wasn’t what he thought I was? What if he found he didn’t want me?
 
   Ridiculous, I chided myself. Not going to happen, Lila. He loves you. He’s a good person, and he makes you so happy. This is what you deserve, to be happy with Nathan.
 
   I squared my shoulders in the mirror and stood up to locate the shoe I would be wearing.
 
   “Lila!” Nathan called out a few minutes later, and I headed toward the stairs.
 
   “Ready!”
 
   He beamed at me and helped me down the stairs; my body buzzed with excitement.
 
   Our first official date.
 
   He sat me down and picked up what looked like my sweater. He began walking, and I followed him through the house, happy to soon be rid of my hindrance. Instead of heading toward the kitchen or dining room, Nathan headed to the back door.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   He smiled at me. “Outside.”
 
   “Outside?” It was then I understood why he was carrying my sweater.
 
   “Come on, Honeybear,” he said, holding the door open so I could get through.
 
   What awaited me on the other side of the door was not what I was expecting.  There was a gazebo lit up by strings of lights all around, and candles that sat on an elaborately decorated table.
 
   It was a whole other world nestled in between the trees. Cloth was draped all around, weaving in and out of the intricate wood work. The table was beautifully set and covered in cloth the color of the wine that sat atop it and was sitting next to a bouquet of matching roses.
 
   “Nathan…” I trailed off, so overwrought with emotion.
 
   “Do you like it?” he asked, wrapping his arms around me.
 
   “It’s beautiful.”
 
   We headed down the lit walkway, tears welling in my eyes. Nathan helped me take a seat, setting my crutches against the wall. He kneeled in front of me, took my head in his hands, his eyes searching mine for discomfort. His body was tense, waiting for my reaction.
 
   I was blown away by it all. “It’s so wonderful. I didn’t know you had such a romantic streak in you.”
 
   After I was done speaking, he relaxed, chuckling as he leaned forward to kiss my lips. “Well, I figured I had a lot to make up for. We should’ve had our first date long ago.” He took a seat and poured the wine. “Plus, my mom helped out with the decorations. She wanted us to feel like we were somewhere else.”
 
   There were rolls sitting in a basket we nibbled on. I still wasn’t sure what was going on, but received my answer when the back door opened and someone came out with a tray. She placed it on a small table against the gazebo wall and picked up two small plates, setting them down in front of Nathan and me before retreating.
 
   “You hired a waitress?” I looked from the salad in front of me to the retreating form of our silent guest.
 
   “And a cook.” Nathan took a bite of his salad. “I wanted to take you out, but it would be difficult for you with your cast still on.”
 
   “So you opted for a mix?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   We worked on our salads, me picking out the tomato and giving it to Nathan, him picking out the olives and putting them on my plate. It was a strange symphony I had a feeling would develop more over time.
 
   “Ah, missed one,” he said, picking up the olive with a fork. Instead of placing it on my plate, he held it out in front of my mouth. I let out a small laugh before opening my mouth and letting him put the fork inside. It was going to be an interesting evening.
 
   Dinner arrived, and I cut off a piece of pork and held it on the fork in front of Nathan’s mouth. He quirked an eyebrow at me, smiling as he leaned forward to take the bite.
 
   I opened my mouth and pointed my finger toward it while making a little feed me sound. He swallowed hard and his eyes darkened.
 
   “The next time you do that, I will put something in your mouth and you will suck on it, choke on it, and then swallow what I give you.”
 
   I drew in a sharp breath and began squirming in my seat. “Promise?”
 
   He growled, stood up, and then leaned across the table. His fingers grabbed hold of my jaw, pulling me toward him. Lips pressed to mine, pouring passion into them, biting my lower lip as he pulled back.
 
   His thumb swept across my bottom lip, then the back of his fingers caressed my cheek. “I’m trying to be good here, baby, but if you keep this up I will pull out my cock right here, onlookers be damned.”
 
   “You should know by now that whenever you want me I’m yours.”
 
   He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips, placing light kisses. “I know, baby, and don’t think I won’t take full advantage of it in the future. In public, in private, I’ll take you when I want.”
 
   I wiggled in excitement for that day to come. He sat back down and stared at me with a heated look.
 
   As we worked on our dinner, conversation flowed, fingers caressed, and happiness surrounded us. It was the lightest I’d ever felt.
 
   I wanted every day to feel like this.
 
   The outdoor heaters kept the chill out of the fall air, along with the wine in our system. Nathan no longer objected to the wine since I wasn’t on any medications that could have bad interactions with it.
 
   “Come on,” he said, getting up from his chair and walking over to me.
 
   “Where are we going now?” I asked as he scooped me up in his arms.
 
   He smiled at me and kissed my forehead. “Dessert.”
 
   “The bedroom?”
 
   He laughed out loud at my comment and shook his head. “No, I have something else planned before I take you there and have my wicked way with you.”
 
   Nathan carried me down a small path toward the pool house. The lights were off, a soft glow was created by a candelabra sitting on a small table with a bottle of something and a covered plate. There was a double-wide padded lounge chair covered in blankets that Nathan sat me on before pulling the blankets around me.
 
   He then pulled the cork off what turned out to be champagne. He poured two glasses, handing one to me, then sat down under the covers next to me. It was so romantic, and nothing I could have foreseen happening to me in my life. I sipped the bubbling wine while he pulled the plate and a couple of napkins over. He took the cover off, and I licked my lips in anticipation; there were chocolate covered strawberries filling the dish.
 
   He picked one up, placed it at my lips, and I bit into it, the juice from the berry leaking out and dripping down my chin. Nathan took care of it, his head leaning down, tongue lapping at the trail, following it back up to my lips where he kissed me.
 
   I grabbed one and mimicked him, placing it in front of his mouth. He flicked his tongue at the end and smirked at me before biting into it.
 
   I wanted to be the berry.
 
   I leaned forward and kissed him before he was even done, catching him by surprise. He moaned against my lips and leaned into me, his fingers caressing my neck.
 
   His lips moved against mine, his tongue seeking mine as a strong, slow pace settled over us, and it was different than any other time. His strong hands held the feverishness of his touch, but they were lighter, almost reverent, as they moved along my skin. 
 
   “Feel how much I want you, how much I need you. It’s all for you, baby, only for you,” he whispered, planting kisses along the length of my neck.
 
   It was petting, making out, warming up. Normally we were so worked up that we passed the bases and exploded. He was taking over my body, wrapping me in his warmth, his love.
 
   We stayed under the stars cuddled under the blanket, reveling in each other deep into the night. We were enjoying being together without anything holding us back for the first time.
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   Finally, after so long, my cast was off. My ankle was very stiff, and I’d lost some muscle, but I could walk on my own, shower without the blue boot, and my freedom returned. I couldn’t keep the smile off my face as we left the doctor’s office, regardless of how much cave woman leg hair was revealed under that damn thing. Nathan was chuckling at me. He wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me close as we walked to his car.
 
   “If I’d known it would make you this happy I would have ripped that damn thing off of you weeks ago. It got in the way,” he whispered in my ear, nipping at my lobe.
 
   “Mmm, yes, but we managed just fine.”
 
   He smirked at me. “You didn’t get knocked in the head by it multiple times. Really ruins the mood.”
 
   I swatted at his arm. “It didn’t seem to stop you regardless. And seeing as you had a lobotomy, no harm done.”
 
   We stopped in front of the car and he pulled my body flush with his. “Yes, well, I was inside you for the first time in over two months. Do you really think anything, including the ending of the world, could have made me stop?”
 
   I smiled up at him, biting my lip. “Come on, let’s go home.”
 
   “Excited about something, baby?”
 
   “Yes! A shower without the blue boot!”
 
   He stared down at me, balking. “A shower?” He pouted.
 
   “Yes, but you know very well what can be done in the shower.” I winked up at him. “Thanks to all those handles you installed.”
 
   His eyes darkened, his fingers clenching. “Shower it is!”
 
   I giggled, yes giggled, at his excitement and got into the car.
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   Life had taken a definite turn for the better. I was happy for the first time ever.
 
   I had freedom since my cast was removed and was in physical therapy to help gain back strength in my leg. It was incredible to be able to walk on my own and get around, doing everyday simple tasks I took for granted before.
 
   My next step was to drive, and I couldn’t wait to do that again.
 
   I’d already planned how it was going to go, but I hadn’t told Nathan. I turned to him after work on a Friday before sitting down for dinner. “I’m going car shopping tomorrow.”
 
   “Sounds good. Let’s eat,” he said, pulling my chair out for me.
 
   “Without you.”
 
   He held his breath and looked at me in what seemed like slow motion. “Why?” The word was drawn out.
 
   “I want to do this with Andrew. You know I love how possessive you get, but I need to focus on buying a car tomorrow, not worry about how worked up you might get when a slick car salesman gives me a look that has nothing to do with desire and everything to do with making a sale.”
 
   “I wouldn’t –”
 
   “You would, and you do. Andrew’s more reserved and doesn’t react like you do. Even if he did, it wouldn’t matter, because I don’t feel that way about him.”
 
   “What way?” He frowned, holding onto his anger, trying to tamp down his natural reaction to go off.
 
   “The way I feel about you. If Andrew gets jealous, oh well. I mean, I don’t want him to feel that way about me, but if he did –”
 
   “He does.” Nathan’s lips twitched.
 
   I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “It doesn’t matter. What I’m saying is I can’t focus on buying a car; not if you’re going to try and claim me during the test drive to prove something that doesn’t need to be proved. I’ve already discussed it with Drew, he’s done the research for me, he’s knowledgeable about cars, and I trust him.”
 
   “I don’t.” His hands gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white from the force.
 
   “You should. He’s done nothing to warrant your distrust.” My voice went soft, and I made it as soothing as possible. I reached out and touched the back of his hand. “Please, don’t fight me on this. It’s not a big deal.”
 
   “I want to be a part of these types of things in your life,” he said, his eyes pleading with me.
 
   “And you will. But this one I need to be as stress-free as possible.” I gave him a sympathetic smile. “Please, trust me.”
 
   “I do.” He blew out. “I’m trying to trust him.”
 
   I opened up his hand, releasing it from the table and leaned my head against his open palm. “Drew and I were a long time ago, and it was nowhere near the depth of us. I tried to open up to him, but he didn’t understand.”
 
   “He never will, because he’s never had to go through something terrible.”
 
   I kissed the inside of his hand. “Let’s talk to him about this tomorrow. Give him ground rules.”
 
   “Give him a cup because he’s gonna need it if he gives you any look I don’t want.”
 
   I shook my head. It was never going to change, no matter what I said. “Men.”
 
   “I’m serious – I’ll kick him in the nuts so hard he won’t be able to sit in any damn car you choose to test drive.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.” I kissed his cheek, sat down, and he dished up my plate for me so we could finally eat.
 
   Andrew showed up the next morning, smiling and radiating with excitement.
 
   Nathan was the opposite.
 
   “Hey, we need to talk for a minute before we leave to go do this,” I said.
 
   He nodded, then gave Nathan a wary look. “What’s going on? Did you punch a hole in her bedroom wall?”
 
   “No.” I smacked Andrew’s arm. “He would never do that to my place.”
 
   “I don’t do that anymore, anyway,” Nathan grumbled.
 
   “Yeah, whatever. I’ve heard you’re still doing that shit and smoking, which I don’t like. Lila, don’t forget you quit smoking for a reason.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Will you stop, already? We’re not discussing any of that. Quit trying to meddle. Just listen for a minute.”
 
   “Fine. What do you need to say that’s so important it’s keeping us from getting your new car?”
 
   “Sit down, please,” I said, motioning to the couch.
 
   Andrew stood rigid in place. “No thanks. I’ll stay here.”
 
   “Jesus,” Nathan gritted, crossing his arms over his chest. “You see… I told you he wasn’t going to listen to you.”
 
   “I’ll listen to anything she has to say as long as it makes sense.” Andrew flexed his biceps, which wasn’t as impressive – he was so skinny.
 
   “Sit.” I pointed at the couch.
 
   Andrew finally did as I asked, heaving an annoyed sigh as he did.
 
   I stood between both of them and took a deep breath. Nathan took a seat across from Andrew, glaring at him.
 
    “I love you, Nathan, and only you,” I said before turning to Andrew and speaking to him. “I’m so happy with Nathan. I love our friendship, but that’s all it will ever be. I hate seeing the two men most important to me duking it out all the time. This fighting is making me not happy. Do you really want me to be not happy?”
 
   They both stared up at me and looked at each other before speaking at the same time. “Okay.”
 
   “Keep your hands off her,” Nathan said, leaning forward and holding his hand out, offering it to Andrew.
 
   Andrew grinned, taking Nathan’s hand. “Hurt her again, Thorne, all bets are off, and I will kick your ass. I may even run over it with her new car if the mood strikes me.”
 
   They both laughed and the air seemed clearer.
 
   Men were strange creatures. I didn’t get it, but it worked, and I was able to leave without worrying about Nathan being upset.
 
   We spent an entire Saturday visiting car dealerships, trying out all the cars Andrew had formed in his list.
 
   By the end of the day, he had me shelling out way more than I’d anticipated, one and a half times what I’d paid for my Malibu. I called Nathan to get his opinion, and he agreed with Andrew. 
 
   The car buying expedition was what brought Nathan and Andrew’s friendship back together. Their concern for my safety guiding them to find something they deemed best for me. They were back to having lunch together a couple times a week.
 
   “Tell me why I just spent forty grand on a car?” I asked Nathan as I filed away my loan paperwork the following weekend.
 
   “Because it’s a safe car, a good car, a really cool car, and insurance gave you ten grand for your totaled one,” he said, wrapping his arms around my waist before continuing. “That and it has tinted windows and a large back seat, making it real easy for me to do very naughty things to you.”
 
   I gasped in mock surprise. “You want to defile my new car?”
 
   He shook his head, his lips ghosting across my skin. “No, I want to christen it by fucking you like the good little slut you are, in it. I want those seats dripped wet with your slick come, that’s what your car needs, and it’s what I need.”
 
   I was looking at my car in a whole new light after his words.
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   Time was flying by with as busy as we were. Work was, as always, hectic. Adding to our couple’s therapy, my physical therapy, Nathan’s kickboxing, and my art classes and our dates out of town every weekend – there wasn’t a moment to breathe!
 
   Busy, but every free moment we had was spent with each other. Always touching, the physical dependence we had on one another was staggering at times.
 
   Every night, we made dinner together, and I was even teaching Nathan how to cook. We became very domesticated, and I had to admit it was…nice. More than nice. It was bonding on a whole new intimate level.
 
   It was hard to be locked together in the office all day and unable to tell him I loved him, or kiss him, or ravage him – one of my favorite things. Just talking was difficult. I couldn’t wait for the day when we would be free to express our feelings at any time. In order to do that, one of us would have to leave, and I wasn’t ready for that yet.
 
   Jack was close to rolling out the new policy, but we weren’t safe, even under the new rules. We both knew time was winding down, but what we didn’t know was how long we had to make any decisions.
 
   It was a month after our first official date that a large arrangement of flowers was delivered to my desk. Unfortunately we weren’t alone when the delivery was made; Caroline and Tiffany were also in the office.
 
   I pulled the card from the bouquet and opened it up. My heart swelled while I read the words, while listening to Caroline gushing about the bouquet.
 
   My heart is in your hands, keep me safe. I love you.
 
   Christopher
 
   I couldn’t help the smile that lit up my face as I read and reread the words written on the card. I’d never been sent flowers, and to have Nathan do it almost brought tears to my eyes. It was a way for him to communicate without speaking. Christopher—my Nathan.
 
   I scowled, however, when the card was ripped from my hand. I glared at Nathan, who had Tiffany peering over his shoulder, as he gazed at the card.
 
   “What mush. You know, most guys who send you flowers are trying to make you overlook that they’re cheating on you. I bet he’s cheating on you,” Tiffany said, trying to knock me down a peg from my flower receiving high.
 
   Nathan tossed the card back over to me. “He sounds like a pussy to me.”
 
   “Oh, shut it, Thorne, you’re ruining my moment,” I shot back. My smile returned when I looked over the words again, warmth spreading through me. Love. I was loved.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t get women and flowers.”
 
   “It’s sweet. A reminder you’re thinking of us when we’re apart,” Caroline said as she took a whiff of one of the roses.
 
   “What about the man?”
 
   Caroline turned to Nathan. “Well, enlighten us, what would a man want?”
 
   Nathan thought for a moment, a smile on his lips.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “You’re thinking dirty thoughts, aren’t you?”
 
   He grinned wide, and I shook my head as plans sparked in my head.
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   It was after six when I deemed the office empty enough for what I had planned. Getting up from my chair, I moved to the door and shut it, turning the lock. Nathan’s eyes shot to me at the sound, his eyebrow quirking at my actions.
 
   I stalked over to him, his body turning in his chair to face me, stopping when I was two feet in front of him. I dropped to my knees in front of him, my hands reaching out to his belt buckle.
 
   “Delilah?” he asked, licking his lips and scooting his hips farther down the chair. 
 
   I palmed him, moaning at the feeling of him hardening beneath my touch. I leaned forward and nuzzled his cock, my teeth grabbing hold of his zipper and pulling.
 
   “Fuck, baby.” His hips rocked up against my mouth as he hissed, his cock hard and ready.
 
   I freed him and licked from base to tip, swirling my tongue around before taking him into my mouth. Humming, I worked my way down, all the way to the base before sliding back up. I could hear him panting above me, whispering profanities; his head tilted back, eyes closed.
 
   “Is this the man’s equivalent of flowers?” I asked, sucking him back into my mouth.
 
   “Mmm, getting close, baby.”
 
   He grabbed my hands and lifted me off the ground, his cock falling from my lips, and he pulled me to him. My legs opened up as he helped me hike up my skirt so I could straddle his hips. The heat of his erection could be felt through the satin of my panties as I rocked against him, teasing him.
 
   He grabbed the sides of my face and brought my lips to his in a searing kiss. His hands kneaded their way down my waist to my hips, one circling around the front to pull my panties aside. Our kiss broke apart, and I angled up a bit so he could slide right into my aching pussy.
 
   We both cried out as he filled me.
 
   “Too long since you’ve been wrapped around me.”
 
   I lifted my hips and began to ride him. “And you call me the insatiable one.”
 
   He chuckled and nipped at my jaw. “Can you blame me? Fucking sexy ass, and then you come on to me by dropping to your knees? Fuck, baby, do you really think I wouldn’t want to fuck my little whore?”
 
   I moaned as his dirty talk kicked in.
 
   “Too slow,” he said through clenched teeth.
 
   “Can’t take it?”
 
   “Fuck no!” he exclaimed and stood, setting me on his desk and brushing piles of papers aside to lay me back. “Hold on.”
 
   My two favorite words.
 
   My hands grabbed the desk edge as he quickly slid all the way in.
 
   It was hard, fast, and dirty. Neither of us could deny the excitement that came with having sex in the office, the thrill of the possibility of getting caught.
 
   I would miss it when the end came, but until then I was going to enjoy every second of it.
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   On Wednesday night he said he had a surprise for me, and I had to be airplane travel ready at the end of the workday on Friday, complete with a swimsuit. He knew I’d never flown before, and the only swimming I had ever done was in the college pool when I took a beginner’s swimming class. This left me calling up Caroline and Erin, begging for help to find a swimsuit on short notice at the end of the summer.
 
   The next day I was standing in Caroline’s office holding up a tiny scrap of white fabric.
 
   “What is this?” I refused to acknowledge what she said it was.
 
   “It’s your bathing suit.”
 
   “No, this is a scrap of white cloth barely able to cover my nipples and slit if I’m fucking lucky!”
 
   “Don’t raise your voice at me, missy. You needed a bathing suit, I found you one. A hard feat with the season over.”
 
   My teeth clenched. “You did this on purpose.”
 
   She laughed. “Why the hell would I do that?”
 
   “Because you like to torture me.”
 
   She smiled at me, and I glared back. I was right.
 
   Somehow Caroline eventually managed to convince me to wear the tiny white bikini she found on a clearance rack. I about died when I looked at the small scraps of fabric, but I had to admit it looked good on. While I had no problem wearing it for Nathan, he’d seen me in much less very often; it was everyone else we might encounter who concerned me.
 
   We made it to the airport with time to spare, our carry-on suitcases in tow with our personal items.
 
   “You ready?” Nathan asked when they called for our flight. He brought our entwined hands up and kissed my fingers.
 
   My stomach did a flip, then a flop, but I managed to nod and follow him down the passageway to the plane.
 
   It wasn’t a long flight, and I freaked out a tiny bit during some turbulence we encountered. By ten in the evening on Friday night, we were checking into a bed and breakfast on the beach in Florida.
 
   “What do you think?” Nathan asked as he opened the windows, letting in the soothing sound of the waves against the shore. A sound machine could never match the real sound of the waves. It was something I found so calming, so freeing.
 
   “Perfect. Nothing but perfect.”
 
   It was, and having him next to me meant it would be impossible to ever forget.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 17
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   I awoke the next morning to hot kisses and breath on my neck, a hand on my breast, fingers in my pussy, and Nathan’s cock rocking against the swell of my ass. The second he realized I was awake, I was on my back and he was between my thighs, slipping his cock deep inside me.
 
   Best morning wake-up call ever.
 
   Later that morning I discovered how much Nathan liked the swimsuit Caroline found.
 
   So much he had the ties undone with me sitting on the edge of the dresser, fucking me senseless, within minutes of having put it on.
 
   I’d have to buy Caroline a massage or a nice dinner for her find.
 
   When we made it down to the beach, he couldn’t take his eyes off me, and I couldn’t even describe the feeling that evoked in me. Though it turned out there were others who also liked the swimsuit.
 
   I tried to brush off the looks I was getting. “They’re just staring at my scars.”
 
   “Fuck that, they’re looking at your sweet little body, baby.” He tugged me closer to his side, muttering under his breath.
 
   There were two surfers in particular with ripped abs that kept watching me and smiling whenever I walked along the beach.
 
   Nathan didn’t like that very much.
 
   His possessive side took over, his hands never leaving my body. He kissed me, hard and long, more than once to show the male beachgoers who I belonged to.
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “Why don’t you come all over me again? That worked last time.”
 
   He smirked, squeezing my ass. “Don’t tempt me, baby. I will fuck you on this beach if that’s what it takes.”
 
   He calmed down a bit when I made sure to switch my attention from the ocean and beach to him. My focus was on him, and I made it obvious I saw only him and no one else. Didn’t matter how many dicks were around.
 
   The beach was wonderful. Words couldn’t describe how much I loved it. I’d never been, and I loved the feel of the sand beneath my feet, the waves as they chased me up the dune, the push and pull of the tide. However, I did not like the taste of a mouthful of salt water.
 
   Nathan held on to me tight whenever we were in the water, knowing I wasn’t a strong swimmer. At one point he pulled me out to a shallower section that met right above my navel.
 
   He wrapped his arms around my waist. “How do you like the beach, baby?”
 
   “I love it. Thank you so much.” I stood on my tiptoes to kiss him.
 
   When we released, I couldn’t help but let out a little laugh.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing, it’s just…it reminds me of a dream I once had.”
 
   “A dream? Of what?”
 
   “The future. Our future. It was when I was in the hospital after the accident, right before I went into surgery. It was on a beach much like this one.”
 
   “And what did our future on the beach look like?” 
 
   I smiled as I leaned into him. “It was beautiful, so beautiful. Light, carefree, and full of love and children.”
 
   Nathan hummed. “I like the sound of all that.”
 
   He gave me a warm smile, and the rest of the day continued to be light and carefree.
 
   Our entire stay was like living in that dream I’d had, minus the children.
 
   I didn’t want to leave on Sunday afternoon; the trip was heaven. I loved the beach and hoped we could return in the near future for a full vacation. Maybe in that time I could take some more swim classes and become a better swimmer, then I could keep up with Nathan a bit better.
 
   “Baby, everything all right?” Nathan took my hand and moved it up to his lips as we drove to work the following Monday.
 
   “Yeah, I hate that we’re back to pretending we loathe each other. It’s difficult sometimes, you know? I’m getting tired of it.”
 
   “I know, Honeybear, I know. I hate that the best I can do is send you flowers under another name on the card to mislead people. I want everyone to know you’re mine – not solely when we’re on vacation, but the people we see and talk to every day.”
 
   I nodded and ignored the way my chest clenched and almost dropped at the thought of the Boob Squad throwing their tits and innuendos his way again. I hated I was helpless, forced to watch, unable to rip them off him by their hair.
 
   I wanted it to be like he’d been with me at the beach. I wanted to shove it in their faces, make them watch me as I accepted his tongue and other body parts inside me. I wanted them to understand that no matter how many tits were around, he only wanted me and mine.
 
   It was disheartening to know we couldn’t do that without risking our jobs.
 
   Fuck. I was missing that Florida beach already more than he’d ever know.
 
   Masks firmly in place, we exited the car and walked in to another busy day.
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   We decided to stay close to home the weekend after our trip to the beach and drove north to Noblesville. I let Nathan know I wasn’t entirely comfortable because of its proximity to where I grew up, but he assured me he would protect me. Chances were low I’d see any of my former family, because they still lived about twenty miles north, but it was also the closest I’d been since I’d left years before.
 
   It was a beautiful fall day, the sun was shining, and it was on the warmer side for the season. Needless to say, the streets were crowded with all the people who were also out enjoying the weather.
 
   We stopped into a little shop that caught my eye. In the window was a large stained glass tree. The stores tag line was: Gifts Inspired by Nature. Inside the store it was full to the brim with fountains, artwork, lawn adornments, clocks, unique soaps, and gifts. This place was different, and I found myself wanting to buy half the items.
 
   What caught my eye, however, hung on the wall just beside the cash register. There was a display of tiles lined six by six, each one varying from the next: paintings of people, figures of animals, letters, music, game pieces, flowing shapes, and abstract works. I didn’t know who the artist was, but I was drawn to the distressed look of the tiles and the beautiful artwork portrayed.
 
   I was captivated by two blue birds sitting on a branch, and I wasted no time asking the sales clerk for it. Then I almost died from sticker shock for the one tile, but reminded myself I didn’t often find something that struck me as it did.
 
   I wasn’t sure what it was about them, but something about the two little birds drew me in. They shared a branch, but weren’t looking at one another, if blue birds would even look at one another. Somehow, it reminded me a little of Nathan and me.
 
   As she rang me up, the sales clerk asked me if I wanted to be on their mailing list. I jotted down my information, happy to have a line to a store with such wonderful items, and vowed to return.
 
   Later in the day, the sun was lowering in the sky when we headed out to dinner. Nathan chose a little Italian restaurant, and we had an enjoyable evening.
 
   It was on our way back to the bed and breakfast we were staying at when he decided to make a detour. We weren’t far off the main strip when he looked from side to side before pushing me against the brick exterior in a small alley.
 
   His lips were harsh, as bad as the bite of the brick, while his hands grabbed at my flesh, pulling me toward him. I could feel him hard and ready, pushing into me.
 
   His mouth was at my ear, hot and heavy with a smirk in his tone as he whispered to me, “Bad girls bend at the waist.”
 
   I nipped at his jaw while my hands pulled him free of his jeans. He backed up a step as I bent down, allowing me access. I sucked him into my mouth, causing him to draw in a sharp breath.
 
   One of his hands tangled into my hair, pushing and pulling me along his length, while the other grabbed at my ass, slapping and groping it.
 
   “Fuck, baby, you’re so good at sucking my cock,” he moaned, his hips thrust forward, pushing him down my throat, making me choke on him.
 
   He released me, drawing my head up and kissing me hard as he pressed me back against the wall. His eyes flitted around; he was making sure no one was coming before lifting up my skirt. He grabbed one of my legs behind the knee and raised it, opening me up to him. His other hand tore the thin fabric of my panties.
 
   I groaned against his lips. “Not another pair.” 
 
   He smirked down at me. “I’ll take you to Victoria’s Secret tomorrow and you can buy all the panties you want.”
 
   I felt the head of his cock at my entrance, then he slipped between my soaked pussy lips, stretching me.
 
   “Always so damn tight,” he said as he set up a pace. “Do you like this? Being fucked in an alley like a common whore, on display for anyone to see how dirty you are?”
 
   “Fuck, your mouth will be the death of me.”
 
   I heard footsteps closing in and began to panic. Nathan’s thrusting sped up, becoming faster.
 
   “Not yet, so close,” he whispered, begging me not to make him stop.
 
   His increased speed was building me up faster and harder until my head fell back against the wall and my mouth opened in a silent scream.
 
   His grip was tight, fingers digging into my ass and leg as his mouth clamped onto my shoulder to stifle his cries while he emptied inside me.
 
   My eyes shifted to the side, the voices and shuffling of feet moving closer until they passed by the alley entrance. Not a single head turned our way, and we remained hidden.
 
   After a moment of rest, he released my leg. We straightened out our clothes and headed back out onto the main thoroughfare. I didn’t get very far before I felt it begin to slide down my thigh as we started to walk back, and had to stop in my tracks. Nathan turned to look at me, and I glared at him.
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   He had a surprised look that quickly vanished before reaching between my legs under my skirt. His hand moved upward, wiping the trail with his fingers. With his other hand he opened my mouth and placed his come-covered fingers inside. My face flamed as my tongue twirled around his digits, cleaning them.
 
   “You don’t hate me, baby. You love how I make you feel. And this is the best taste in the world.”
 
   It was true. I did love the way he made me feel, and he was the only one who could make me feel that way.
 
   We continued our walk back, hand in hand, smiling at each other as we enjoyed the end of our beautiful day out.
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   Things were going great. Nathan and I were happy. We were getting healthier every day.
 
   Inside I knew it would come crashing down on us, just who, what, where, and when were the variables.
 
   Our days were long again, and we were trying to get some ground. Owen was helping us, spending half of his days on our workload and the other half on his own. He was moved to the desk right outside our office, and I smiled every time I heard him recite to one of the Boob Squad members the office dress code. When one would retort that the men didn’t seem to be complaining, he would raise his hand. They would then shoot back saying he was gay, and he would come back saying he had standards and skanks were way below his line.
 
   Nathan and I would laugh so hard sometimes we were almost crawling under our desks. Depending on how far the particular member would take it before she found out she was out-smarted, and they weren’t going to get a rise out of him in any way.
 
   Needless to say, he was also a great help in keeping the Boob Squad visits down. They would get so irritated by him at times they would forget why they were there and storm off back to their desks.
 
   Owen was a spectacular addition to our team.
 
   He made my missing that Florida beach and my weekend getaways with Nathan that much more bearable.
 
   I turned to Nathan on a particularly harrowing Monday when the Boob Squad was in full force and said, “What would we do without all this entertainment he provides?”
 
   “Fuck on the desk in the middle of the workday and get caught.”
 
   “Sick,” I said and chucked a pen at him.
 
   Nathan caught it and licked the tip.
 
   I quirked my brow at him. “Did you learn that trick from Tiffany?”
 
   “No, I learned that one from you this morning, watching you on your knees in the shower with my hands guiding your whore of a mouth.” He laughed when I swallowed hard and gave him a warning look.
 
   “I’m serious, Nathan. Owen’s really been helping out around here. It makes me feel safer. I wish there was a way I could thank him.”
 
   “Well, you’re not giving him the guy’s version of flowers, if that’s what you’re thinking.” He smirked.
 
   I sighed. “Always thinking with your cock.”
 
   “Always thinking about your cunt,” he corrected me.
 
   “Who’s cunt?” Andrew’s voice said before we saw him appear in our office.
 
   “The one you need. Go find your own,” Nathan said and chucked the pen at him, the one he licked.
 
   “Gross!” I said under my breath.
 
   “It’s just a word for pussy,” Nathan said, teasing me.
 
   “The things you guys talk about during work hours.” Andrew rolled his eyes and shook his head.
 
   “Yeah, and you wish you had it.” Nathan chuckled and leaned back in his chair, looking pleased with himself.
 
   “Is there a reason you’re here?” I asked Andrew. “I mean, I know you two are buddies again, but you know Nathan doesn’t really like you hanging around me a lot.”
 
   Andrew winked, then closed the door. “I know. I just stopped by to tell bozo here you guys need to be more careful. Jennifer’s spreading rumors about you two.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and groaned.
 
   “And it’s not pretty,” Andrew added.
 
   “That’s because it’s coming out of her. Pretty and Jennifer don’t mix,” Nathan said. He gripped the back of his neck.
 
   “What’s she saying now?” I leaned forward in my seat.
 
   “Actually, I phrased it wrong. She’s saying that you, Lila, have been coming on to Owen; that she’s pretty sure she saw you both kissing in your office. I think she’s trying to get you and Owen fired so she can have Nathan all to herself.” Andrew pointed at Nathan. “I’m thinking it’s because she’s caught on that you two are interested in each other, so she’s doing what she can to get rid of the competition.”
 
   “Shit. She knows I’m interested? But Owen’s not even my usual type – I figured no one would pick up on the sexual tension,” Nathan deadpanned. “He’s not as tall and handsome as you are, Drew.” He batted his lashes like a dork.
 
   They both laughed, but the knot in my stomach prevented me from doing more than smile a little. Shit. We were failing in the acting department. It was getting harder every day to keep from showing on my face exactly how much I adored Nathan and how much he meant to me.
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   A few long days later, I returned home after work and moved to the kitchen to see what I had available to make for dinner, knowing Nathan would be here soon. There was also a chance he would have Andrew in tow, so I needed to find something that was enough to feed four to five people. I pulled out some ingredients to make a salad and chicken to cook up. There was always something to make with chicken.
 
   I was contemplating a side dish or two when I was interrupted by a knocking at the door. My brow scrunched in curiosity as to why Nathan was knocking.
 
   “Why aren’t you using your key?” I asked as I walked to the door, shaking my head and smiling. His hands were probably just full of something.
 
   My hand twisted the knob and swung the door open. I was about to tease him for not being able to open it on his own, or something to that effect, but was stopped by the person on the other side.
 
   My smile faded, my eyes widened, and terror filled my being.
 
   “Long time no see, sis,” Adam said from the other side of the threshold.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 18
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   Adam found me.
 
   Adam was in my doorway, standing much closer than the restraining order I once had on him ever allowed.
 
   In that second of recognition I hated the judge, who decided four years without contact from him was enough for it to be lifted. I always knew it was nothing more than a threat, but I also knew that, with its protection, I could have him arrested if he ever came near me.
 
   But that no longer mattered. What did matter was that he was standing at my door, and I was alone. His figure seemed to take up the bulk of the door frame, standing over six feet. He’d grown since I last saw him. Everything else was the same: brown hair, brown eyes, and a hatred for me.
 
   After he spoke, it only took a fraction of a second for my arm to swing the door back in his face. Inches before the door seated, Adam’s arm and foot stopped any progression. He pushed back, hard, and I stumbled from the force.
 
   I’d taken self-defense classes long ago, but they could never have prepared me for the emotional response I would have to seeing him again. A feeling of absolute dread, which I hadn’t felt in over ten years, took hold, clouding my mind, and I couldn’t remember anything.
 
   He stepped inside and slammed the door behind him, his arm reaching out and locking the deadbolt. I searched around, frantic for something, anything I could use as a weapon or throw at him. Running was no good; he was standing between me and the only way out.
 
   My panic rose, calling out Nathan’s name in my mind over and over again, as if he might hear my distress. I didn’t even have my phone on me, so there was no way to call for help. All of it was futile anyway because Adam was on a mission, and I knew he was unstoppable when he was determined to do something. He stepped toward me, and I fruitlessly stepped back.
 
   “What are you doing here, Adam?” I was trying to stall what I could feel coming before I reminded him. “You’re not allowed to be anywhere near me.”
 
   His eyes became slits, his muscles clenching, the hatred rolling off of him. I was crumpling inside against it, just as I did when I was younger.
 
   “Oh, no, little sis. It’s been almost ten years since that stain was removed. However, this one,” he sneered, pointing to me, “still remains.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “You need to leave.”
 
   He laughed at me. “Leave? Oh, I think not. Do you have any idea the damage you caused, you little fucking bitch?”
 
   My body shook as I inched back, but his eyes were trained on my every move.
 
   “I was the victim.”
 
   “You fucking asked for it,” he spat. “You know, in a small town, gossip spreads. Like wildfire. When I returned to school the Monday after the court ruling, everyone knew. You fucking aired our dirty laundry, made yourself out to be some fucking helpless little girl and me out to be a monster!”
 
   He lashed out, his hand grabbing at the decorative vase on the entry table and hurtling it across the room. It shattered against the wall, and I jumped, my chest tightening. I was scared and saw no hope of the situation ending well. I owned a gun, but it did me no good thirty feet away in the bedroom with a lock on it and unloaded. There was no way I would have the time to get to it and get it prepped.
 
   “Girls don’t like guys who are described as monsters, Delilah.” He took slow, meticulous steps toward me. “Adults don’t like thugs, and colleges don’t like guys who already have restraining orders against them and are in anger management courses. I was labeled a bad seed.”
 
   “You are a bad seed,” I whispered, trying to stand up to him, but knowing he physically would crush me, just as he was emotionally.
 
   It didn’t matter, because I knew.
 
   Adam was here to kill me.
 
   It wasn’t his intent, but there would be no one to stop him this time. My father was always there in the past to make sure it never went that far. After all, he couldn’t ruin his reputation with the town by being implicated in any way with the death of his own daughter.
 
   “What the fuck did you say?” There was a burning, furious flame in his eyes.
 
   He stomped toward me, and I tried to step away but his arm swung back and then forward. I managed to dodge his attack, but didn’t see when it swung back a second time. The back of his hand collided with my jaw, and I stumbled to the ground.
 
   “It was all your fucking fault! You fucking asked for it!”
 
   The taste of blood invaded my mouth. My mind was screaming at me to run as it mapped out different routes I could maneuver in order to get around him.
 
   Before I was even able to stand, his hand reached out, his large fingers circling around my throat. I clawed at his fingers in an effort to get him to release me. It only made him angrier; he pushed me toward the wall and slammed my head against the mirror that was hanging there.
 
   The sting from the glass shards as they cut into my scalp caused me to scream out. Warm beads of blood began to run down my forehead. My vision distorted for a moment from the blow, and I was having trouble telling how close he was to me.
 
   I didn’t waste what little breath I had on screaming. There was no one around to hear me anyway.
 
   “I never did anything,” I managed to choke out, stalling again as I tried to find an opening.
 
   “You provoked me, and you know it!” He pushed me harder into the wall. My nails dug into his forearm and hand, but he still wouldn’t release my throat. “Always walking around like you were better than me when you are nothing.”
 
   My breaths were becoming shallow and my vision was beginning to fade. He must have noticed because his grip relaxed. This gave me enough clarity to see the angle of his body. My leg swung out, landing right between his.
 
   He howled in pain before pulling me away from the wall and throwing me down to the ground, venom spitting from his lips. “Fucking worthless cunt! You’ll pay for that.”
 
   I coughed on the ground as I tried to regain my breath, but I didn’t get very much time before his boot collided with my stomach. I cried out in pain, stars dancing across my eyes, and begged for him to stop.
 
   “Stop? Oh no. You made my life a living hell. You took everything away from me, and I’m here to repay you.” He delivered another swift kick.
 
   I screamed in pain, curling up into a ball and whimpering. Tears spilled from my eyes. I was no match for him.
 
   I’m sorry, Nathan. I love you.
 
   His footsteps grew closer, so close I heard his rapid breaths. I opened my eyes and watched him squat on the floor next to my head. He grabbed hold of my hair and pulled, maneuvering me until we were eye to eye.
 
   All I saw was an animal playing with its prey, bent on tearing me apart, breaking me before delivering the final blow.
 
   “I saw you in the ally in Noblesville,” he said through clenched teeth. My eyes widened. “You were sucking that guy’s cock before he fucking rammed it inside you. You were moaning like the whore I always knew you were. You always acted like such a prude, but I knew you couldn’t wait for some dick. My dick.”
 
   His gaze moved down my body, his tongue peeking out to wet his lips. My panic rose. Killing me was one thing. I always knew if I died by the hands of another, it would be Adam. Raping me before he finished me off was something that had never entered my mind.
 
   My legs began to kick and my hands scratched at his, trying to get him to release my hair.
 
   It worked, and I scrambled to get up and away. I only got one step before he grabbed my ankle, and I fell back down to the floor.
 
   “No!” I tried to kick him off as he pinned me down.
 
   I managed to get one punch across his face, but it wasn’t enough for him to even notice. I thought I was gaining traction, my screams deterring him. Then his fist met my face, and I quieted down.
 
   I still pushed against him, still fought. I would never let him have me. I would die before I let that happen.
 
   There was a tug at my chest; it was followed by the ping of the buttons from my blouse, plinking on the hardwood floor. I reached up and scratched his face, breaking skin and leaving trails that began to seep blood.
 
   “You fucking bitch!” He grabbed the sides of my face and slammed my head into the floor. His hand trapped my wrists and pinned them above my head.
 
   My head lolled, my mind fighting for balance in the spinning room.
 
   He reached down to the hemline of my skirt, and I shrieked, my legs kicking wildly. “No. No! Stop! No, no, no. Don’t!” 
 
   It didn’t deter him, and his hand continued its way up, pushing my skirt up my thighs.
 
   My hips tried to buck him off, while my legs kicked, trying to squirm away. My heart was racing and my vision was blurring. At that rate I was going to blackout before he killed me, never knowing if he raped me before I died.
 
   There was a growling sound and air whooshing past as the weight and hands that had me pinned down were removed.
 
   My head moved to the side, and in my blurry vision, I saw two people fighting. The sound of flesh hitting flesh filled my ears.
 
   “Lila!” a familiar voice called out.
 
   Andrew was leaning over me, and the struggle that was across the room was escalating.
 
   “I’m okay,” I managed to croak.
 
   He nodded, then headed over to the two fighting figures. Nathan was cussing before each crunch, and I knew he had the upper hand.
 
   “Enough!” Andrew said. “I’ve got him. Go to her!”
 
   There was a grumble of defeat from what I knew was Adam and watched the figure get up and run to me before Andrew sat down on Adam’s stomach.
 
   Adam groaned from Andrew’s weight. 
 
   “Keep it up, asshole. I’m more than happy to pick up where Nathan left off.” Andrew slammed his fist into Adam’s face when he tried to punch him. Adam howled in pain.
 
   Nathan ran toward me, a loud gasp escaping him as he took in my appearance before he fell to the floor beside me.
 
   “Lila, baby, are you all right? Oh, God, you’re bleeding…a lot,” Nathan said in a panic, his fingers ghosting over my skin.
 
   I smiled up at him, my head leaning into his touch as the tears fell from my eyes. “You came, you made it.”
 
   “Always. I’ll always protect you.” His voice was wavering. A tear slid down his face and landed on my cheek, making my heart clench for him. “I can’t lose you.”
 
   “I was so scared!” I cried out and began sobbing, my fingers clenching around the fabric of his jacket.
 
   Nathan leaned down and scooped me up into his arms. “I know, Honeybear. I’m here now, I’ve got you. He won’t hurt you again, I promise.”
 
   There was an edge in his voice, and I believed him. Nathan would do anything to protect me. Andrew’s voice rang around the walls as he contacted 911 and then called down to the front desk to inform Mike of their imminent arrival.
 
   I started to shake, the shock of everything settling in.
 
   “I’m so sorry I wasn’t here earlier.” Nathan kissed my forehead while his fingers stroked my hair.
 
   My eyes closed as I hummed in reaction to the comfort that helped me to forget about the pain I was in. His lips lightly brush mine, and I smiled.
 
   “Move in with me,” he said suddenly, and my eyes fluttered open as I tried to focus on him.
 
   “What?” I was confused by not only the question, but the timing.
 
   “We already spend every night with each other, why have two places? Plus, I would feel better knowing you’re as safe…well, as safe as you can be with me.”
 
   It made sense. He hadn’t been to his place in months, and I had a feeling I wouldn’t want to stay here anymore.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay? You’re not going to fight with me on this?” Shock of my acceptance was evident on his features.
 
   I shook my head, but stopped when it felt like my brain was jiggling. “You’re right, and I want to live with you Nathan. I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too,” he replied and kissed me again, this time a little deeper. “Now if I can just keep you out of the hospital, we’ll be in good shape.”
 
   “It’s not my fault,” I said in protest, my vision starting to dim as I shook. Tears spilled from my eyes, the pain growing immense.
 
   “I know. It never was yours, baby. It was always his.” Nathan placed a kiss on my forehead again while his fingers stroked down my arm.
 
   My eyes widened in fear at the figure that burst through the door, his forceful entrance made my heart rate spike. I was starting to hyperventilate, the room getting darker when my vision cleared.
 
   The man’s facial expression was not of anger, but horror.
 
   Noah.
 
   Noah was standing in front of me—the boy who’d also had a terrible childhood. The boy I’d once been afraid of after being freed from the nightmare that was my father’s home. The kind boy who helped me learn not all men were monsters and some were even good. He was here, and I was safe.
 
   My eyes rolled back and the world faded away.
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   My mind became aware before my eyes were willing to open. There was a throbbing – no, slamming – pain in my head. It hurt to breathe a bit, but not in my chest or ribs. Lower, like in my stomach. I began to wonder why when the events rushed back into my mind.
 
   It was all pain from my injuries. Proof I was alive, that Adam didn’t kill me, and Nathan made it in time.
 
   My eyes fluttered open to find Nathan staring down at me. He let out a sigh of relief and squeezed my hand.
 
   “How long have I been out?” I asked, noticing I was in yet another hospital room. Three times in six months had to be a record of some sort.
 
   “We just got here a few minutes ago,” Nathan said. Andrew was also in the room, standing guard over us. “So, not too long.”
 
   I looked around more and gasped before my vision focused on the figure of the cop standing a few feet from me. He hadn’t changed since I last saw him: still tall with brown hair and matching eyes. His nose still crooked from when his father broke it.
 
   “Noah?” I nodded, giving him our customary symbol that he was okay to approach, and he rushed over to my side. 
 
   He took my hand in his. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Been better, been worse.” I gave a gentle shrug, knowing he understood. I tried not to think about what had happened. I was used to hiding the pain after an attack, but it had been so long.
 
   It was surreal chatting with Noah like we were seated on my couch. The whole situation would be frightening if it weren’t for Nathan, Andrew, and Noah’s comforting presence.
 
   I was safe.
 
   Adam would be hauled off like a wild animal to be caged as he should’ve been years ago. Deep down I knew that between Noah, Nathan, and Andrew, justice would be served. I blinked hard and honed in on Noah’s words to keep myself centered and calm. If I was calm, Nathan would be as well.
 
   “I called you a few months ago, but you didn’t call back. I’ve been worried something like this had happened to you.” Noah’s laid back voice was what I needed.
 
   “I’m sorry, so sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. It’s been…hectic this year.” I was kicking myself for not calling him.
 
   “Well, besides the blood and fat lip, you’re looking good, kid.” His smile was good-natured and warmed me.
 
   “You, too. That uniform looks good on you. Your mom would be proud to see her son protecting people and putting the bad ones in jail.” I tried not to cringe; the pain in my back and head was starting to throb.  My bones ached, but inside I felt so happy for so many things. Happy that Andrew was my friend and here for me, that Adam was history. But most of all, happy Nathan and I were together. Nothing would come between us.
 
   “Thank you, Lila. That means a lot.” His eyes misted as he smiled at me.
 
   “How’s Camilla?”
 
   “She’s good. Wants you to come out and see the girls. They’ve gotten so big since you saw them at Christmas, you’d be amazed.” He beamed down at me.
 
   “I’m so sorry. I should have kept better contact,” I said, apologizing again.
 
   “It’s okay. I can see something big has happened since I last saw you. You’ll have to come over for dinner soon and bring this guy with the heavy fists with you.” He pointed to Nathan.
 
   “Oh…Nathan, this is Noah Hanson. Noah, this is Nathan Thorne.”
 
   “Pleasure to meet you. Lila’s told me a lot about you.” Nathan held out his hand for Noah who took it.
 
   Noah held a questioning gaze. “Thorne? Former prosecutor Thorne?”
 
   Nathan blinked at him. “Yes.”
 
   Noah tensed, his eyes flickering to the wall that held the door and window before his eyes locked with Nathan’s. “You need to come to dinner with Lila.”
 
   Nathan nodded, and they did one of those guy exchange things before letting go. I was certain Nathan would explain it to me later; there was some undertone conversation I missed. With the way my head was still pounding, I was certain an elephant could run through the room, and I wouldn’t notice.
 
   “Well, I need to get back to work. We need to take a couple pictures of your injuries, okay? Then you’ll need to answer some more questions for the report.”
 
   I nodded in response, and Noah turned to leave.
 
   “Noah!” I called out, and he turned back. “Could you call Teresa and Armando, tell them what happened, and that I’m all right?”
 
   “They’re already in the waiting room; I called them right after you passed out, but I’ll let them know. Get better and give me a call soon.” He waved as he walked out of the room and past the cops guarding the door.
 
   On his way out, I watched as Adam was wheeled down the hall, handcuffed to a gurney. His face was swollen, and blood was still oozing out of his nose as well as the two places where his lips were split. He was groaning in pain.
 
   I smiled a bit, happy to see him get a small taste of his own medicine. I took Nathan’s hands in mine and pulled them to where I could see. His knuckles were swollen and a few were bleeding a little.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered as I pulled his hand to my lips, placing light kisses on each knuckle. “All that practice on your walls paid off.”
 
   He leaned down and kissed me. “Always, Honeybear.”
 
   The doctors came in and began running me through the exam, followed by tests and machines to make sure I had no internal bleeding from Adam’s vicious kicks. They also wanted to make sure there was no damage done to my skull and brain.
 
   I loved having Nathan near. I needed him; he kept me calm, kept the shaking at bay. Though, every time I looked at him, tears sprung to my eyes. I was almost taken from him. His own look of fright was so overwhelming I didn’t know what to do to calm him because they kept him more than an arm’s length away so they could work.
 
   Nurses took him away for his own exam and to clean off his wounds, but they returned him as soon as possible. Andrew went to the waiting room to sit with Teresa and Armando.
 
   The police came in between tests to get my statement, and I found it was difficult to recount the details to them. Nathan erupted in a fit of rage as I divulged the first few moments after I opened the door, and he had to be escorted out for the remainder of their inquisition.
 
   I began vibrating, tears flowing as I let my mind think about it. I told them what I could remember; some things were hazy, though, due to trauma he inflicted to my head. They took a few photos of my injuries, and then said they’d be back in a day or two for more information, before they left.
 
   The hospital decided to keep me overnight for observation. Another concussion, but the rest was superficial. I was bruised and a few deep cuts from the glass of the mirror were stitched up. Everyone in the waiting room was sent home. I couldn’t see anyone; I only needed Nathan at that moment. I was fighting to keep my eyes open, but through the glass I saw Nathan talking to Teresa, her arms wrapped around him, sobs racking her body before the darkness took over and I was shut away from the world.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 19
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   My eyes fluttered open, and I sighed at the clock on the wall, telling me it was only three in the morning. There was a weight in my hand, and I looked down to find Nathan asleep, his head resting on the bed, one hand in mine. His hands were bandaged, and I knew his neck had to be killing him from the angle.
 
   Lifting my free hand, I ran my fingers thought the silky strands of his hair. I took stock of my aches while I soothed myself by touching him. My neck was in immense pain when I moved it, so much that it was difficult to look down at him. Adam’s fingers bruised the muscle. My face was swollen in multiple places, giving me that beach ball like feeling again, and the taste of rust was on my tongue from the large split in my lip. I could feel the location of several places they stitched back together in my scalp and at my hairline. I clenched the muscles of my stomach and instantly regretted it.
 
   All in all, I came out better than I had most of the other times. It was, for the most part, superficial. Painful, but it would all heal. No broken bones, torn muscles, or dislocated anything this time. It was all due to Nathan. If he hadn’t come…if he hadn’t made it…
 
   Tears filled my eyes, and I tried to keep the sob in, knowing if Nathan had been as little as five more minutes, I would be in a different part of the hospital – the part people went into once.
 
   “Lila?” Nathan’s rough, groggy voice asked; his fingers reached up to wipe away my tears.
 
   “I didn’t want to leave you!” I cried out unexpectedly, the tears now streaming down my face. He grabbed my hand and buried his face in it, gripping it with his own. Wet drops landed on my skin, tearing at my heart.
 
   “I was so scared, Honeybear. I heard your screams as soon as the door of the elevator opened. My heart stopped, baby, and I ran as fast as I could to find you. I thought it was the Marconi. When I opened the door…” His body shuddered at the memory, his grip on my hand tightening. His eyes were squeezed shut, jaw clenched. “I wanted to fucking kill him. I wanted to rip his arms off and shove them down his fucking throat for even touching you. I wanted him dead for hurting you.”
 
   I pulled in a shuddering breath, willing myself to calm down so that I could tell him. I needed to tell him.
 
   “That was the first time I ever tried to fight back,” I whispered. “Before…before, it would just make him even angrier and hit me harder. There was no escape back then. This time, though, I knew. He was there to kill me, Nathan.” My voice cracked at the end, my bottom lip trembling as tears continued to spill down my cheeks. “He was there to kill me, but he got…distracted.”
 
   I could say it in my head, but I couldn’t say what he was about to do out loud. Nathan understood, his hand reaching up and persuading me to look at him. His eyes held a furious fire, his body vibrating in anger.
 
   “He will never fucking touch you again. He will never be anywhere near you unless it’s in the courtroom. I will do everything in my power to make damn certain that fucker never breathes free air again.”
 
   I believed him, and I held a desperate hope he could. The accusations tolled up in my head, but would they be enough to lock him away for good? Nathan had done the impossible with one of the Marconi, putting them away, but would he be successful when my family was involved? And could he do this without putting himself back in harm’s way by bringing attention to where he was? It was all too frightening and overwhelming to think about, and the scariest thing of all was I knew he’d do this for me without sparing it a second thought. I knew his natural inclinations as a damn fine, unstoppable lawyer would kick in. Would I be able to stop him if he set his mind to do it?
 
   Nathan let go of my hand and wrapped his arms around me. My security blanket. In an instant I felt calmer, and placed a kiss on his neck, but the tears still trickled down.
 
   “I love you, so much.” I needed him to know as I fisted my hands in his shirt.
 
   “Not as much as I love you,” he replied, kissing my lips.
 
   Not long after, Nathan crawled up onto the narrow hospital bed at my urging. His arms wrapped around me and we both drifted back off to sleep.
 
   Rules were meant to be broken. Nobody knew that better than us.
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   A few short hours later, the bed stirred and my eyes opened. He gave me an apologetic look as he gathered his things.
 
   I sighed, knowing he couldn’t miss work as well; it would raise too many suspicions. How much longer would we put up with all the pretenses? How much longer would we suffer being so close, yet so far away from one another?
 
   He gave me a sound kiss, told me he loved me, and he would see me soon. My hand stretched out as he stepped away, not wanting to let go of his. I knew he wanted to stay, but we both knew why he had to go. He also had to leave so he could tell Jack what happened and that I wouldn’t be in.
 
   I was released a few hours later, Teresa and Sarah teaming up to take me home. It was difficult to walk, hunched over from the pain in my stomach. Doctor’s orders had me resting for the remainder of the week.
 
   Everything was fine as we rode in the elevator and walked down the hall. Though as soon as the door opened, I couldn’t enter. The evidence was still there: crime scene tape, the shattered vase and mirror. I started hyperventilating as memories of the attack crashed down on me, and I stumbled back out into the hallway wall.
 
   “I can’t, I can’t,” I pleaded and they both understood, shutting the door. 
 
   Teresa rushed over to me, wrapping her arms around me and whispered soft words. “It’s okay. You don’t ever have to go back in there if you don’t want to. We’ll take care of everything.”
 
   I couldn’t explain my reaction; it was so strange. When I was younger I was used to going back to the scene of the crime, because it was home, and I had no other choice. But for some reason, it was different. Maybe because I was so certain I was going to die. Or maybe it was because I had made this home my sanctuary, my safe place, and Adam had come in and destroyed that within a matter of moments. All I knew was I couldn’t go back in.
 
   Taking my hand, they helped me up to Nathan’s condo, and I settled into his bed. I was hoping for his scent to be lingering on the pillows and sheets to help soothe me, but it’d been so long since he’d slept there, any trace of him had faded. Months spent in my condo left his empty of a presence I needed.
 
   Moving to the dresser, I pulled out one of his Harvard shirts that hadn’t made their way down to my place and slipped it on. I needed to be near him in any way that I could.
 
   He was my safe place now—my sanctuary I could always turn to.
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   I awoke to soft, gentle kisses, feather light against my skin. My eyes strained against the light in the room, the angle of the sun telling me it was sometime around noon. I didn’t even realize I’d fallen asleep.
 
   “Nathan?” My eyes searched out where the kisses were taking place, wondering what he was doing home.
 
   My head turned and there he was, staring down at me with trepidation in his eyes. “How are you feeling, Honeybear?”
 
   “I’m…I have no answer besides happy you’re here. What are you doing here?”
 
   “I’m having lunch.”
 
   My brow scrunched. “What are you having?”
 
   “I was hoping for some lovey hugs. I have a desperate need for them.”
 
   My hands wound around his neck while his wrapped around my body. “I need them, as well.”
 
   Our time was short, lying there touching and caressing. It was what we both needed, a connection to the other. To feel each other and know the other was alive.
 
   Tender touches, soft kisses, and tears. Everything was so raw and fresh, and I knew we needed to see Dr. Morgenson before the day was over.
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   Darren came over as soon as Nathan arrived home after work. We moved into the bedroom so that I could lie down. Sarah left with a promise that she would be back the next day.
 
   As soon as we were in the room, I had an indescribable need to tell Dr. Morgenson, and Nathan, a detailed description of what happened. It was like I was purging the images from my mind by putting them into words. Somehow it was more real, I wasn’t making it up. They would believe me; there was no one there to discredit me.
 
   No tears spilled as I spoke. I felt like I was having a strange, out-of-body experience as I recounted the gory details.
 
   Nathan couldn’t stay with me on the bed; he was distressed hearing all that occurred. His hands were pulling at his neck as he paced.
 
   There was a loud crunching sound as I described the end when he was trying to rape me. Nathan had punched the wall, splintering the drywall.
 
   Somehow, with everything that happened, all I could think was “Oh, Erin is going to kill you.” How odd. Was I used to being attacked, or had I cracked again and didn’t know it?
 
   Nathan was hanging his head and berating himself. Darren managed to get through to him, and he returned to me. The doctor also told him he’d deal with Nathan’s wall punching habit very soon. Granted, it was the first time in months it had happened.
 
   I went back to telling them what had taken place. The tears had started when I began talking about the end. All I could think of was my last thought for Nathan, begging his forgiveness for dying.
 
   “I want to pull you inside me so you’re safe,” he said as he climbed back onto the bed and wrapped his body around mine.
 
   “This attack was different. You’ve always had such a hard time talking about them, but this one is pouring out of you. Why do you think that is?” Darren asked.
 
   “Because I knew there was no one to stop him...that I was going to die. At the same time, though, I fought back. I didn’t take it like when I was younger. I have a reason to live now, and in some weird, sick way, I feel safe. He’s not coming back this time; he’s no longer hiding in the shadows. I know where he is and in the place he’s being held, he can’t hurt me anymore. I’m no longer alone with no one to protect me. I have Nathan. I have Andrew and Caroline. I have so many people now that I didn’t have before. So, in a way, this was a good thing.”
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   Nathan, Andrew, and Caroline filled me in on the staff meeting that occurred the day after my incident with Adam. Jack had to let everyone know why I was out. He left out the details, but they knew I’d been attacked and would be out. Jack knew and respected my privacy about my past, and left off that it was someone I knew and in my own home. They warned me about the looks I would receive, looks that would be different than the ones from my accident.
 
   I returned to work after the weekend, bruises on full display, but a scarf around my neck to hide the perfect print of Adam’s hand around it. The marks had faded, but only some. My lip was healing, but the split was still obvious. There was still a large purple bruise on my cheekbone that makeup couldn’t hide.
 
   Andrew was waiting for me when I got off the elevator to escort me to my office. I gave him a hug in thanks, trying to convey how grateful I was for his friendship and support.
 
   The looks of pity came after the gasps and stunned looks as their eyes took me in, all thinking about how sad it was after all I’d already been through. It was unnerving when random coworkers came up and hugged me. I could handle my friends and family hugging me, but random people still made me uneasy and I froze, wide-eyed. I was grateful that every time it happened, Caroline or Andrew was around. Even Owen could see how uncomfortable it made me and had people back off.
 
   I hated the attention, and it was wearing me down. Coffee was needed, though as I walked into the break room, I knew it wouldn’t end well. My strange elation of the breaking of the chains that bound me to Adam combined with all the touching had me in a whole new mental state.
 
   I should’ve known Jack’s announcement wouldn’t break through the self-centered skulls of Nathan’s fan club. I had no idea what their problem was with me, but I was getting sick of it. Maybe Andrew was right to worry – maybe Jennifer did suspect something was going on with Nathan and me.
 
   “Out again, Lila?” Jennifer snapped as soon as I had one foot in the room.
 
   “Have a nice vacation while we were all working?” Kelly sneered.
 
   Did none of them pay attention to Jack? Or was it because it was about me, so they ignored it?
 
   “Vacation? Well, if you call getting attacked, nearly raped, and almost killed in my own home a vacation, then it was fucking peachy!” I spat at them, glaring. Were they so blinded by their self-centeredness that they didn’t see my injuries? Everyone else tried not to stare, but failed. Yet they didn’t even notice.
 
   Jennifer rolled her eyes. “Are you that desperate for attention?”
 
   “I bet she’s hoping to get a sympathy screw,” Tiffany said with a laugh. “That’d be like you. Did you fall down the stairs or something?”
 
   I pulled the scarf from my neck, exposing the handprint bruise that covered my skin before pulling my hair back to expose the stitches. I heard them gasp. “The only thing I’m desperate for is for you to leave me the fuck alone. I’ve never done anything to you; I’m no threat to you. Stop fucking bullying me, because I have lived with it enough in my life and last week it almost killed me. So, shut the fuck up and stop pissing on people to make yourselves feel better!” I raged, slapping the file out of Kelly’s arms as I pushed past them to the coffee maker.
 
   Andrew was coming in from the other entrance and a smile spread on his face. He threw a questioning look in my direction.
 
   “Nothing to worry about. The stupid bitches aren’t worth my time.”
 
   He chuckled at me as he poured the coffee, handing me a cup.
 
   It became obvious that Nathan was rubbing off on me.
 
   And I was learning to fight back.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 20
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   Things seemed to move on fast forward, our days even more crammed than before. We were becoming lax, careless. The masks we once kept in tight check began to slip once again.
 
   Evidence came spilling in after Adam’s attack, making our case stronger with each person Noah talked to. He called a few days after and told us a woman close to Adam said he had become agitated after he saw me in the alley, chanting he was going to “kill the fucking bitch.” She even said she thought Adam might’ve recorded me with his phone when he saw me. I shuddered to think that might possibly be true.
 
   I learned how he found out where I was: it was due to the shop I admired so much. I’d put my address down for mailings because I wanted to be informed when they had sales.
 
   I should have known better, being that close. 
 
   Noah found evidence that indicated Adam had been following me for a few days. Somehow, he never made the connection of Nathan and me though, or that Nathan was the one from the alley.
 
   Mike, the door guard, apologized over and over for letting him get the better of him. Adam had caused a distraction, allowing him to slip past Mike’s careful watch. The security cameras caught everything, and I tried to let Mike know I didn’t blame him. He still took it pretty hard though. The man took pride in his job.
 
   The property manager wanted to discipline him, and I begged him not to. There was no reason to; he already felt bad enough. It didn’t matter who was on watch that day, Adam was going to get through. Even if he had to beat the guard down.
 
   It was moving day, and I was happy to never have to return to my condo after the weekend. It’d been ten days since Adam attacked me, but many of the marks still remained. My condo no longer held its marks, with the exception of a few scratches in the hardwood from the glass of the vase he’d thrown. Sarah and Teresa had gone in and cleaned everything, but I found some things couldn’t be scrubbed clean. Like the memories.
 
   While there, they brought up most of my clothes and helped to rearrange Nathan’s closet in order to fit everything. His suits took up a lot of room and a few items were moved into one of the extra bedrooms. Nathan retrieved anything else I needed before moving day, and we drew up a game plan to merge my belongings in with his.
 
   The lack of furniture and decorations made the decision much easier. When they were fixing the walls and repainting Nathan’s condo, Sarah and Erin had begged to decorate, but Nathan was against it. Even then he knew we would move in together one day, or at least hoped, so he didn’t see the need. My armoire would be moved into the master bedroom, while the rest of the bedroom furniture and my guest room items were moved into the two empty bedrooms. My office was to be moved and merged in with his. So on and so forth.
 
   Entering my condo, crossing the threshold, was the easy part. Shutting the door and being surrounded by the stifling air was the hard part. I made it through, but the toll it took on me was staggering.
 
   I was fine as long as I wasn’t in that area. He only tainted the space around the entry and the fond memories I had with Nathan there. Calm filled me in my bedroom, but there was also a little bit of sadness. Much of my relationship with Nathan happened within the expanse of those walls, some of my happiest times. I’d never felt attached to my home until he came into my life.
 
   A few times I needed to go to the entry, to answer the door, take a box up, and each time, my pace picked up. The longer I was in the space, the more I was haunted by the memories.
 
   I thought I was okay, that I beat down my demons, but Adam marked more than my skin. Even Nathan’s touch wasn’t the same, and I hurt him, pushed him away. He understood, and was taking things slower.
 
   By noon I was running through the entry, feeling as if a phantom was waiting to grab me if I lingered too long. Nathan caught me, halting me on my fourth pass, and I was afraid to meet his gaze.
 
   “Honeybear, please look at me.” My head rose, and the worried look of pain on his face caused my heart to clench. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   I looked over my shoulder and shook my head. His arms wrapped around me, drawing me close. I relaxed then, his presence so soothing.
 
   “I keep remembering every time I’m in that area. I know I said I was all right, and it did feel good to tell you everything, but still… I can’t shake the feelings it evokes. I can almost feel his fingers wrap around my neck, squeezing so hard I can’t breathe. The back of his hand as it came down across my face. The sheer terror that he was going to rape me, and those would be my last memories.”
 
   Nathan’s grip tightened, and he was shaking. “He’ll never touch you again.” His voice was strained. “I’m going to work with the prosecutor’s office to make sure of that. If I can get a Marconi imprisoned, I can get him put away for life.”
 
   I pulled back and looked up at him. Determination and anger flickered in his eyes. This was exactly what I was afraid of.
 
   “That’s more than just helping out. Do you… Are you ready for that? To return to the courtroom? Would they even let you help in that capacity? It would put you in danger, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Free consultant in the form of a former Federal Prosecutor? I hope they wouldn’t pass that up. It’ll be fine.” His hands rubbed up and down my arms.
 
   I let out a shuddering breath. “I just… It worries me.”
 
   He bent down, his lips kissing at my worry lines. “What is this about?”
 
   “I don’t want you to get hurt because of me.”
 
   His brow scrunched. “That’s my line. Are you the one thinking about the Marconi family this time?” I nodded and he sighed, pulling me back to his chest and kissing the top of my head. “I won’t tell you it hasn’t crossed my mind, but your safety is more important than my own. I need to do this. I wasn’t there to protect you from him, so I’ll protect you by making sure he doesn’t even have the opportunity to do it again.”
 
   “You couldn’t have known—there was no way.” I shuffled around a bit, uneasy at the thought of him being a target. My jaw tightened, and a pang in my chest made me feel slightly hollow. I wanted to keep him safe with me.
 
   “He tried to take you from me. I want to kill him with my bare hands for that, but that would take me from you, so this is what I do.” His voice was imploring me to understand.
 
   “I get that.”
 
   “But?” he pressed.
 
   “There are things I’m afraid of.”
 
   “Things?”
 
   I pursed my lips. “First, I know how upset you get when I tell you about the past. In order to do this, you’ll need to pull information from back then to show his history of violence. Second, what if…what if I see my father and Cheryl?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he whispered against my forehead with a sigh.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I hadn’t even thought about what this will do to you. You’re right; we’ll have to show a history of violence to help put him away for good.”
 
   “All of the charges along with the evidence are enough to keep him there for a while. Thank God he didn’t have the money to make bail and will be in jail for the months before the trial, but that will be needed to drive home the attempted…” my voice trailed off, the word stuck in my throat. Nathan squeezed me tighter. “… murder. That this wasn’t a crime of passion, it was premeditated. The evidence Noah found proves that.”
 
   “I’m going to push for a jury trial. Not that a judge trial would really hurt due to the evidence we have, but the sympathy from the jurors might help seal the deal. We’ll both have to make sure not to miss any sessions with Darren until this is all over. It’s going to dig up some major skeletons for you,” he said, brushing my hair back from my face.
 
   “Yes, and you know how much I don’t like to talk about it. But I think this will be good in the end. Cleansing. Vindicating. I’m going to need a lot of lovey hugs, and I may not be able to ask for them.”
 
   He smiled against my neck and chuckled. “I’ll make certain you are well supplied.”
 
   There was a clearing of throats as we were interrupted; Andrew and Trent wanting to know where the couch was headed. Moving day continued into the night, and by dinnertime it was empty, no trace of me to be found.
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   As the days passed, I found it harder to convince myself I was okay, that the attack was no different, but things only seemed to get worse. 
 
   I awoke unable to breathe, my nightmare following me. Ghostly fingers were wrapped around my neck, and I was gasping, clawing at invisible hands.
 
   The light flipped on and Nathan loomed over me. The images in my mind began to fade, and the tightness lessened. A scream clawed its way out of me, loud and raw.
 
   “Shh, it’s okay. I’m here. He can’t hurt you,” Nathan said as he wrapped his arms around me.
 
   Tears were streaming down my face, and I turned into his chest as a sob ripped from me.
 
   “I’ve got you, baby. You’re safe.”
 
   He ran soothing caresses down my back, his touch grounding me to him as it always did. It was the third time in a week I’d woken in that dream.
 
   It took a few minutes, but I was able to calm down, secure in his arms. He felt so good wrapped around me, and I gave in to the sensation of his skin on mine, the familiar heat from being so close to him was turning me on.
 
   My need to feel more was great. I wanted the mind cleansing that only Nathan could provide.
 
   I tilted my head up and pulled his lips down to mine. It was soft, his mouth traveling around my skin, placing open-mouthed kisses on my neck where the bruises from Adam’s hands had been. He was covering the bad touch with a loving and pleasurable one. 
 
   It’d been over two weeks since I was attacked, and it was the first time Nathan and I had attempted to be intimate since then. A moan slipped out as he licked up my neck, nipping just behind my ear.
 
   “Fuck, baby, I need you,” he whispered into my ear, his hips rocking his cloth-covered cock against my thigh.
 
   His hand slid around the front, mouth on mine as he kissed me harder. It was what I wanted, what I needed; Nathan to consume me.
 
   My hips began to rock in time with his as he pinched my nipple through the cloth of my t-shirt, the fire growing. His chest rumbled, and his grip became harder, his own desires releasing from the chains he’d kept them restrained in.
 
   His hand moved down my side, squeezing my thigh hard before moving back up.
 
   That action sparked an awareness and my mind cleared. My heart began sprinting as a panic set in with each inch his hand crawled up my thigh, pushing up the material of the t-shirt I was wearing.
 
   When his hand reached the top of my thigh, fingers on my panties, I lost it. I screamed out as I pushed on his chest. “No!”
 
   All his movements stopped, and he backed away to look at me. My fear echoed in his eyes.
 
   “Lila?”
 
   A shaky hand rose to my mouth when I realized what I’d done.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I said as dread and a new wave of sobs washed over me.
 
   His eyes softened, and he leaned forward in a motion to wrap his arms around me. I jumped when he touched me, but melted into his embrace.
 
   I apologized over and over as he held me, still in shock from my reaction. It was Nathan, the man I loved. How could I ever confuse his touch with Adam’s?
 
   He wouldn’t touch me in an intimate way after that, and after my reaction, I couldn’t blame him.
 
   Days later he was staring at me, his hands on either side of me braced on the counter, hovering. His body was shaking with need. We were both frustrated. I frowned up at him, my eyes pleading; he whimpered.
 
   I sighed. “Please?” My fingers knotted in his shirt, trying to pull him to me.
 
   His gaze moved to the floor, his head shaking. “I can’t, as much as I want you. I love you too much to hurt you like that again.”
 
   My hands slapped flat against his chest. “You didn’t hurt me! I didn’t panic because of you.”
 
   “It was my hand on your skin, Honeybear. You know how I am—I want to touch you in ways that I’m afraid will remind you. I can’t stand to see you like that, to have you push me away again.”
 
   We were stuck in a standstill. Unable to move forward, and it was hurting us both.
 
   Darren suggested a few exercises that would reintegrate Nathan’s touch, to become reacquainted with his naturally aggressive need.
 
   “Touch me,” I said.
 
   He had a worried look on his face as his hands trailed up my arms, across my shoulders, and up my neck to cup my face. A small gasp escaped when he passed over my neck as he moved down. His movements faltered, and he stared into my eyes to make sure I was okay. The touch was a light caress as he moved around. With the second pass, he put more pressure behind it.
 
   For two weeks Nathan did that three times a day, each day starting off with a firmer grip.
 
   It worked, because I was standing in the living room panting for him. His hands erased the vile memories on my skin. They were covered with the loving, possessive, passionate, spine-tingling ones of Nathan’s.
 
   I jumped on him, sending us crashing to the couch behind him, unable to take any more.
 
   “Oh, fuck, baby, are you sure?” he asked as my mouth ran down his neck, licking and sucking. My fingers searched out the hem of his shirt and pulled it up.
 
   I sat up and looked him straight in the eye. “Nate, if you don’t fuck me right now, I’m going to have to take matters into my own hand.”
 
   His eyes narrowed, and he bared his teeth at me. “Not going to fucking happen. I make you come. Me.” His hips flexed up, while his hands pushed my hips down as he slid his cock against my clit.
 
   My head tilted back, and my nipples tightened.
 
   “Then make me.” I smiled at him, waiting for him to take the bait and let go on me.
 
   It was euphoric to be rid of the barrier that kept our sexual need locked down.
 
   He grabbed my waist and flipped our positions before pulling both of our shirts off. He wasted no time unbuckling my jeans and pulling them off along with my panties.
 
   The need was too great, so he didn’t even bother taking his own off, just pushed them to his knees and settled between my thighs.
 
   My mind was clouded, lost in the lust and feel of Nathan. Only he could make my body sing so much, make me beg for more. The intensity was picking up as the desire grew to uncontrollable proportions, both of us making unintelligible sounds.
 
   “Lila,” he growled against my neck, his mouth moving down to the meat of my shoulder, and biting down as he pushed his cock between my slick folds.
 
   The sensation of him filling me cut through the cloud of lust to send flames rushing through my veins. There were no thoughts flittering through my mind, only one word: more.
 
   He gave me more with his hands gripping onto my waist and arms, pinning, moving, pulling. 
 
   “Fuck, I’ve missed this tight little snatch. My dirty girl is so wet for me.”
 
   I whimpered, already on edge from his touch and weeks of teasing. With a few more thrusts, I was clenching around him and screaming his name.
 
   His hips jerked, expletives flying from his lips as he let go of weeks’ worth of build-up.
 
   “Mine! I’ll never let you go,” he whispered in my ear through harsh breaths.
 
   I smiled and wrapped my arms around his shoulders. “Yours.”
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   Over a month had passed since I started living with Nathan, since Adam found me. There were moments when things got tense, and I wasn’t sure what do about them. He seemed unsure of what to do about his fears for my safety.
 
   Nathan got to the point where he was paranoid enough he didn’t like me going to the grocery store without him, still afraid of what might happen. So, we went together.
 
   “I want some sweet potatoes for dinner,” he said as he walked next to me, and we grabbed a cart.
 
   I rolled my eyes and wondered when the sudden penchant for them was coming from. “You don’t like sweet potatoes.”
 
   “Not the way most people do, but I love them roasted. Chop them up, throw them in some spices and olive oil, and pop them in the oven.”
 
   “You sound like quite the cook, but I know better,” I teased as we headed to the produce section.
 
   He smirked. “Mom made them for lunch on my birthday one time.”
 
   I didn’t need to ask which birthday, because the tone in his voice told me all I needed to know. The last one he celebrated.
 
   My eyes were looking around, on guard for any possible person we might know from the office. Nathan seemed much more relaxed about our outing than I thought he should’ve been, knowing the repercussions.
 
   “Relax,” he whispered in my ear and stepped up behind me, placing his hands next to mine on the cart handle. “It’s okay, baby, everything is going to be okay. Trust me.”
 
   I nodded and leaned back against him.
 
   Maybe it was due to the fact Jack announced the new fraternization policy that week, or the fact that we weren’t trying to pretend as much. Either way, I was concerned about getting caught, and what that would mean.
 
   The new policy permitted a relationship between employees now, as long as they worked in different sections of the firm.
 
   Because of the changes set in place, things began to pick up with the Boob Squad. Owen’s antagonistic verbal assaults no longer deterred them; as far as they were concerned, there were no more barriers. That meant there was nothing keeping them from Nathan, or him from them. They were all deluded enough to think that if there was no fraternization policy, he would just jump into bed with them.
 
   When Jack made the announcement, it was like watching hungry lions stalking their prey. I felt bad for Nathan, and I wouldn’t have laughed if it hadn’t been so comical to watch. 
 
   A few days later I was walking down the hall, heading to get some water. I passed by the copy room and, in a reflexive move, glanced in. I was met with a shocking sight that took a few moments to register. I backed up and stared hard, unable to take my eyes off the train wreck happening inside.
 
   Poor Nathan was pinned against the copier, trapped by Tiffany. She opened up the top buttons of her shirt and began caressing herself, and she was being none too passive about her actions. She was so short that if he whipped his monster out, she would be titty-fucking him.
 
   I knew it wouldn’t happen though. The look on Nathan’s face was priceless. If looks could kill…but oh no, she kept advancing. I couldn’t help but laugh at his predicament. He was always so polite to them, keeping their advances at bay, but this was getting to be a bit extreme.
 
   I was always the one pissed off when it came to them, him the one laughing at the situation. Oh, how the mighty had fallen, and how the Boob Squad wished he would fall on them.
 
   “Tiffany, you need to back up, now!” Nathan’s eyes darted around for something or someone to save him. His grip on the copier made the plastic squeak under the pressure.
 
   “You want this – you want me.” Her tone was attempting to sound seductive, but came out as desperate. “You know that slut Lila’s after you – but I know you’re not interested in her. She’s so disgusting. She’s fucking Owen, and probably fantasizing about you while she does it. Stop pretending you don’t want me. I know you do… I see the looks you give me.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. She was obviously speaking from her own experience of what was going on in her mind if and when she managed to get laid.
 
   She licked her lips, and Nathan turned pale. She tried to open her shirt more and he attempted to move away.
 
   “And how did you come to this conclusion? Have I ever made an advancement on you? I’ve never looked at you any differently than I do anyone else that works in this building.”
 
   His tone was no longer friendly, but gaining the edge I knew so well. It didn’t seem to register to Tiffany though.
 
   She leaned closer, her hands reaching for his and moving it toward her body. “I can see it in your eyes right now, baby. Stop fighting it. You don’t have to anymore – the office rules have changed.”
 
   Nathan yanked his hand from her grip, glaring at her. “Please stop before you embarrass yourself further or I decide to sue you for sexual harassment.”
 
   She stared at him, confusion written on her face. “Sue for sexual harassment?”
 
   “Yes, I’ve held my tongue all these months, but if your actions continue… You need to stop throwing yourself at me, because I’m never going to touch you. Rebutton your blouse. Now.” His tone was cold, jaw tense.
 
   I contemplated interrupting and laying my claim on him or rescuing him, but I was too curious how the train wreck would end. Gawkers’ block kept me bolted in place, a front row seat to the show.
 
   She continued to press into him, not swayed by his words, and it was looking grim. Nathan wouldn’t hurt a woman. My heart constricted when I considered how opposite he was from Adam, who would batter and torture for his own enjoyment.
 
   “I mean it, Tiffany. Leave now. Do I have to spell it out for you? I. Am. Not. Interested. In. You!” He accentuated the words in the last sentence, practically spitting at her as he spoke, with how angry he’d become.
 
   She gasped in shock. “I knew it! I knew you were a pussy! I told the girls you were…”
 
   “What? Gay? Is that what you were going to say?” His eyes were blazing. “God, you are so full of yourself. Let me make this clear. It’s not me, it’s you. You’re the problem. I do not want you.”
 
   With that, he pushed her aside enough to get past while her blouse gaped open after him. I managed to escape before he caught me watching from a distance.
 
   I didn’t say anything when we were both back in our office. An hour later, I headed back to the copy room to make the copies I’d originally intended to make when I happened to come across him being cornered by Tiffany.
 
   I grinned as I waited for my copies and was almost skipping my way back to our office. In some ways it had been good to witness without his knowledge how devoted and loyal he was to me. He’d never stray and cheat on me or do anything again to hurt me. These thoughts made my heart swell. I was almost to our door when I stopped and heard him growl, low and menacing.
 
   “Get the fuck off me. Didn’t your little friend tell you? I don’t want you or your toxic pussy any-fucking-where near me. Do not fucking touch me again, understand?” Nathan said, finally at his breaking point with one of them. I assumed it wasn’t Tiffany since he already gave her the brush-off.
 
   There was a rustling followed by “asshole” before Jennifer stormed out, almost running into me in her anger. She threw me a nasty look before disappearing around the corner.
 
   “What was that about?” I asked as I entered. Owen snickered behind me at his desk but then broke out into full laughter.
 
   Nathan’s jaw was clenched tight, his eyes hard as he stared out the door toward Owen.
 
   “She had the fucking audacity to grab my hand and place it under her fucking skirt! Saying she knew I wanted her, and I was just too afraid to make a move, but with the new policy, blah blah blah! Jesus—it was sick!”
 
   My eyes were wide as I sat down, tossing the file down on my desk. They were really willing to do anything.
 
   I couldn’t help the smirk that formed on my face. “Wow, they’re getting bolder. Something in the water?”
 
   “No fucking clue, but I feel disgusting. I need to go run my hand under scalding hot water to try and burn a layer off. I could stand them when they were just around, but now they’re crossing a fucking line, and that shit ends now. No more Mister-fucking-nice guy.”
 
   I couldn’t help the victorious smile that formed on my face.
 
   Mine.
 
   My smile didn’t fade even with him glaring at me. It was his own fault, after all, but I had a feeling, and was looking forward to, the punishment I would receive later. Maybe he wouldn’t even wait until five.
 
   He pulled on his tie and raised his brow at me to indicate what was coming my way. 
 
   Oh, yes, it was going to be a good evening.
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   It became Nathan’s obsession to find out every tiny detail about Adam he could—his personal mission to make sure he went to jail for a long time. He didn’t want Adam to ever leave prison.
 
   Nathan became very needy, always having to know where I was at all times. He risked our exposure daily, not caring that it could cost him seeing me every day if we got caught.
 
   It wasn’t even five on a Tuesday afternoon and he had me on the edge of my desk with my skirt hiked up, thighs spread and pounding into me. I tried to be as quiet as I could with him whispering dirty things in my ear, making me want to moan out loud and scream his name when he hit that spot deep inside me over and over again. He shoved my panties in my mouth right as my orgasm hit me, muffling my screams.
 
   We weren’t ready to part in the workplace. Not yet.
 
   His need was great, and I didn’t need Darren in my head telling me to ask him what was wrong, because I knew. Nathan was still scared at the thought of what would have happened if he had been five minutes later or if he’d stopped for gas that day.
 
   Feeling my skin to his was reassurance I was all right. Seeing me, hearing me, wasn’t enough. He needed to feel the heat of my desire, his name slipping from my lips, his eyes locked on mine and his teeth marking my skin. His lips swallowed my cries of pleasure only he could produce from me.
 
   Over the next few days after the desk incident, he started to relax a little. However, office romps of some sort occurred much more often than before.
 
   We spent that weekend knee deep in paperwork and state criminal laws. He was trying to see if the court case that separated me from my father’s custody could be used as evidence. The judge who oversaw my case also oversaw my domestic violence case against Adam. He was convicted of a class D felony and spent six months in jail. Nathan wanted to use it, as did Lawrence, the prosecutor assigned to the case. It showed it was not the first time Adam had attacked me, injuring me. We also had copies of the expired restraining orders.
 
   I also learned my father was shunned in the community when the truth came out.
 
   We tried to discover anything and everything we could find to use against Adam. Stories began to surface: old girlfriends he beat, workplace violence, anger management classes. He said it was my fault for the way his life turned out, but after all that I saw and heard in the past few weeks, I concluded he would have turned out that way regardless of those cases. The truth was there would have been someone else, some other person, probably a woman, he would’ve abused. Adam was just that fucked up.
 
   “Yes!” Nathan yelled out, scaring me half to death.
 
   I turned to him, his eyes wide and a smile stretching from ear to ear.
 
   “What did you find?”
 
   “I was scared, really scared the worst he’d get was for the attempted rape, but he has a prior felony.” Yeah, me, but we knew that already. He shook his head, seeming to know what I was thinking. “Not just you. A woman named Marie Valda. He attacked her four years ago. She spent two days in the hospital. Two prior attacks along with this one makes him a habitual offender.”
 
   My lips curled up, my smile matching his. Double. It would double the sentence.
 
   Nathan grabbed another book from the pile next to his spot on the couch, still digging in, insatiable at finding all he could. I picked up the one beneath and began combing through it.
 
   About an hour later, I looked over to him from my spot on the floor at the coffee table where I had various books and papers spread out. He looked delicious, lying on the couch in only his flannel lounge pants, one arm propped behind his head, some law book, resting on his chest. He was engrossed, and completely ignoring me.
 
   I was bored; we’d been working so hard, but now I was craving attention. Affections had been taking the backseat to putting Adam away for life. I continued to watch him, his eyes flitting about the page. An idea sparked, and I pulled my t-shirt off and tossed it at him. It left me smirking at him in just my little shorts. It landed on his legs and did not receive the response I was hoping for. He grunted in annoyance and kicked it off, his eyes never leaving the book.
 
   I let out a huff before crawling across the floor, stalking toward him when his eyes snapped to me.
 
   “Lila?”
 
   I gave him a wicked grin and climbed onto the couch, straddling his hips and grabbing the book, tossing it on the floor. Taking his hands in mine, I placed them on my breasts.
 
   “Touch me.”
 
   His eyes went wide in shock, but his hands didn’t move the way I loved, the way I needed. They were still and lifeless.
 
   I leaned over and kissed him, placing all of the attention back on me and what I needed from him. I placed my hands over his, encouraging him with the movements for him to do something, anything to give me friction and hope of release.
 
   “Please, baby. I can’t take it. You look so good, and I want you.” I breathed against his mouth, kisses left on his lips to persuade him.
 
   It took a moment, but Nathan finally responded like I hoped he would. He growled and pinched my nipples before sitting up and taking them in his mouth. I shuddered in pleasure as he began to ravage me. His fingers flexed into my flesh, his teeth nipping and pulling on my nipples. My hips rocked against the hardening length beneath me.
 
   “Fuck, baby.” His hips flexed up as I pushed down.
 
   I chanted his name, grabbing hold of his hair and pulling his head back to devour his lips. “Take me, please. I need you. Take me.”
 
   His eyes darkened to almost black, his grip on me tightening.
 
   “Again,” he demanded.
 
   My eyes threatened to roll back, and I moaned. “Take me.”
 
   He growled and sat up, spinning me around and pushing me down onto my knees. My shorts and panties where pulled down with so much force I heard the fabric tear at the seams.
 
   Nathan’s weight sagged the couch on one side—the hot head of his cock rubbing against the inside of my thigh.
 
   “Is this what you want, slut?” He rocked his hard length against my slit. I wiggled my butt, teasing him, earning a smack against the swell of my ass. “You better answer me or I won’t give it to you.”
 
   “I didn’t ask you to give, I told you to take.”
 
   His fingers dug into my hips, and he drew in a shuddering breath.
 
   “Fuck, baby,” he groaned, his hips rocking faster. His hand landed against my skin again, and I yelped, my pussy clenching and begging for him. “That’s it, fucking naughty girl. Every time my hand comes down, making your ass nice and pink, you soak my cock.”
 
   “Who do I belong to?”
 
   His fingers dug deeper into my hips. “Me. You are fucking mine.” His teeth nipped at my neck as he pulled my hips back to his.
 
   “Then show me. Show me who owns me and my pussy.”
 
   He slammed into me, hard, causing my body to clench and convulse around him. He pulled out and thrust back in, pushing me into the arm of the couch. Setting up a wicked hard, rough pace, he grabbed hold of my hair, swirling it around his hand, and pulled.
 
   “Fucking take it. Take my cock. Your pussy loves it, doesn’t it?”
 
   I moaned, unable to form a coherent thought. His hand smacked down on my skin as his hand pulled harder on my hair.
 
   “Answer me!”
 
   “Yes, yes! Fucking God, yes, my pussy loves your cock.” The whole experience was more intense than any in almost two months. I couldn’t even think, wrapped in his overwhelming need and dominance.
 
   I begged for more, and he gave me what I asked for. Harder, rougher, faster. It was instinctual, primal fucking, and I loved every moment.
 
   Over and over he pushed me, until I was a blubbering mess from coming so many times in a row. My body was limp, and he was still pounding into me. Incoherent words fell from his lips, his movements becoming erratic until he let go, spilling inside me.
 
   He collapsed down onto my back, and together we slid down to the couch on our sides. His arms wrapped around me, his hot breath on my neck.
 
   “Damn, Honeybear.”
 
   I giggled, the laughter shaking my body. “What?”
 
   “You’re going to kill me if you keep that up. Though no better way than balls deep in your pussy…or mouth, or ass. I’m not picky.” He chuckled while placing a kiss to my temple.
 
   We both began to laugh, snuggled together in a mass of limp-noodle limbs. Nathan forgot about the book I’d tossed aside and kept me wrapped in his embrace. His fingers caressed and tickled me, making me squirm against him.
 
   We stayed snuggled on the couch for the remainder of the day. Nathan threw the blanket from the back of the couch onto us to keep warm. The TV was on, Sunday movies playing, while we napped on and off.
 
   It was an enjoyable day, and we were well rested for the week to come.
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   The day started off like any other morning of late: faltering masks and blurred indifference.
 
   Sometime during mid-morning, Libby, the receptionist, knocked on our door. 
 
   “There’s someone here to see you,” she said and stepped aside.
 
   Behind her stood a short man who was less than memorable. His voice, however, was unforgettable: deep baritone that resonated on the walls, and much louder than I expected from his small frame.
 
   “Delilah Palmer? Nathan Thorne?”
 
   “Yes?” We moved from our desk to stand in front of him.
 
   He held out an envelope to each of us.
 
   “You have both been served with a subpoena by the defense attorney.”
 
   My eyes grew wide, my gaze flickering to just outside the door and the few gawkers we had developed. While I was looking, Andrew appeared in the doorway.
 
   “Can you tell Lawrence to call me beforehand next time? I would have requested a different location for these to be served, thus resulting in less commotion regarding such a sensitive subject,” Nathan said, his jaw flexing and voice tight.
 
   The man apologized before leaving, and we stood there holding the subpoenas. 
 
   I stared down at the envelope, the sound of paper ripping filling my ears.
 
   “What’s the party about?” Andrew asked.
 
   Nathan let out a snort. “They want a deposition from us. Seems habitual boy is still spouting it’s not his fault, that you provoked him.”
 
   Andrew’s eyes narrowed on the slip of paper. “Like hell it is.”
 
   My chest began tightening, and I concentrated on trying to keep my breathing regulated. It was a good thing; I had to keep repeating that mantra to myself. He was going to be put away for a long time. He would never be able to hurt me again.
 
   My coaching wasn’t helping. Doubt started to nag at me, what if’s taking over my mind. Adam’s voice was in my head, laughing about how nothing could touch him, just as he had said many years before.
 
   “Well, that was a little faster than I anticipated,” Nathan said, breaking the silence and opening the envelope, looking over the information. “Looks like it’s going to be a speedy trial.”
 
   I couldn’t speak as dread settled in. Things I hadn’t thought about came flooding to me.
 
   I was going to have to retell the whole ordeal to more strangers, under oath. Pandora’s Box was going to be opened for all to see; the weak nothingness of a girl who was too stupid to check the peephole.
 
   I began shaking, all of my muscles were clenched tight in fright, and I felt sick.
 
   “Hey, hey,” Nathan called, his hands rubbing up and down my arms before he pulled me to him. “Shhh, this is good, remember?”
 
   My knees buckled from under me, and I slumped against him. Pulling me close, he sat on the floor and leaned against the desk as he cradled me in his arms. His hands made soothing circles on my back, while his lips placed tender kisses on my forehead, trailing down my cheek to my lips.
 
   “I’m here, baby. I’ll be there with you. I love you, and I won’t let him anywhere near you. Him, your father, or Cheryl. Get their voices, their words, out of your head. The only ones you need are my voice, telling you how much I love you.”
 
   My fingers clenched onto his jacket, my breath coming out in rapid pants. My chest was tight, unable to pull in a full breath.
 
   “She’s panicking.”
 
   “I know,” Nathan said, confirming that I wasn’t all right. “Check her purse; she keeps her pills in there.”
 
   I was aware of Andrew moving around the desk, but not much else. Nathan was trying to calm me, but his voice was a whisper over the roaring in my ears and everything was starting to fade.
 
   “They’re not here!”
 
   “Grab mine, top desk drawer.” Nathan directed him.
 
   I tried to center myself, but it snuck up on me. I was choking, trying in desperation to breathe and began to claw at my throat in an attempt to get Adam’s hand away that wasn’t really there.
 
   “Lila!” Nathan cried out, grabbing my hands.
 
   Then I felt it. The zing, the electricity of Nathan’s lips on mine, his fingers digging into my skin as he pulled my body as close to his as he could. A shudder ran through me, and my airway opened back up. My lungs drew in the welcomed air as my heartbeat lessened. Nathan kissed all over my face and neck, grounding me to him, making me feel him…and it worked.
 
   My breaths began to regulate, and Nathan pressed a pill into my mouth. He held up a bottle of water and tipped it back.
 
   “Come on, baby, swallow.”
 
   It was hard to do as he requested with my chest still stuttering.
 
   As I was pacified, I heard the voices and my head turned to look at the door. About six people, at least two Boob Squad members, stood at the threshold, looking at me, then looking at Nathan, chatting away about us.
 
   “Everybody out! You have no business being here,” Andrew yelled, pushing people back and shutting the door.
 
   Jennifer was the last, a murderous gleam in her eye before she stalked off.
 
   The end had come. This was it. No more pretending we hated each other.
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   I was very clingy that night, unable to leave his touch even for a second, because we both knew what was coming in the morning. One or both of us was going to be jobless by the end of the day.
 
   Nathan kept saying everything was going to be okay, but he wouldn’t say more than that. When I brought up talking to Jack, he asked me to let him take care of everything. So, I relented and tried to relax, perched on his lap, straddling his hips.
 
   The next morning we drove together, my fingers tangled in his as we rode the elevator up. We disengaged as the doors opened and we walked into the receptionist area. Libby wasn’t in yet, but as we walked past her desk, we found many others were.
 
   We stopped, halted in our tracks by the people staring at us like a sideshow attraction. Whispered words floated around the air, and out of the corner of my eye I saw Nathan’s jaw clench.
 
   “Fuck it.” He grabbed my hand, dragging me down the hall behind him.
 
   We rushed past the cubes and offices to the other side of the building, to our office. Owen was at his desk just outside as we rounded the corner. He stood and followed behind me as we stepped in.
 
   “How bad is it?” Nathan asked while Owen closed the door behind him.
 
   “It’s pretty bad. Jennifer sent out an email, complete with a picture of Lila in your arms and you kissing her.”
 
   I stared at Owen, unblinking. “You knew?” I turned to Nathan. “He knew?”
 
   Nathan nodded. “You read us pretty early on, didn’t you?”
 
   Owen smirked. “Yeah, I had an inkling in June, but I knew when I started helping out. Nathan wasn’t the best at hiding his distress. I was the only one that caught on that your wellbeing was the cause of said distress, and not the extra work. They’re so damn vain they can’t see past their own reflection.”
 
   I wanted to laugh at his observation, but was still too stunned at his admission. “That was almost six months ago! You never told anyone… Why?”
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. “The policy was a bit harsh in my view. Plus, I could see how torn up Nathan was without you. Who am I to stand in the way of true love?”
 
   I walked over to Owen and hugged him, the action surprising all in the room. “Such a sweet guy. Your girlfriend is very lucky to have you.”
 
   All morning long, murmured words could be heard as the gossip spread throughout. We tried to block it out, but even our email was loaded with curious people. We didn’t leave our office, having Owen fetch anything we needed. The world outside seemed like a foreign place. I had no idea what to do with the attention we were receiving.
 
   We went to lunch together—no point in hiding. Afterward, Nathan left for a meeting with Jack, kissing me before going, leaving me alone with the gawkers and gossips.
 
   At one point I had to venture out as Owen was missing from his desk. The hawks were watching, circling overhead, waiting for someone to emerge.
 
   I was cornered, and they were pissed.
 
   “You always act like you’re so high and mighty. Now we see why,” Kelly said, a huff in her tone as she spat at me.
 
   Then it was their leader, Jennifer’s turn. “Just because Nathan was nice and went out with you a few times and fucked you doesn’t mean you’re going to go riding off into the sunset together.”
 
   My hands balled into fists, and my head pounded as the pressure built up inside while my teeth clenched together. “Really? What about being together for almost ten months and living together for two?”
 
   “L-live together?” Tiffany asked, stuttering in surprise.
 
   I smirked and refused to back down, my spine strengthening at the knowledge they weren’t going to beat me down. “Mm-hmm! After my stepbrother attacked me, Nathan insisted I get rid of my place. It was almost like we were living together anyway, so we made it official. I moved in with him. He worries.” I shrugged nonchalantly like it was no big deal.
 
   “Beside the point,” Jennifer said, changing the subject. “You’re gone. They won’t keep you over him, so you better start packing, because he is going to leave you in the dust.”
 
   “You know, I always wonder…if that is what you really think of him, why are you so desperate to get him? The thrill of the chase? Or is he simply a nice trophy for your bedpost? To me, he’s the most wonderful man I’ve ever met, not just another guy to fuck. Though he is fantastic in that department; I won’t lie about that fact.”
 
   I didn’t even get to enjoy the furious looks on their faces as Nathan came out of nowhere and grabbed my arm, pulling me from them. While he was moving me from their presence, an announcement came over the speakers to meet in the conference room.
 
   People gathered, cramming into what was a small space for the number of people who were coming in.
 
   “Excuse me, can I have everyone’s attention? I have a very important announcement to make,” Nathan shouted over the crowd to make sure everyone heard him. The room settled down to listen, curiosity winning over. “I know many of you have heard rumors I’m having an affair with my office mate, Delilah Palmer. Well, I’m here to put those rumors to rest. I am not having an affair with her.” He then turned to me, smiling at the confused look on my face. “We’re in a relationship.”
 
   The room burst into whispers and talk, silencing Nathan. My cheeks were red as everyone stared at me. Words of disbelief, “I knew it,” and “thought they hated each other,” circled around.
 
   “Effective immediately, I have left my position with Holloway and Holloway.”
 
   I stared at him in complete shock. He never mentioned anything to me about leaving. My hand tightened on his. I wasn’t ready for that. I needed him.
 
   “No! She was the one who was supposed to leave!” Jennifer cried. The other BS members chimed in with agreement.
 
   “Fat chance of that happening, girls.” Caroline beamed with pride at them. “Unlike you, Delilah is worth something to the company.”
 
   There was a ruckus, and I knew Caroline was about to take a BS down when Jack’s voice boomed out for order.
 
   Nathan turned to me and took my other hand, his gaze finding mine.
 
   “I know you won’t always be safe with me, but I need you. Over the last ten months, you have come to know me more than anyone. You are my best friend, my lover, my soul mate, the love of my life, savior, my naughty girl, and my sweet Honeybear. I want to show everyone that you’re mine and I’m yours,” he said, then dropped down to one knee. In one hand he held a small box and opened it up revealing a stunning ring inside. “Delilah Anne Palmer, will you marry me?”
 
   My breath caught in my throat. Gasps filled the room. His words were foreign to my ears. Did he just say what I thought he said, or was I imagining it all? Was he holding a diamond ring in his hand? Oh, dear.
 
   My body started to shake, and Nathan’s expression turned to one of panic and fear. He stood and wrapped his arms around me.
 
   “Shh, calm down, baby.” His hand made soothing strokes in my hair and down my back.
 
   I clutched onto his suit jacket. “Did you just…propose?”
 
   “I did,” he replied, pulling back a bit. “I want you to be my wife. I want to make you Lila Thorne. It has such a nice ring to it.”
 
   I returned to staring at him before standing on the tips of my toes and wrapping my arms around his neck, kissing him as hard as I could. He pulled me closer, lifting me from the ground.
 
   “Yes!” I cried after releasing him. “Yes, yes, yes. I’ll marry you.”
 
   He placed a kiss on my neck and drew back to take my lips. The roar of applause filled our ears. After planting my feet back on the ground, he placed the most beautiful diamond solitaire and platinum ring on my left hand. 
 
   My right hand covered my mouth as I stared down, holding back sobs of happiness. “It’s beautiful.”
 
   He beamed down at me. “I’m happy you like it.”
 
   We shook a few congratulatory hands before the room returned to a gentle hum.
 
   “If you’ll all excuse us, I have a desk to clean out and a fiancée to celebrate with,” Nathan said with a smile, wrapping his arm around my waist, pushing his way through the gathered crowd.
 
   “What now?” I questioned as we walked, receiving pats on the back and congratulations as we went.
 
   “Well, I need a new job, and you have a wedding to plan.” He could not stop grinning, not that I blamed him. His smile was so large I was afraid it might break his face. I’d never seen him so happy.
 
   I leaned my head against his shoulder as we walked. “So, I guess this means I have a date to the Christmas party?”
 
   “Seeing as we aren’t violating office policy any longer, I suppose you do.”
 
   Everyone was still milling in the hallways and conference room, gossiping about Nathan’s unexpected and shocking proposal. Their heads were still spinning. There would be no one to interrupt us.
 
   He pushed my back against the wall as soon as we made it through the door of our office—his mouth tantalizingly close to my ear. “Now, I think we have some celebrating to do,” he whispered as his teeth scraped along my neck. “Where better than the first place I took you?”
 
   His hands were on either side of my thighs, dragging my skirt up and over my ass. I ripped his shirt open, sending buttons pinging around the room.
 
   No more masks to hide behind, no more pretending. 
 
   No more breach.
 
   Whatever life hurled our way, we would face it together.
 
   I couldn’t wait.
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   “Lila!” Nathan called from the closet, a frantic edge to his voice. “Have you seen my black silk tie? The one with the cream-colored stripes?”
 
   I looked around the room and smiled when my gaze hit the headboard. Oh, I’d seen it—and felt it the night before when he’d wrapped it around my wrists. He was an animal and fucked me until I came three times.
 
   I grabbed one end and slipped the tie from between the wooden slats, then pulled it around my neck. My body heated from the simple feel of the silk and all the reminders of what this tie meant last night. I smiled and looped one end over the other, tying it as I walked to the closet where he was rummaging around. He bumped his head into hangers, jostling the clothes and knocking a suit jacket loose. I’d never hit my head like that, but then again, he was almost eight inches taller than me. The mop of brown hair on his head was still wet from his shower and was sticking out everywhere.
 
   I stifled a laugh from seeing him so disoriented. He was a hot mess—emphasis on hot.
 
   He looked so good in only his slacks, his muscles rippling as he picked things up. His blue eyes were wild in their search for the article of clothing resting around my neck. I leaned against the door with the tie resting between my bare breasts and waited.
 
   “Is this the one you’re looking for?” His head snapped in my direction, and I watched as all thought stopped. “It was still attached to the headboard.”
 
   He stood up straight and stalked toward me, licking his lips. “Miss Palmer, you’re going to make me late, and I can’t afford to be late to this interview.”
 
   I already knew there was no way he could leave in the state I’d created.
 
   He reached me and pulled me close, his hands grabbing my ass and lifting me slightly from the ground. I let out a squeak and a small moan when his hard length pushed against my stomach. His lips crashed to mine, and I wrapped my arms around his neck while he picked me up, my legs tangling around his waist.
 
   “Fuck, baby. Such a little minx, getting me all riled up. My fucking cock wants to pound that sweet pussy of yours so badly,” he said with a groan, his fingers digging deeper into my ass.
 
   “You have time,” I said, pushing my hips down and rubbing against his length as I took his bottom lip between my teeth. His eyes moved around, searching for something.
 
   Finding what he was looking for, he took a few steps forward, and I found myself sitting on the counter in the bathroom. He moved his hand between us and pulled my panties to the side. The clicking of the metal teeth of his zipper echoed off the tile walls before he pulled his cock out and slapped it against my clit.
 
   “Such a fucking naughty girl, running around in only your panties and my tie?” A ripple ran through his body, causing me to draw in a shuddered breath of excitement. “Acting like a little slut, begging me to fuck you. That’s what you are, isn’t it?”
 
   I bit my bottom lip and moved my hips, rubbing his cock against my aching pussy.
 
   “Isn’t it, Delilah?” he whispered in my ear, nipping at my neck along the way.
 
   “Fuck, yes!”
 
   He pushed his hips against mine. “What do you want, my little slut?”
 
   “Fuck me! Baby, please fuck me!” I was rewarded when he lined his cock up with my pussy and slammed it all the way in, sending fire racing through my veins.
 
   “Oh, fuck!” he hissed, then pulled out and slammed back in.
 
   I cried out each time he entered me, the friction satisfying the need I always had for him. He was the euphoria-inducing injection I needed daily—better than any of my medications. I needed him every morning to chase away the monsters in my dreams, and I wasn’t going to let him shirk it off because of an interview. 
 
   What kind of asshole scheduled one so early, anyway?
 
   All thought left me, white blanketing my mind and making it fuzzy as he pulled my hips to him and thrust in hard and deep. He set up a furious pace, wiping everything from me and replacing it with nothing but him—his love, his need, his desires.
 
   I pulled him close, loving the feeling of his skin against mine. His teeth nipped at my lip, then moved down my jaw. I clenched around him when his teeth scraped down the length of my neck and bit down.
 
   “Baby…baby, oh fuck! Feels so fucking good when you clamp down on me like that.”
 
   My muscles coiled tight, tensing, making me arch against his body. I couldn’t breathe—everything in my body stopped as I teetered on the edge of shattering in his arms.
 
   “That’s it—come for me,” he groaned in my ear. “Come all over my cock. I fucking love watching you come.”
 
   His dirty words were enough, and I let go, screaming his name as he continued to pound into me. I shook, my body convulsing as wave after wave moved through me.
 
   As I was coming down from my high, his grip tightened and he tensed. Unintelligible moans and groans slipped past his lips as he spilled inside me.
 
   He slumped against me, placing light kisses on my neck. “You’re a bad influence.”
 
   “Me?” My voice went up in pitch.
 
   “Yes, you.” He nipped at my neck.  “Way too sexy, fucking insatiable, and you walk around with nothing but your fucking panties on. That’s the international symbol for ‘bend me over and fuck me.’”
 
   I kissed his cheek. “Will you?”
 
   One brow hitched up. “Will I what?”
 
   “Bend me over and fuck me if I wear no panties?” I whispered in his ear. His cock twitched inside me, making me smile.
 
   He would.
 
   “Ung! Woman, you drive me crazy.” He pulled away, kissing me hard on the lips before letting go.
 
   He helped me clean up and pulled me down from the counter before resuming the task I’d interrupted. I stretched out on the bed, sleepy from our morning fun, but was startled when Nathan’s hand slapped across my ass, making me look up with wide eyes.
 
   “No sleeping. You have to get ready for work,” he said, chastising me while he buttoned up his shirt and pulled the tie from around my neck.
 
   I groaned and snuggled back into my pillow. “Five more minutes.”
 
   “Baby, it’s seven already.”
 
   “Shit!” I jumped out of my comfortable position on the bed and ran into the closet, pulling a skirt and dress shirt down from the rack. My fingers fumbled with the buttons as I tried to dress at top speed, all the while Nathan chuckled at me from the bedroom.
 
   I looked through the doorway and scowled at him. “Meanie.”
 
   “Me? Who was it seducing me not half an hour ago? My interview is before you start today.” Nathan shook his head as he tied his shoes.
 
   It’d been just over a month since Nathan left Holloway and Holloway, and he was heading out for his fourth interview. I gazed down at my left hand and the large diamond that adorned my ring finger. It had also been that long since Nathan and I had been engaged.
 
   Engaged.
 
   The word still seemed foreign to me. Engaged. Betrothed. Fiancé.
 
   Nathan was my fiancé. Nathan and I were getting married. I was marrying Nathan Thorne.
 
   I was loved and getting married.
 
   I staggered a bit at that realization, as I always did. Never did I think I would get married, because I never thought I was good enough, or that anyone would want me. That was how my family had conditioned me, after all.
 
   Yet, I was the one engaged to the office god. Though that didn’t mean I wasn’t still getting shit from the Boob Squad.
 
   Nathan’s public proposal had really thrown them for a loop. Jennifer, the one who outed us, thought she could get her claws in him. In her mind, we were just a fling, and I was some chick he was screwing with.
 
   Oh, how I loved the look on her face when she found out we’d been living together, and even more so when he got down on one knee in front of everyone.
 
   Still, they were on me, telling me that it wasn’t going to last or informing me of the divorce rates. They even went so far as to say they’d seen him when they were out to lunch with another woman and that he was doomed to cheat on me. I had to laugh at that one, because the woman was Erin, his cousin.
 
   Life without Nathan in the office took some getting used to. The day after Nathan left, Owen moved to Nathan’s desk and became my new partner. It was nice not to have the Boob Squad interrupting the day except when they really needed help. Owen was a cutie and really sweet, but he was of no interest to them—it was a shame they couldn’t see it, because he really was a catch. Lucky for Amy, his girlfriend, the bitches were blind.
 
   I ached for Nathan as I watched the hours tick by until I was able to leave and return home to him.
 
   “Quit daydreaming, future Mrs. Thorne. It’s fifteen after,” he called, pulling me from my thoughts.
 
   “Shit!” I rushed to the back of the closet and pulled out some heels, slipped them on, then raced into the bathroom for a little bit of makeup. “Will I be seeing some random dirty texts from you today?”
 
   “You miss my ass, don’t you? Admit it.”
 
   I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Yes, Nathan—just like I told you yesterday and the day before that.” I used a higher-pitched girlie voice as I continued on, my hand resting on my chest as I over-acted. “I ache for you all day long. I watch the hours tick by until I can return home to you. My life just isn’t the same without you ramming me against the office wall and threatening me with your manhood when our office peers have their backs turned. ” I fluttered my lashes at him for a second and smirked.
 
   He laughed out loud, kissing my forehead. “Smart ass.” He slapped my ass.
 
   He knew I missed him like crazy. He just liked to rub it in and get me to tell him over and over how much I needed and wanted him all the time. Bastard.
 
   I loved it, too. It was one of my favorite games we played.
 
   “You know you can’t get enough of my cock. That’s why I send you those dirty texts. When you get home, you’re so wet, and it’s all for me. All I have to do is shove your panties to the side and I’m in.”
 
   “Charming, as always.” I rolled my eyes, but he caught me biting my lip and smirked. “But you’re all talk.” I waved my hand at him. “You send some sweet ones, too. So, it turns out there’s a heart attached to that dick somewhere.”
 
   “Fuck, yeah, I do. Those make you even wetter than the dirty ones. I’m no fool—chicks love a guy who’s sentimental.” He laughed and wrapped his arms around my waist, placing a kiss on my neck. “And you eat it up when I tell you how beautiful you are and how much I love you.”
 
   I nodded as I finished brushing my hair and tossing it up into a bun. “Yeah, yeah. You’re the man.”
 
   He caressed my ass. “Hopefully I’ll get this job so I can quit spending the majority of my days searching for openings that are nowhere close to where you are. That shit just pisses me off. The idea of you so far away…”
 
   “At least you’re able to make good use of old contacts from when you were a prosecutor.” I angled my head around and kissed the tip of his nose.
 
   He smiled. “True, but how many fucking interviews does one man have to go to before someone gets a clue and hires me?”
 
   “Things are looking good. You’ll find the perfect position soon. I’m sure of it.”
 
   He nuzzled my hair and kissed the top of my head. “I have to go.”
 
   I turned in his arms and wrapped mine around his neck. “Good luck. I know you’ll do great.”
 
   “Yes, I have a feeling it’s going to be a good day.” He chuckled and leaned down to kiss me.
 
   “I love you,” I said as we pulled away.
 
   “I love you, too.” He gave me a smile and another quick kiss before heading out the door.
 
   I spent the next ten minutes frantically getting ready before I also headed out the door, into the cold Indiana January, and to the office. 
 
   When I pulled into the parking lot, I held my breath as my stomach clenched and my heart dropped over seeing his usual spot empty. He wasn’t going to be here today. He wasn’t going to be here any more days at all. I wouldn’t have him here, watching over me, brightening my day with his gorgeous smile and his intense blue gaze.
 
   I made my way up to my empty office and sat at my desk, sighing and counting down the minutes until I saw Nathan again. God, I really was pathetic, and hopelessly in love with him. No matter how much I joked about missing him during my days, it was all true. Every bit of it. Nothing was the same without him.
 
   Time was moving backward, or maybe just inching by, to torture me.
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   It was mid morning when an event popped up in my email. I opened it up to find an all-hands meeting scheduled in thirty minutes. My gaze moved over the piles and piles of work we had, and I sighed. I’d been doing that a lot lately—sighing my way through the day. It was never a good time for a meeting, and it was the usual meet and greet of some new employee to the firm.
 
   Begrudgingly, Owen and I moved toward the conference room where everyone was milling around, waiting for the meeting to start. After a few minutes, Jack Holloway—boss and ruler almighty—walked in the back door to the room and asked for everyone to settle down. 
 
   “Good morning, everyone! I know it’s a busy day, but what day isn’t? I’ll try to make this short,” he began.
 
   I felt a buzzing in my pocket and discreetly pulled my phone out, looking down at the message from Nathan.
 
   Things went well. Tell you all about it soon. We can celebrate tonight. Oh, yeah, and you’re beautiful as fuck. Can’t stop thinking about my cock  wrapped in your pussy.
 
   I smiled and slipped my phone back into my pocket, focusing my attention back on Jack.
 
   “Today we have a new employee I’d like to introduce. He’s getting back into the courtroom for the first time in a few years and may need all of our help getting reacquainted with the process. He’ll be taking over for Frank Kettle, who retired last year.”
 
   I leaned against the wall in preparation from the bound-to-be-longwinded greeting from whatever pompous ass Jack hired. Frank Kettle was the biggest one I’d ever met, and he needed to be for the position, but he didn’t have to extend that to his coworkers. I hoped this new guy wasn’t the same, but chances were that he was.
 
   “Without further ado,” Jack said as the back door opened, “I’d like to introduce you all to…”
 
   “Nathan?” Owen whispered next to me.
 
   My head snapped up and, sure enough, in he walked, wearing his black and cream-stripped tie, his eyes the brightest shade of blue.
 
   He was too delicious for words, though my mouth was dry due to shock and hanging open as I gaped at him.
 
   “… Nathan Thorne,” Jack finished with a smile, and the whole room exploded with chatter.
 
   I, on the other hand, was staring at Nathan in surprise. His gaze found mine, a sheepish grin forming as he shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “Surprise,” he said. I barely heard it over all of the commotion.
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I spied the Boob Squad’s illustrious members performing a synchronized fluff, puff, and tuff for his benefit. Their actions garnered a few strange looks from their peers who were not a part of their elite club.
 
   I was lucky bile wasn’t crawling up the back of my throat—they were so nauseating.
 
   Jack continued the meeting, and fifteen or so minutes later, the room began to clear out. I stayed behind to talk to Nathan, and of course that earned some piercing glares from the Boob Squad.
 
   Once the room was emptied of most people, Nathan approached me, and I swatted at his arm as I scowled up at him.
 
   He held his hands up in front of him. “Don’t be mad.”
 
   My eyes narrowed at him, and my arms crossed over my chest. “Why did you keep this from me? Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I wanted to surprise you,” he admitted, his hand reaching forward and brushing through my hair. “It was tough, too. I’ve missed you so much during the day, Honeybear. I hoped that you missed me just as much and would be excited about it.”
 
   “I am, but I’m also pissed that you kept it from me. How long have you known?” I asked, then immediately wished I hadn’t when his eyes grew wide. “Nathan?”
 
   “Jack and I were working on this for a few months before I quit.”
 
   I slumped back against the wall.  “I don’t…I don’t like being in the dark like that. We’re in this together.”
 
   He pouted, looking all sad and trying to get into my good graces again. “I know. I’m sorry. I just… I wanted to make you really happy to see me, I guess. And it wasn’t solidified until last week, anyway.”
 
   I snorted at his comment. “I’m always really happy to see you. I just wish I’d been given some warning. We don’t keep things from each other.”
 
   “I know. I won’t do it again. Are you happy to see me?” he asked, his body almost flush with mine.
 
   “I am so happy to see you.” I reached up and wrapped my arms around him, pulling him tight. “I’m so happy you’re back. I’m so happy I’ll get to see you every day at work. God—you have no idea…”
 
   He smiled against my neck, then placed a light kiss there. “Me too.” 
 
   “You’re just happy for the chance to have sex in the office again.”
 
   He smirked. “That’s part of it.” His hands squeezed my hips and pulled me tighter to him. “I’ve really missed that, but I’ve also missed seeing you all day.”
 
   I let out a sigh. “You know you’re not in the clear yet, right?”
 
   “I’ll make it up to you.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “I’m not sure I believe you.”
 
   He leaned in closer, his lips ghosting across mine. “I’ll make sure you do tonight.”
 
   His lips met mine with a soft kiss that quickly grew in intensity. I moaned into his mouth, his tongue lapping at mine as his body pushed me into the wall.
 
   We were both panting when he broke away.
 
   “Better be careful before I bend you over that table. It’s my first day—I want to make a good impression.”
 
   “Well, that would make a good impression with me, if that counts for anything,” I said under my breath, giggling a little at myself and my uncontrollable urges when he was around.
 
   He snorted. Yeah, he heard me. “Minx.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and slipped my hand into his as we walked toward the door. “Like that would stop you anyway. Never has before.”
 
   “It might. You never know. I could grow some self-control.”
 
   I snorted at that. “Yeah, right. You’re only good at growing one thing, and it doesn’t take long before you’re showing it to me and shoving it in my mouth.”
 
   He smirked. “I have priorities, baby.”
 
   We walked down the hall, earning stares as we passed. They were used to seeing us together, just not holding hands and smiling at each other.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked when we stopped at what used to be Frank’s office.
 
   “I think it’s too far away.”
 
   His hand slipped around my waist. “Me too, but at least we’re on the same floor.”
 
   I let out a sigh, then pressed my lips to his. “I have to get back to work, you infuriatingly tempting man.”
 
   “I know. My baby’s such a hard worker.” He grinned, then grimaced and held on to my hand as I walked away, my fingers slipping from his grip as I separated us.
 
   The day was going pretty well, and I smiled as I walked, happy to have my Nathan so close by. I felt lighter with him near. If he couldn’t be in the same office as me anymore, at least he was just down the hall.
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   Later that night, I moved about the kitchen, dinner in the works, and jumped when the door slammed, startling me. Nathan walked into the kitchen, a bottle of wine in his hand.
 
   “Hello, beautiful,” he said with a smile. He gave me a quick kiss, then moved to set the bottle on the counter as he shrugged out of his suit jacket.
 
   My gaze followed him. “That took a while.”
 
   “We needed the perfect wine to celebrate.”
 
   “I thought we were celebrating with a couple of orgasms.”
 
   He grinned. “Oh, we’ll be doing that later, once we have fuel in our systems. It’s going to be an all-nighter, I think.”
 
   “Think you can keep it up that long?”
 
   His hand slapped down against my ass, making me jump. “Are you challenging me? Because I’d rethink that, if I were you. Don’t make me break out the handcuffs and rope.”
 
   My eyes widened and I smiled. “Ooh, what do I have to do to make that happen?”
 
   “Fuck, stop talking.” His hand slapped my ass again, then grabbed my hair, pulling my head back. “Does my little slut need punishing?”
 
   I hissed as his grip tightened. “Yes.”
 
   He froze behind me. “Why? What did you do?”
 
   The change in his demeanor had me shuddering in anticipation. Fear of his reaction kept my lips sealed tight, while my body was begging for him to know.
 
   His hand slipped under my skirt and between my thighs. “Tell me.”
 
   My heart was hammering in my chest as I drew it out longer. Nathan unleashed was the best, and I’d learned tricks. The more I denied him something, the more the dominant side of his personality took control.
 
   So, I baited him.
 
   “I played with myself.”
 
   His grip tightened, and he growled in my ear. “When?”
 
   It only took two seconds of silence for his hands to become heavier on my flesh. His cock was digging into my back, rocking against me in small thrusts of his hips. The hand that was so close to my pussy left and slapped my ass before returning.
 
   “When did you touch what’s mine?”
 
   I couldn’t see his face, but by the low, gravelly tone of his voice, I imagined he was snarling at me. He would snap any moment, and a fire burst through me at the thought.
 
   “Today. In the bathroom at the office.”
 
   He spun me around to face him, and I gasped at the anger on his face. A shiver ran through me when his hand gripped my chin.
 
   “Did I just hear you correctly?” One side of his lip twitched up, and his eyes turned to slits. “You touched my pussy when I was only feet away?”
 
   My gaze flickered from his lips to his eyes. I needed him to take me. He was so close. After all, he did say he’d make it up to me, and there was no better way than unleashing the beast.
 
   “And I didn’t wear panties for the rest of the day because they were soaked.”
 
   He pulled my jaw closer and crashed his lips to mine.
 
   He could barely breathe as his fury mingled with his cravings for me and for what was his.
 
   It fueled me on as well.
 
   I clawed at him as his teeth scraped down my neck before sinking against my skin, tingling and sending jolts through my body. His hands grabbed at me, pulling my skirt up as he picked me up and walked into the living room.
 
   He set me down and began to unbutton his shirt. “Undress. Now. And I expect you to be sopping for me.”
 
   That wasn’t going to be difficult—I already was. Now I just needed to get rid of my clothes as fast as possible. I bit my lip as I grabbed the hem of my sweater and pulled it over my head. When I popped free, Nathan was already down to his boxer briefs.
 
   He snarled up at me and stepped forward, reaching out and yanking my bra off the same way I had my sweater. “Too fucking slow, Delilah.” He pinched and pulled at my nipples, making me cry out. I was having a hard time remembering which side the zipper to my skirt was on. When I found it, I tried to get it down, but it was stuck on something.
 
   “I’m going to fucking rip it off if you don’t get it now.”
 
   Fuck. If I didn’t like the skirt so much, I’d let him.
 
   I gave the zipper another try, and it finally came free. The skirt slipped from my hips to the ground and I stepped out. He stood in front of me, completely naked and very hard.
 
   His blue eyes were stormy as he stepped forward, grabbing onto my hair and bending my head back, then smashed his lips to mine. I moaned, lips parting as his tongue touched mine like he was trying to devour me. I gripped onto his shoulder and arched into him.
 
   We were both out of breath when we parted, but his eyes were still dark and heavy.
 
   My hand was wrapped around his shaft, lightly moving up and down before I squeezed with more pressure. I licked my lips and looked from his menacing, lust-filled eyes to the bead at the tip of his hard cock. A whimper crawled out of me—I was dying to be fucked by him and the monster in my hand.
 
   His jaw clenched while his head dropped back. The cords in his neck stood out, and so did his Adam’s apple.
 
   “Jesus, my slut likes to tease me twenty-four-seven. It’s no wonder I have to send her dirty texts—to remind her what she does to me, and what she’s going to get in return.”
 
   I chuckled. “It’s a tiring job, but someone’s gotta do it, and I can’t allow anyone else to since they won’t do it right.” I grabbed his hand and placed it between my thighs.
 
   “Goddamn…you’re soaking wet. Such a fucking good girl. Makes me proud.” He growled low in his throat, his jaw clicking closed and clenching again.
 
   I shuddered when his middle finger slid over my clit and dipped inside my pussy.
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   Two of his fingers began pumping into me. “Oh, I will, but first I need to teach you a lesson before I fuck you into the floor, listening to you begging me to stop.”
 
   The intensity of his mood directly transferred to me through his hand rocking into me and against my clit. His teeth dug in, biting his way down my neck with a harsh edge. I cried out when he bit down and pulled at my nipple. It was all so much, driving me with force to the edge. I was shaking, muscles tensing, but it wasn’t enough.
 
   “Please.” I needed his cock in me, not his fingers—his body on top of mine, weighing me down, doing just as he described. 
 
   Wrapping his other arm around me, he lifted me off the ground, hand still fucking my pussy, and guided us over to the kitchen table. The back of my thighs dug into the edge.
 
   “You’re going to fucking come all over my fingers, and then I might think about giving you my cock.”
 
   A tearless sob shook me and his hand moved faster as his hips rocked his cock against my thigh. The heat and friction was driving me crazy with want. His fingers curled inside, and my eyes flew open, back arching against him again and again until I snapped, screaming out.
 
   His fingers left me, and he lined up and slammed his cock in my pussy before the first waves were done. My orgasm hiccuped, or at least that was what it felt like when he filled me. I wasn’t even through my first when his cock forced me to my second.
 
   I could barely breathe, and my body was shaking. That was two almost right in a row.
 
   He kept pushing me for more, thrusting harder and faster. My pussy was twitching, still coming down from the last high. His hips angled up, hitting my sweet spot while his fingers pinched my clit. Three was the most I’d ever come in one session. I was done, but it seemed he was determined to force one more out of me.
 
   My nails dug into his forearm as my body tensed, coiled so tight I thought I would burst. It felt like I was about to pee, and I was desperate to keep it in but too tired to care. Something exploded from me, and it was more than just my orgasm. I screamed out, crying as wave after wave coursed through me.
 
   I couldn’t hear, couldn’t speak; I could only feel the light, boneless weightlessness. My mind was clear, my body tired, and I collapsed, unable to hold myself up any longer.
 
   “Holy… Damn… Shit.” Nathan’s curses were followed by him tensing as well, his body jerking as he spilled inside me.
 
   Once he was done, he fell down on me, both of us breathing heavily. Neither of us moved, both spent.
 
   “What the fuck was that?” I asked once I could breathe again.
 
   Nathan sat back and looked down at where we were joined and now thoroughly soaked.
 
   “I think you just squirted.” He beamed at me, proud of himself. “Damn, I’m good.”
 
   “If my arms had any strength in them, I’d swat at you.” I chuckled with a tired, drained sound. I was drained. My entire body empty of all energy to move.
 
   “If my legs had any strength, I’d be back inside you right now, making you do that again.” He chuckled and sighed, sounding more than high. He sounded like he’d died and gone to a sinner’s heaven.
 
   It couldn’t be more true—Nathan was the war God of sex.
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   It took a while to recoup from our activities and to resume cooking dinner. A nap followed by a shower killed a few hours. The sun had set long ago, and there wasn’t much left of the day.
 
   My leg muscles quivered as I stood at the counter. They were weak from all the things Nathan did to me, and threatened to give out. As I pulled the pasta out of the pantry, I looked at the trash can. I had to throw everything out, and even considered pitching the burned pot. Nathan boasted about his ability to clean it, and I was giving him the opportunity to prove it before throwing it away.
 
   He also promised to clean up the…mess by the kitchen table.
 
   The cracking noise of the pasta breaking as I put it in the pot covered up all other sound, so I didn’t hear Nathan as he stepped up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist.
 
   “Trying again? I thought we’d just order in.”
 
   I shrugged. “Pasta is quick and easy, and I’m hungry.”
 
   His lips pressed against my neck. “Me too. I worked up an appetite.”
 
   He let go and backed away, heading over to the now warm bottle of wine and placing it in the fridge.
 
   I grabbed a slotted spoon from the drawer and stirred, breaking up the pasta so it didn’t clump. “Guess that will have to wait until tomorrow.”
 
   “It’s not going to go bad.” He pulled out the butter and pasta sauce and placed them on the counter. “So, now that I have income again, let’s talk about the wedding.” I stopped stirring the pasta and turned to look at him. He arched his brow at me. “What?”
 
   “I… Well, what kind of wedding do you want?”
 
   He shook his head. “This is your thing. Plus, I’ve already done it. Isn’t it what women dream about and begin planning in the womb?”
 
   I pursed my lips. He’d already had a big wedding when he married Grace, but did he want another one? “Maybe normal women, but I’m not exactly normal.”
 
   “You are normal, but the way you grew up makes you unique.” His eyes softened the way they always did when I talked about my upbringing.
 
   Hopefully that would change soon, and my abusive past would fade away. Adam’s trial date was set, and we were all ready to give our depositions in a few weeks.
 
   “Oh, you’re a smooth talker tonight.”
 
   He chuckled and ran his hand up and down my arms. “Honeybear, I just want to marry you. I don’t care how it happens. I’m sure you’ve thought at some point about getting married.”
 
   I shook my head and returned to cooking. “I was pretty sure it wasn’t in the cards for me, so why waste my time dreaming about something that was never going to happen? There was no Prince Charming in my fantasies.”
 
   “Well, there’s one in your life now.”
 
   I quirked my brow at him. “You, charming?”
 
   “I am very charming.” His lip twitched as a smile grew on his face. “In fact, I bet I can charm you right out of your clothes.”
 
   “Hasn’t happened yet,” I said and stirred the pot.
 
   His eyes went wide, and he stepped back. “Ouch! You’re feisty tonight.”
 
   I sighed and looked up at him. “Can we just go to the courthouse?”
 
   His lips formed a straight line and his brow crinkled, the light in his eyes dimming. “Is that really what you want?”
 
   There was a pain in my chest from the expression on his face. “What else would I want besides you?”
 
   He shrugged. “Flowers, friends and family—a beautiful dress?”
 
   My mind whirled with that information. Was that what I wanted? Or was the quick and simple trip down the street the way to do it?
 
   The more I thought about it, he was right—at one point in my life, I did think about a wedding. Long ago, back when I believed in Disney fairy tales, before the monsters of Grimm-like creations took away my childhood innocence, replacing it with fear-induced obedience and solitude. The days when my mom was still alive.
 
   I sniffed and brushed a tear from my eye. “Maybe we could do something small.”
 
   He smiled and leaned forward, kissing my forehead. “Small sounds perfect. With small, we could even do a destination wedding.”
 
   I blinked at him, and images of blue skies and turquoise waters filled my mind. Our Florida vacation had been the best time I’d ever had.
 
   I stepped toward him without even thinking about it. “The beach?”
 
   He smiled down at me and brushed his fingers against my cheek. “I love that idea.”
 
   I grinned and wrapped my arms around him.
 
   “Any beach in particular?”
 
   I stared at him and whimpered. “You’re overloading my brain with girly things.”
 
   He laughed out loud and kissed me. “Do I need to get my mother and Teresa to help?”
 
   I nodded furiously. “Otherwise I might have a panic attack even thinking about all the stuff I don’t know that has to be done.”
 
   “First things first—where?”
 
   Reaching up into the cabinets, I pulled down two plates. There was only one beach I’d ever been to. Was one beach better than another?
 
   “All I’ve got is beach.” I gave a half-hearted smile.
 
   “Okay, we’ve got time. We’ll look this weekend. How’s that?”
 
   “Sounds perfect.”
 
   He smirked at me. “By the way…where are your panties?”
 
   “The ones from today?” He nodded. I bit my lip. “They’re in your pillowcase.”
 
   “Fucking hell, baby.” He licked his lips. “Are you trying to make sure I fuck you while you’re sleeping tonight?”
 
   “Maybe.” I shrugged.
 
   “Next time, bring your wet pussy to me. You know I’m always up for taking care of you and your needs.”
 
   “Oh, I know. I just wanted to see your reaction.” I winked at him and returned to finishing up dinner.
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   Owen slammed his hand on his desk, startling me. “Do you know what time it is?”
 
   I glanced at the clock. “Five.” My lip curled up as I also noticed that I was only halfway through the file I was working on. It was going to be another late night.
 
   “You know what five means, right?”
 
   I quirked a brow at him. “Isn’t that the time normal people get to leave work?”
 
   “Yes!” He pulled his suit jacket off and threw it over his desk and onto the floor. “You know what I’m doing today?”
 
   A small laugh slipped through my lips. “Pretending you have a normal job with a steady schedule?”
 
   He frowned and threw his hands in the air. “Lila, it’s Friday! I want to take Amy out on a date. Maybe have a nice long roll in the hay.” He slammed his file shut…or slammed it as well as file folders did. “I like you, but I spend more time with you than I do with anyone else. Let’s run away and spend more time with those we love.”
 
   “That’s a nice dream.” I stretched my shoulders and neck for a moment, feeling stiffer with each second we imagined leaving the place we’d been stuck in all day long. I settled back into my seat and tried to get as comfortable as possible.
 
   “It doesn’t have to be a dream. All you have to do is hit the save button, bookmark your place in the file, sign out of your computer, and walk out the door. Simple.”
 
   “I don’t know—that sounds like anarchy in the making.” I glanced at the clock on my computer.
 
   A couple of keystrokes later, Owen’s monitor went black.
 
   “Fine, stay here. I tried to save you. Always remember that.”
 
   I waved my hand at him as he walked around his desk and picked up his jacket off the floor. “Have a good weekend.”
 
   He saluted, then disappeared down the hall. I shook my head, chuckling at his antics, then returned my focus to the file in front of me in hopes that I would also be able to leave. I fully expected to see Nathan pop in my office any minute, and wanted to get as much done as possible before that happened.
 
   I finished another page before my phone whistled at me, signaling a text message. I picked up my phone and opened up the mailbox.
 
   Congratulations on your engagement.
 
   My brow scrunched as I looked at the number. It wasn’t someone from my contacts, and it wasn’t from an area code I was familiar with.
 
   I set the phone down, my bottom lip trapped between my teeth. Part of me wanted to text back to find out who it was. The other part of me was washed with dread, knowing who it might be.
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   Nathan and I spent the weekend surfing the Internet, looking for resorts and beaches to hold our nuptials and reception. We decided on the island of Aruba. From the pictures, it looked like the oasis I’d formed in my mind. Being such a tourist destination, there were lots of beautiful places to contact. Most were booked up.
 
   “Divi Aruba Pheonix emailed.” I stared at the screen, rereading the beginning of the message on my laptop to make sure it wasn’t just an automatic notification or something.
 
   Nathan scooted up behind me, his chin resting on my shoulder. “Yeah? What did they say?”
 
   My eyes scanned over the lines of print. “They’re booked until September, and they sent us more information.”
 
   His frown reflected in the screen. “That’s so long.”
 
   I arched my neck back and quirked a brow at him. “In a hurry, Mr. Thorne?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes. You’re mine, and I want you to be mine in every way right fucking now. Problem with that?”
 
   Warmth blossomed in my chest, spreading throughout my body. “No. I like it.”
 
   “Makes you feel special, doesn’t it?” he asked, leaning in. I nodded. “Good, because you are special. You’re my everything.”
 
   “There you go being all sweet and mushy again.” I pressed my lips against his neck.
 
   “You love it, because you know when I’m done, I’m going to show your body who you belong to. I’ll bring out my dirty slut that begs to please me with her body. And if she’s a good girl, I’ll make her come over and over, giving her the pleasure she gives me.”
 
   I squirmed against him, his words affecting me as always. His hand slipped around my waist to between my thighs, the heel of his hand digging in and rubbing against my clit.
 
   My cheeks warmed, and I fought back a moan. “You’re distracting me. I’m trying to read.”
 
   His teeth scraped against my neck. “Read later. I’m going to fuck you now.” His other hand pulled down my tank top and pinched my nipple, sending tingles through me.
 
   “Insatiable much?” I asked, smiling as I teased him, trying to resist as long as possible. It always made him more aggressive when I put him off.
 
   His hand was rough, grabbing at my pussy. “I haven’t had you today.”
 
   “And you’re aggravated at having to wait so long.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But if you let me read, I’d be able to tell you they have a last minute cancellation, creating an opening in three weeks.”
 
   All movement stopped as he froze, reading the screen over my shoulder. “That’s just after Valentine’s. Fuck. Tell her we’ll take it!”
 
   “But that’s so soon.”
 
   “We’re fucking taking it.” His voice was firm.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Are you getting cold feet or something?” He arched an eyebrow at me and pursed his lips.
 
   I shook my head. “No, it’s just…”
 
   “What?”
 
   I rubbed my knuckle against my lower lip. “Freaks me out.”
 
   He slumped against me, groaning. “Why does it freak you out, baby?”
 
   I was silent, unsure how to say what I felt—how my chest bubbled, my hands tingled, and the urge to run away from the conversation grew. “I’m still getting used to the idea that we’re engaged.”
 
   His mouth rested against my shoulder. “Do you love me?”
 
   “Yes.” What kind of question was that?
 
   “Do you want to be with me forever?” He angled his head a little so he had a better view of my entire facial expression.
 
   “Yes.” I blinked and swallowed, though I wasn’t nervous. I just… Well, I didn’t know what.
 
   “Do you ever want to be apart from me?”
 
   My head shook once more. “Never.”
 
   He smiled at me. “Neither do I. So what does it matter when we do it? The sooner we get married, the sooner we can move on with our lives.”
 
   Somehow, his words calmed me. “You have a point.”
 
   He nodded and stared at me with a serious look in his gaze. “And I have a pointer I’d like to poke you with, so fucking tell her we’ll take it so we can celebrate with my cock shoved up your cunt.”
 
   “Ass.” My lip quirked up, and I turned back to the computer.
 
   “Not right now. I need to get off, and it’s going to be in your pussy first. Maybe I can hit your ass up later.”
 
   He was pissy, which meant a quickie. Not that I had any problem with that—the man knew how to get me off in a short period of time.
 
   As soon as I was done and my laptop was on the coffee table, he was leaning over and lowering me down to the floor. His lips found mine, almost bruising with the force of his kiss. One hand was pushing my pants down while the other pinned my arm beside my head. I was already wet from his groping, and even more so when he restricted me, even in the slightest ways.
 
   My free hand reached between us, sliding against his abs until I reached his waistband. I pulled the front down just enough for his cock to join the party. It was more than enough room, because he swatted my hand away and pushed himself into me.
 
   We both groaned as he entered, my hips angling up to get him deeper.
 
   “Damn! It’s fucking Sunday. I should have wrecked this pussy this morning, but you wanted to go out for breakfast.”
 
   I bit my lip.
 
   “You planned for this, didn’t you? You wanted me to attack you like a fucking animal.” He pulled back, then slammed his cock back inside, making the breath leave my lungs and my back arch. “Throw you down like a slut and pound you until you can’t walk. Bruise your skin with my hands and teeth.” Another hard thrust of his hips, accentuated almost every other word. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then take it. Take me.” He sped up, driving his cock into me at an unrelenting pace.
 
   Talk was replaced with grunts and groans—chants to deities above. Each stroke was delicious torture, pushing me, dragging me.
 
   My eyes and mouth were open as I screamed out, clamping down on him, milking the come from him with each pulse.
 
   “Fuck!” He grabbed hold of my chin as I came down so we were face to face. The man before me was menacing and powerful, and I bowed to him. “Look me in the eyes when I fill you with my seed.”
 
   I shuddered, the sexy words making me clench around him. I loved watching his come-face—the way he screamed out, face scrunched up, the tendons in his neck taut. It was followed by euphoria taking over, filling his eyes, and a lazy smile as the last drops seeped from him.
 
   He collapsed down, trying to catch his breath. “I need a nap now.”
 
   “Ditto.”
 
   My limbs seemed boneless, unwilling to respond to my commands.
 
   Job well done.
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   I let out a yawn as the elevator doors opened, blinking back the drowsiness fighting to send me back to dreamland. Fingers tangled with mine and tugged, forcing my feet forward.
 
   “Come on, sleepyhead. I’ll walk you to your office,” Nathan said, smirking at me.
 
   We rounded the corner and headed down the hall. I wasn’t paying much attention. I only knew someone was headed toward us, so I leaned into Nathan, making space. Despite my efforts, my shoulder grazed someone.
 
   “Excuse you,” Tiffany said, sneering at me.
 
   “Sorry,” I said. When I realized who it was, I knew she had run into me, not the other way around. I stopped and turned toward her, my body jerking as Nathan was still pulling my arm. “I didn’t realize you were blind. I mean, we moved over for you, but you still felt the need to run into me.”
 
   She threw me her bitch brow. “What are you talking about, crazy town?”
 
   My eye twitched at the name she called me. I was getting so close to laying one of the bitches out, and I wasn’t a violent person. How much more was I expected to stand? 
 
   “Why did you run into me? Is the need to feel superior to me, to bully me, that great? What do you get out of it?”
 
   She gaped at me like a flustered fish. “You… I…”
 
   “What? You do know your actions are hostile, and I can file a complaint against you, right? I mean, you would know this if you read the handbook.” She stared at me, unresponsive. “Oh, or was I wrong in thinking you could understand the legal language or read at all?”
 
   Tiffany sputtered but failed to produce any words, her face growing red. I rolled my eyes and faced forward.
 
   “Forget her,” Nathan said as we continued on our way.
 
   I leaned against him, a new pep in my step. “Already have. She’s just a jealous bitch anyway.”
 
   “Has their shit gotten better or worse since I came back?”
 
   I shrugged. “It’s a toss-up. The good thing is they don’t interrupt my work anymore.” I looked up at him. “Do they come to your office?”
 
   He shook his head. “No. I can’t help them with anything, and we’re not in the same department. They tried the first few days, but I shot that shit down immediately. No more bugging the crap out of me and trying to seduce me.”
 
   “Only I get to do that.” I stood a little taller.
 
   He smiled down at me and pulled me close. “I love it when you seduce me.” His lips pressed against my forehead. “Too bad we have an appointment tonight. I’d let you do it right after work.”
 
   I’d forgotten about Dr. Morgenson. Due to the holidays, we hadn’t seen him much over the past few weeks.
 
   “What do you think Darren will say? Do you think he’ll approve of the fast timeline?”
 
   “He’s the one who encouraged us to go forward with our relationship. I’m sure as hell not asking our therapist when I can marry you.”
 
   I patted his chest. “He’s not going to tell you what to do. He never does. It’s his job to tap his pen, look concerned, and sigh a lot. You know… like a parent would do to his son when he knows he’s whoring around with some little slut.”
 
   “My little slut.” He pulled me in tighter.
 
   “Tell that to him and then throw in a ‘By the way—I’ve nailed her repeatedly, so now it’s time to marry the little slut.’ See how he reacts to that.”
 
   I giggled, and he pinched my ass. “You and that dirty mouth.”
 
   I smiled and pushed off his chest, then sauntered away.
 
   Seduction was for wimpy Boob Squad members. I knew what he wanted.
 
   He wanted to tussle—to pull, yank, grab, and demand I be his.
 
   Even though I already was.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 4
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   “You two look like the cat that ate the canary. What’s going on?” Dr. Morgenson asked, looking between us.
 
   “We’re getting married in two weeks.” Nathan smiled, but his eyes hardened as he stared at the good doctor, almost as if warning him.
 
   Darren blinked, his gaze shifting between us, studying. Then a chuckle slipped from the smile forming on his face. He shook his head and continued to laugh.
 
   “What?” Nathan asked. It was obvious he was as confused at Dr. Morgenson’s reaction as I was.
 
   “I’m beginning to wonder if you even need me anymore. The rate at which you’re improving is astonishing and has very little to do with me,” he said as he lifted his glasses and wiped away the tears in his eyes.
 
   I leaned forward and shook my head. “But we owe you so much.”
 
   His eyebrows shot up and he chuckled. “I mediate at best. I get you to open up to each other and communicate. But it’s been months since you’ve needed me in that capacity. I am in no way saying you’re both fine, but I believe you’re no longer in need of couples therapy.”
 
   “Why? You were so insistent we needed it, and now?” Nathan’s brow furrowed.
 
   Dr. Morgenson turned to Nathan and leaned toward him a little. “Seven months ago, you two had just gone through the equivalent of an atom bomb in your relationship. I was there, helping you pick up the pieces and put everything back together. Four months ago, I had a strong feeling that you were finally headed in the right direction after some very hard months and encouraged you to move forward. You were strong and united together. Lila has blossomed and stands up for herself and her wants, whereas you’ve relinquished a lot of fear of the Marconi and guilt over Grace.”
 
   “The Marconi will always be watching and waiting.”
 
   “But you’re better prepared this time. They will always be there, so why would you let them hold you back from being happy?”
 
   “So, you don’t think we’re moving too fast?” Nathan took my hand and squeezed it.
 
   “No, not at all. Especially for you two.” He leaned forward a little more and smiled. “I do, however, expect an invitation to the blessed event.”
 
   “Wouldn’t be a party without you,” Nathan said, smiling, but it wasn’t at Dr. Morgenson—it was at his friend, Darren.
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   I chewed at my nail—a bad habit I seemed to be picking up. Granted, said nail had broken earlier in the day, so I was really just trimming it with my teeth.
 
   My stomach was in knots because of the anticipation—the next morning, I’d be giving my deposition.
 
   My eyes scanned over the document, but my mind was too distracted to focus on anything. I needed to talk to Nathan about what I was feeling, but it was so hard to put it into words. I was drowning in worry, but there was also another issue clawing at me.
 
   Knowing it was sometimes easier for me to communicate via email, I opened up my Outlook and composed a short message.
 
    
 
   To: Nathan Thorne
 
   From: Delilah Palmer 
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 9:47 am
 
   Subject: Are you sure?
 
   Why don’t we just go to the courthouse?
 
    
 
   I returned to biting my nail, telling myself I was just trying to make it straight again when I knew it was really because I was nervous. Not only that, I was scared of the deposition and the wedding.
 
    
 
   To: Delilah Palmer
 
   From: Nathan Thorne
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 9:49 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   No. You want a wedding. Stop stressing. Plus, I want you walking down the aisle to me. Or are you saying you don’t want to marry me?
 
    
 
   I blew out a breath as I read. I never meant to imply that.
 
    
 
   To: Nathan Thorne
 
   From: Delilah Palmer
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 9:53 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   I want to marry you. Very much so.
 
    
 
   I was just scared out of my wits and trying to find the easy way out.
 
    
 
   To: Delilah Palmer
 
   From: Nathan Thorne
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 9:54 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   Good. Now stop stressing or I’m going to force you to relax.
 
    
 
   I gasped as I read over a seemingly innocent sentence. It was anything but. Since Nathan and I no longer shared an office, our romps in and around the office had slowed to an almost halt. The thought of him finding me and taking me away was enough to wash away my panic and replace it with a need for him.
 
   Time to flirt.
 
    
 
   To: Nathan Thorne
 
   From: Delilah Palmer
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 9:56 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   And how would you force me to relax?
 
    
 
   To: Delilah Palmer
 
   From: Nathan Thorne
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 10:01 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   Are you asking me to spell out in detail and dirty words the ways I would make you come over and over again until your body feels like Jell-O and you can’t walk?
 
    
 
   Fuck! 
 
    
 
   To: Nathan Thorne
 
   From: Delilah Palmer
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 10:02 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   Promises, promises. Where’s the proof?
 
    
 
   I bit my lip and sat back in my seat, staring at the screen, waiting for his response. Nathan was the exact distraction I needed. Only he could make it all go away.
 
    
 
   To: Delilah Palmer
 
   From: Nathan Thorne
 
   Date: 2/4/2014 10:04 am
 
   Subject: RE: Are you sure?
 
   Conference room, 6th floor. NOW!
 
    
 
   I sat up straight and quickly locked my computer. “Hey, Owen, I’m going to go get some coffee.”
 
   He looked at me, then down at my desk and back up. “Uh-huh. Have fun. If anyone comes looking for you, I’ll tell them you’re in the bathroom.” I gaped at him. He shook his head and gave a little smile. “I’m not stupid. You’ve been distracted the last hour, and you have a full cup of coffee sitting on your desk.”
 
   I looked down and cursed under my breath at the untouched mug. Heat flooded my face, and I tried to find some response.
 
   “Go on. Don’t want him to wait, do you?”
 
   I shook my head and stood to walk out the door. The cubes were bustling with chatter as I made my way past. Each step drew me closer to my goal, making my pussy twitch in anticipation.
 
   I was in desperate need for him to take it all away.
 
   My foot tapped as I waited for the elevator, half expecting Nathan to be waiting with me, but he wasn’t. When I got off on the sixth floor, I meandered through the mostly empty cubes. The sixth floor was a recent addition to Holloway and Holloway, and not many employees were currently working on it. All that made it perfect for a midday romp.
 
   I turned the handle and stepped in, closing the door behind me. I wasn’t able to turn around when he grabbed me by the waist, his hand clamping down over my mouth.
 
   “Shhh,” he whispered in my ear. His hips rocked against me, pushing his cock against my ass as I leaned into him. My desperation rose.
 
   He let go of me and I turned around, latching my arms around his neck and bringing him down for a kiss. It took him a second to respond—the surprise was evident in his eyes. He was grabbing and groping, drawing up the hem of my dress with his fingers.
 
   I reached between us, popped the button on his pants, and lowered the zipper, then reached in the opening and pulled his hard cock out. He drew in a shuddered breath, his eyes fluttering as I pumped up and down his length.
 
   “Fuck, baby.” He gritted his teeth and picked me up, setting me down on the conference table a few feet away. He pushed my panties aside and slapped the head of his cock against my clit. “Something you want?”
 
   “Please!” I was needy, desperate for our connection. He ran the length of his cock against my pussy, pushing the tip in, then out, torturing me. “Nate, please.” I was a whimpering mess.
 
   He pulled on the back of my neck and smashed his lips to mine, then lined up and thrust in. My eyes rolled back in my head, shivers running through my skin as flames licked the inside. I groaned against him.
 
   “I’ll take care of you, baby,” he whispered. 
 
   His hips rocked, pulling out and pushing back in until he was all the way in. For a minute he sat like that, as close as we could be. The tension started to leave me—the world was coming back into focus. One hand still held my neck while the other gripped tight on my ass as he moved in a slow, steady rhythm.
 
   My hips moved against him, a plea for more. Harder. Faster. Everything.
 
   His hand on my neck moved away, sliding down my back, and I grabbed tight on his shoulders. When he reached my other ass cheek, I knew the message was received. His eyes met mine, desire and lust clouding them and sending another shiver through me.
 
   He kissed down my jaw to my neck as he pulled out, then slammed back in. I drew in a hard breath of surprise and bit back a moan. My nails dug into his shirt, wishing it was skin to pierce, driving him as the pounding picked up.
 
   He leaned back and used the leverage on my body to pull and push me like a ragdoll with each of his thrusts. It was what I asked for, what I needed. Each thrust fanned the fire, whiting out everything around me. I was gasping for breath, muscles coiled tight, on the edge of falling.
 
   It wasn’t enough.
 
   I let out a strangled, muffled sob. He leaned forward, pressing his lips to mine.
 
   “Come for me, baby.” He trailed kisses down to my neck, then turned them into tiny bites.
 
   His teeth sunk into my shoulder right as his cock slammed in. I crumbled, shaking in his arms as I came, his body rocking with mine. He was still latched onto my neck, marking me, as he tensed and shuddered.
 
   I stayed curled in his arms, my legs holding him securely to me. Once we were breathing steadier, he leaned back and looked me in the eyes.
 
   He brushed away a strand of my hair with his fingers. “What was this really about, Honeybear?”
 
   My brow scrunched, and I looked at his chest. “It was about the wedding, but it was also about the—”
 
   “Deposition?” I nodded and snuggled into his neck. He ran soothing strokes up and down my back. “I won’t lie to you—tomorrow is going to suck, and in the worst way possible. The wedding is going to be easy compared to the trial and all the shit that goes along with it, but you know what?” I shook my head in the crook of his neck. His voice softened. “At the end of it all, you and I will be together, husband and wife, and that piece of shit will be locked up. It’s not going to be pretty, but it will be worth it in the end. I promise.”
 
   I wanted to believe him, and I hoped he was right. Could it really be my first step to ending my nightmares?
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   I was drained. My mental state was affecting my physical state as I stumbled out of a conference room at the prosecutor’s office. It felt like my limbs were filled with lead, all the while my brain was drifting in the waves of the ocean.
 
   Giving my deposition had been harder than I thought, and I was wrecked. Nathan wasn’t there to help as he was stuck at work until it was time for his. Not that he could have been in the room with me, but his presence outside might have helped.
 
   All the trouble was in an effort to put my psychotic stepbrother, Adam, away for life. 
 
   “Hey, there,” a familiar voice said, calling me from the depths of my mind.
 
   I looked up to find Caroline smiling down at me.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   She sat next to me. “I had a feeling you’d be beaten down and in need of a friend.”
 
   My bottom lip quivered and tears filled my eyes. Caroline wrapped her arms around me, drawing me close.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She ran her hand up and down my back. “How was it?”
 
   “Bad. Really bad.” I sniffed and sat back. “I had to retell the whole thing—answer questions.” I let out a hard breath, trying to settle myself.
 
   She ran her hand up and down my back. “Soon you’ll never have to talk about it again. You can push it all away and live your life.”
 
   I nodded. “I know, but I’m still not looking forward to telling it all again at the trial and all the time in between then and now.”
 
   “You should be.”
 
   I looked at her, questioning her sanity. “Why?”
 
   She smiled at me, her hand brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Because in two weeks you’re marrying the man you love and who loves you more than anything.”
 
   Her words washed away all the bad as I thought about all the good coming my way. It helped, more than words could say, to be reminded of where my future was going. Adam and his actions kept yanking me into the past, but soon that would be done, and he would be out of my life forever. Soon I would have a husband and be part of a family that loved me. All my wishes I once thought were an unrealistic goal for me were coming true.
 
   “Come on.” Caroline stood and held out her hand. “Let’s go get some lunch.”
 
   “What about work?”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. “You forgot, didn’t you?”
 
   “Forgot what?”
 
   “Jack told you to take the day off. We’re meeting Sarah and Teresa at the dress shop at two.”
 
   “Oh, yeah.” Only I would forget about shopping for my own wedding dress. My brow scrunched. “Were we meeting for lunch?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then why did you come?” 
 
   She grabbed my hand and squeezed. “Because I knew my friend needed me.”
 
   I pulled her in for another hug. “I’m so happy you’re my friend.”
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   It would’ve been so much easier on me had I at least considered getting married any time in the last fifteen or twenty years. All that I didn’t know—and had no idea I needed to know—was brought up by Sarah, Nathan’s mom, and Teresa, my foster mother, and had my head spinning. At least we had a venue, and, with that, a helpful coordinator who worked to streamline the process.
 
   Over the years I’d seen movies where the bride had a ton of people with her while picking out a dress. Somehow, that was how it ended up being for me, as well. Caroline, Sarah, Teresa, and Erin were scouring the racks, asking me questions that I had no answer to. What color did I want? What style? Plain or glitzy? Form-fitting or loose?
 
   My impression that all dresses were white was squashed. Even though they all looked the same color to me, they were, in fact, not.
 
   Caroline worked the dressing room, helping me bounce, slip, and slide into each dress. After each one, I couldn’t help but think some gym could market the experience as a workout class, because it was. Some dresses weighed what felt like almost twenty pounds. By the third one of those, we whittled away the heavier fabrics. I finally knew something—I wanted a light dress for my beach wedding. A fabric that flowed in the ocean breeze.
 
   “So, when do I get to repay this favor with you and Ian?” I asked Caroline as she yanked another dress off.
 
   She grunted, and I popped free. “Whenever he gets off his damn ass and asks me.”
 
   My fingers moved through my hair, pulling it back from my face. “You’ve been together for almost three years.”
 
   She sighed. “Yeah, and I’m beginning to wonder if we’re going anywhere. I mean, he never wants to talk about the future.”
 
   “Really? He always seems so glued to you.”
 
   “Yeah, but is it super glue?”
 
   “You live together. Do you love him?” I asked. She nodded. “Then I’d wait to see if the glue dries.”
 
   She smiled at me. “Well, we do have an Aruban vacation coming up. Maybe we’ll find out then. Until then, we have a quest.”
 
   I turned to the mirror so she could zip up the back of the next dress.
 
   Caroline’s eyes popped out before she caught mine in the mirror and smiled. “Yes.”
 
   I beamed at her.
 
   It wasn’t a strapless dress like most seemed to be—it was a lace-covered, v-neck cut, sleeveless top that ended at an empire waist. The skirt was light chiffon and moved with ease—ethereal almost. I turned to see the back. It was mostly sheer, with lace details around the edge.
 
   It was conservative with a romantic elegance. It wasn’t overly done up or covered in beads and fancy fabrics.
 
   It was perfect. It was me.
 
   There was no second-guessing, no “let’s try on a few more.” No, I’d found the dress. The one I’d walk across the sand in to join Nathan so we could finally become a family.
 
   Family. I would be part of a real, loving family.
 
   I deserved one, and so did Nathan.
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   The countdown was on—three days. We still needed to finish up the workweek before boarding a plane, and my insides felt like a ticking time bomb.
 
   That was probably why Drew, Caroline, Nathan, and I all went out to lunch—to relax. We’d decided on a sandwich shop not far from the office, specializing in grilled subs and fresh-cut fries. Drew drove Caroline and me, while Nathan was a few minutes behind due to a meeting with a client.
 
   After ordering for Nathan and myself, I searched for a table for the four of us. The restaurant was pretty empty, being that it was mid-week, so there were lots of options. I found one and waited for the others to join me.
 
   “So, are you changing your name, hyphenating, or keeping Palmer?” Drew asked as he took the seat across from me. He’d learned fast that the seat beside me was reserved for Nathan.
 
   I shook my head like mad. “Hell, no… Am I keeping Palmer?” I scoffed. It wasn’t hard to imagine where the anger stormed from for a name that’d been mine for thirty years. “As soon as we get back, Palmer is gone. I don’t want to be associated with that man anymore.” I smiled at him, pushing all the negativity away.
 
   Drew nodded. “I figured. Can’t call you DAP anymore. Maybe I’ll just start DAT. Who DAT?”
 
   I rolled my eyes and let out a small snicker. “That is the stupidest name. You haven’t called me that in years, therefore it and all incarnations are void.”
 
   “I can always bring it back.”
 
   “No. Its statute of limitations is eighty years.”
 
   “I’d like to appeal.”
 
   “Appeal denied.” I clasped my hands together and cocked my head at him.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You don’t have the appropriate paperwork.”
 
   “What the hell is going on over here? Lawyer porn?” Caroline asked as she sat next to Drew.
 
   “We were discussing DAP.”
 
   Caroline paused, then shook her head. “That was the stupidest nickname.”
 
   “Oh, come on, it was different.” The muscles in his forearm flexed, and he grinned.
 
   “It made it sound like you were calling her some cleaning agent. ‘DAP will get out all your stains!’”
 
   “Lila works just fine,” I said and took a bite of my sandwich.
 
   “I’ve got some names for her, but they aren’t for polite company.” Nathan’s arm wrapped around me as he sat down and pulled me close for a kiss.
 
   I looked up at him. “What about Honeybear?”
 
   “Honeybear?” Caroline and Drew asked in unison.
 
   I could swear Nathan’s cheeks pinked up. “Yeah, you’re my Honeybear. Public or private, but I’d prefer private. I’ve got an image to keep up, after all.”
 
   “That’s worse than DAP.” Drew had a look of disgust on his face.
 
   “I think it’s cute. Very different and shows a different side of Nate.” Caroline smiled across the table at us.
 
   “Thank you, Caroline.” Nathan smiled back at her, then took a bite of his sandwich, moaning as he chewed.
 
   I let out a giggle. “Hungry?”
 
   “Fuck, yes. I haven’t eaten all day. Someone wanted to exercise this morning, and I missed breakfast.” He elbowed me and grinned.
 
   “Oh, God, I don’t want to hear about the kinky, fucked up shit you two get into.” Drew made a gagging sound, then set his sandwich down. “Great. Now all I can see is your fucking hairy balls.”
 
   “Hey, I said exercise—you’re the one who twisted it into my ass being naked.” Nathan chuckled. “And what the hell are you doing see my balls? I thought you’d be envisioning Lila, though I’m glad you weren’t, but is there something you need to tell us?”
 
   Drew glared at Nathan, then shot a fry in his direction. “Shut the fuck up.”
 
   Caroline rolled her eyes. “Yup, bunch of professional lawyers over here, not that anyone would guess.”
 
   Drew sat up straighter and held his head high. “Professional when we need to be.”
 
   Caroline quirked her brow at them. “Frat boys the rest of the time?”
 
   Drew took a bite, then wiped his mouth. “You know I wasn’t a frat boy.”
 
   “True, but I’m willing to bet Nate was.” Caroline turned her blue eyes back to Nathan, and he held up his right hand.
 
   “Guilty.”
 
   I gasped in shock and pulled back. “My God, what am I marrying?”
 
   He eyed me sideways, his lip twitching up. “Prince Charming, remember?”
 
   I scoffed. “This is one fucked up fairy tale.”
 
   Nathan nodded, then he turned toward me, his eyes softening as he pulled me closer. “Yes, it is, but it’s ours.”
 
   “Oh, by the way, I ran into someone who knows you when we were at the bridal shop.” I’d forgotten all about it.
 
   His brow quirked. “Yeah? Who?”
 
   I wracked my brain trying to remember his name. “Mack something. Said you met back when you were working on the Marconi case.”
 
   Nathan swallowed hard, and set his sandwich down as he turned away from me. His profile didn’t stop me from seeing the color leave his skin. My stomach dropped, and a sickness washed over me. The air around him had become so thick that I was certain Drew and Caroline noticed his abrupt change in demeanor.
 
   He only had that reaction when the Marconi were brought up.
 
   “What else did he say?”
 
   It’d been an innocent run-in, or so I thought. “Congratulations. That’s it.”
 
   He turned back to me, his lips twitching into a forced smile, but his eyes couldn’t hide the combination of anger and dread.
 
   “So, did you hear about Blackwell?” Caroline asked. “Seems he’s all the scandal with that intern Tara.”
 
   I turned to look at her, mouthing a “thank you” as Drew jumped in, steering the conversation away and saving our peaceful lunch as much as possible.
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   When Nathan came to my office at the end of the day, I could tell he was off. His agitation was seeping through in the expression on his face and the fidgeting of his hands. The silence as we climbed into the car and headed home was a dead giveaway that something was wrong.
 
   I waited, knowing he’d spill when he was ready. It was better to wait and let his mood settle. About ten minutes into our drive, he opened up, but not on the subject I was anticipating.
 
   “Adam’s trying to get a plea bargain,” Nathan said.
 
   I turned in my seat to face him, stunned. “What?”
 
   “I got a call this afternoon.” Nathan’s gaze never left the road, but his anger was evident by the grip he had on the wheel and the clenching of his jaw.
 
   “He’s trying to get out of it.” Of course he would. His demented mind blamed me for all the hardships in his life. “How much will this push the trial out?”
 
   “Depends on how long the prosecution lets it go until they put their foot down and say no.”
 
   “They will say no, right?” I asked, nervous that the prosecutor would deal. If they did, Adam could serve much less time.
 
   Nathan nodded. “With his priors, they’re not going to go easy on him.”
 
   I let out a relieved sigh. “Hopefully they won’t let it go on too long. I want this over with.”
 
   Nathan reached over and squeezed my hand. “It’ll be over soon. That fucker will be in jail, and we won’t ever have to think of him or see him again.”
 
   “It’s not soon enough.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   It was not the news I wanted to hear. We were leaving in a few days for our wedding, and it was souring the mood. The only reprieve was that there was more time for me to prepare for telling a courtroom of people the events of my life with Adam. At the same time, I was ready to get it over with.
 
   My future awaited me, and I would live it, with Nathan, to the fullest.
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   My hand clamped onto Nathan’s as the airplane engines geared up, and my eyes sealed shut as it rocketed down the runway. I was tense as the wheels left the ground, but I was able to relax after a few minutes.
 
   “I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to that.” My grip loosened, and I let out a long breath.
 
   His thumb ran across my fingers. “At least we found a direct flight, so we don’t have to do it again today.”
 
   “Yes, very happy about that.”
 
   “Just relax, Honeybear. In a few hours, we’ll be on the beach.”
 
   I pursed my lips. “Good thing I brought my tablet so we can watch movies and take my mind off the fact we’re over thirty thousand feet in the air.”
 
   He smiled and kissed my shoulder as he leaned over to pull out our earbuds while I let out a long breath.
 
   Thankfully there was very little turbulence through our entire flight. However, finding all the baggage we brought along with the seven people we traveled with was a pain. Half an hour later, we found everything and everyone, and were off to the Divi resort where we were staying. It was a little cramped in the van that came to take us, but we managed.
 
   George and Sarah, Caroline and Ian, Andrew, Teresa and Armando all accompanied us, whereas Jack Holloway and Darren Morgenson would arrive the next day with their wives. Unfortunately, Noah and his wife, Camilla, were unable to come.
 
   “Do we need to call Erin and let her know we’re here?” I asked to no one in particular. Erin and her family had gone down a few days in advance due to her vacation schedule.
 
   Sarah turned around from the seat in front of me. “She said she’d meet up with us when we see the coordinator at three.”
 
   I nodded and looked out the window. The weather was much different than the cold winter in Indiana. The sun was shining and the palm trees were blowing in the sea breeze. Flickers of blue ocean appeared between buildings, and I could almost taste the salt in the air.
 
   When we arrived at the resort, I couldn’t help but smile. It was perfect—the exact image that appeared when I told Nathan I wanted the beach—sun, sea, and salty air. It reminded me of one of the happiest times of my life and would forever be a reminder of the happiest day of my life.
 
   Nathan squeezed my hand and smiled down at me. I grinned back, then launched myself at him. He laughed, stumbling back a bit as he lifted me off the ground.
 
   He kissed my neck. “Are you happy?”
 
   “So happy.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   We checked in, and, by some luck, were able to get into our rooms right away. One of my bags went to the room I would share with Nathan, but for tradition’s sake, I was spending the eve before the wedding with Caroline, and Nathan was sharing with Ian.
 
   Nathan had insisted we do our honeymoon to the extreme and splurge on a suite. I wasn’t about to complain.
 
   We agreed to meet for lunch at the buffet after getting settled, and I headed in the opposite direction from Nathan. Caroline took my hand and smiled, swinging our arms between us.
 
   The first thing I did when we entered was unpack my dress and hang it up in the closet.
 
   “Hmm, we may have to have it pressed,” Caroline said as she looked it over. Her eyes scrutinized it as she pulled at the fabric and released it. “I’m sure the hotel can do it. We can ask Marie when we meet with her.”
 
   It did have a few wrinkles and was looking on the limp side. After all, it had been stuffed in a suitcase for the last eight hours.
 
   I shut the closet and moved over to the sliding door that led to the balcony. The second I stepped out, I was hit with the warm sea breeze and the salty tang in the air. My hair blew around my face, and I sighed as I soaked in the warmth.
 
   “Thank you for picking the beach.” Caroline bumped my shoulder. “I needed a vacation.”
 
   “Thank you for coming.”
 
   “Wouldn’t have missed it for all the tea in China.”
 
   “You don’t even like tea.”
 
   She shrugged. “Okay, how about all the stars in the sky?”
 
   My lip twitched. “The stars are in space.” She huffed and pinched my side, making me cry out.
 
   “I wouldn’t have missed it for anything. How’s that?”
 
   I leaned my head on her shoulder. “Better than you could imagine.”
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   Meeting with the event coordinator, Marie, went smoothly. She was a petite brunette with a curvy figure, round face, and wide, bright green eyes that stood out against her tanned skin. Her bubbly and open personality set me at ease the moment we met.
 
   She’d done a great job asking all the questions in the few short weeks before the wedding and rolling it all together in time. Granted, I wasn’t a bridezilla. I let her fill in a lot of the blanks. In the end, I had a feeling she liked having the freedom to plan a wedding for a bride who wasn’t so specific on every single detail. Especially with the short timeline.
 
   Marie snapped her binder closed and stood after going over everything with us. “All right, I’ll see all of you back here in two hours for the dress rehearsal. Hopefully you can round up the men by then.” She snickered and waved as she headed back to her office.
 
   I was so happy to have her. She’d made the whole process so much easier and kept me from having a panic attack.
 
   “The boys will probably be at the pool bar,” Erin said with a roll of her eyes. Her skin was pink from playing in the surf with her boys, and she had raccoon eyes.
 
   Caroline snorted. “It’s always five o’clock when you’re on vacation.”
 
   “We should find them before they get trashed and sun-baked.” Sarah sighed and smiled at me.
 
   I wondered if Nathan was having a drink as well. After my accident, it was only some wine here and there or a margarita at Erin’s—our Friday nights were a long gone thing of the past. Though, the reason we stopped was due in part to all the medications we were on, along with therapist directions. In the end, it was a good thing for both of us, but it was vacation, so I suspected we’d be partaking quite a bit more than normal.
 
   Teresa slipped her arm in mine and smiled. “Come, mi niña, let’s find them.”
 
   As we walked through the lobby, I couldn’t help but take notice of how…different things were. Four women were paced with me, talking to me. I was involved and part of the group. In fact, I was the center of attention. It was surreal.
 
   There’d already been so many “what do you want” or “what do you like” questions thrown around—people doing things for me and wanting to know what I wanted.
 
   “There they are,” Caroline said, pointing to exactly where we thought they were—the pool bar. Ian was sitting next to Nathan, his Cheshire grin aimed at Caroline. She beamed back at him. His blond hair was a mess, making it obvious he’d already been in the pool.
 
   “Well, hello, beautiful ladies.” Nathan grinned and pulled me between his open knees, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Extra special hello to my bride.”
 
   He pursed his lips, and I leaned down to meet them. They tasted like beer.
 
   “Are you drunk already?”
 
   He chuckled. “On half a beer? No.”
 
   “So, you’re just being overly charming, laying it on thick.” My eyes narrowed. “What are you up to?”
 
   He quirked his brow at me. “What I am up to is cloud-fucking-nine, because I haven’t felt this good or been this happy in years. If I seem drunk, it’s because I’m drunk on happiness and…giddiness. I’m giddy.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him. “You’re being silly, but I have to admit, it’s fun, and I kinda like it.”
 
   He gave me a quick peck. “Anything for you.”
 
   I drew a circle on his chest with my finger and looked at him from under my lashes. “Anything?”
 
   Ian laughed next to us. “Uh oh, man. She’s breaking out those feminine wiles.”
 
   Nathan backed up and looked me over. “Who is this temptress before me? Because my fiancée isn’t like this.”
 
   “I guess I’m giving in to my inner harlot.”
 
   “Well, I like this inner harlot. Tell me more.” He grabbed onto my ass and pulled me hard between his legs. “What was it you wanted again?”
 
   I placed my arms on his shoulders and ran my fingers through his hair. “I want to go walk on the beach and play in the water.”
 
   “Now? What time is the rehearsal dinner?”
 
   “In a few hours. So, we have about an hour or so before we need to get ready.”
 
   “All right. Let’s go get changed.” He stood up, taking a long last sip of his beer, then grabbed my hand as we walked off. “We’ll be in the water.”
 
   Ian toasted us with his beer. “Have fun!”
 
   We headed into the hotel toward Nathan’s room, walking hand-in-hand. I couldn’t keep the smile from my face.
 
   “You look happy.” He smiled down at me, his free hand brushing a strand of hair back. “It looks so good on you.”
 
   I grabbed hold of his arm and leaned against his shoulder. “I am happy.”
 
   He kissed the top of my head. “Good.”
 
   When we entered his room, I sat down on the bed next to his suitcase. It was a front row view to a strip show, and I’d left my singles back in the room. I licked my lips at the sight of one of my favorite parts of his anatomy swinging as he stepped out of his shorts. He noticed me staring at him and smirked.
 
   “See something you want?” He thrust his hips, making his cock bounce up and down.
 
   I nodded and gave him a pout. “But it’s not hard yet.”
 
   “I’m trying fucking hard not to.” He shook his head and picked through his suitcase, looking for his swim trunks.
 
   “Why?” He was never one for holding back.
 
   He slapped his trunks at me after he pulled them out. “Because we’ll have all the time in the world for it after the wedding.”
 
   I sighed, enjoying my view, pouting at him as he got dressed. He chuckled and pulled his trunks on. Once they were up, hiding his cock again, we headed out the door and down to where I was staying.
 
   As soon as we were in the room, I rid myself of my sundress. There was a groan behind me when I bent over to slide my panties down. I smiled, turned toward him and winked. He cursed under his breath, his hand rubbing at the back of his neck as he adjusted his stance.
 
   Out of my suitcase came the small white bikini Caroline found for me in the fall. It was the only suit I owned, but I figured I’d buy another one while we were in Aruba.
 
   I bent over to slip on the bottoms, and he groaned again.
 
   Nathan’s eyes darkened and he turned from me, his fingers rubbing against his lips. “Motherfucker.” I also caught his hand on his cock. “You are a very bad girl.”
 
   “What?” I adjusted my breasts, fixing the top so it was just right.
 
   “I fucking forgot about what you’d be wearing. You know how I feel about you in this sad excuse of a bathing suit, and you’re teasing me with it.” His muscles tensed and flexed, teeth mashing. “You’re trying to push my buttons, and I’m not going to give it to you.” His gaze narrowed on me. “I’m onto your games.”
 
   My jaw dropped open. “Are you denying me?”
 
   He nodded. “For being a tease, you aren’t getting any until tomorrow night.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Besides, we don’t really have time for it.”
 
   I quirked my brow at him and shifted my weight as I crossed my arms, thus pushing my breasts out more. “Says the man who’s perfected the office quickie.”
 
   He sighed and leaned back against the wall. “What have I turned you into?”
 
   “Exactly what you wanted—a sexual deviant who can’t live without your cock. I believe your official title for me when we’re alone is ‘my little cocksucking slut.’”
 
   He grinned at me and shook his head. “I’ve created a monster.”
 
   “A cock monster.”
 
   “Yes, a cock monster. Now throw your dress back on, and let’s go. You wanted to play in the ocean, remember?”
 
   “You distracted me.”
 
   He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Fuck, I love you.”
 
   We walked down to the beach, and I gave a happy sigh when my feet sank into the warm sand. Nathan was staring at me, and I turned to him. “What?”
 
   “I need to make you insanely happy more often, because you are shining.”
 
   I beamed up at him, then took his hand and ran toward the crashing waves.
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   Waking up without Nathan beside me was strange. I didn’t like it at all. Even though I wasn’t alone—Caroline was beside me—I felt like something was missing. The worst part of it all was that I wouldn’t see him until this afternoon at the wedding.
 
   I stood, trying not to disturb my sleeping friend, and walked out onto the terrace. The sun was just over the horizon, and the humid warmth of the island increased with every passing minute. Waves crashed against the beach in a steady rhythm.
 
   I wished Nathan was with me, standing behind me, his arms caging me against the banister as we took in the morning view. Then again, he’d probably only last about a minute before pulling down my panties and pushing his cock in me as we looked out.
 
   The thought alone made my pussy twitch. No surprise that I was still wanting for him, especially after all the teasing yesterday and what he did under the table at dinner. His fingers not so innocently slipped up my skirt and brushed against my pussy more than once.
 
   The sliding glass door opened behind me. “Morning.” Caroline moved to the rail to stand next to me. 
 
   I looked over and choked out a laugh. Caroline’s normally well-kept brunette hair looked like she’d been through a tornado. Some of her makeup was missed when taking it off the night before, giving her a black eye effect.
 
   “You look…excellent this morning.”
 
   She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes. “Shut it.” She looked back out and sighed. “I love it here. Can I stay? Forever?”
 
   “I don’t know about that. You want to leave me? What would Ian say?”
 
   “Pfft, he’d probably be up for it. I’m sure there are tons of IT jobs here.” She leaned her head on my shoulder. “And I couldn’t leave you all alone to deal with both Nate and Drew all the time.”
 
   “They are a handful.”
 
   “We need to find Drew a girl.” She pulled at one of the tangles in her hair, trying to smooth it.
 
   I nodded. “I want him to be happy, too. He’s a great guy.”
 
   She pushed her arms out and stretched. “Maybe when we get back, we can convince him to go onto one of those online dating sites.”
 
   “We might be able to talk him into it.”
 
   “Especially now that you’re off the market.” She bumped me.
 
   I shook my head. “We tried once. It didn’t work.”
 
   She looked over the balcony down to the pool. “I know, and he does as well. Took his hardheaded ass long enough to see it, but he agrees with me.”
 
   I turned to her. “Agrees with what?”
 
   She put her arm around me. “There is no better man for you than Nate, even with all the shit that surrounds him.”
 
   I sighed, smiling as I stared out. “I never knew I could feel like this. That I could love like this or be loved.”
 
   “You’re a whole different person than you were six years ago when we met.”
 
   “He’s everything to me. I can’t live without him.”
 
   She was silent for a moment. “We’ll make sure that never happens. Because guess what?” I looked at her. “I can’t live without you.”
 
   I threw my arms around her. “I love you.”
 
   She chuckled. “I love you, too.”  She pulled back. “Come on, let’s go get some breakfast.”
 
   I smirked at her and waved toward her head. “You are going to do something about that, right?”
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me and headed inside. “I’ll throw it up in a bun for now and get a shower when we get back.”
 
   I rifled through my bag for some shorts and a T-shirt. “Hey, I know I didn’t go with the whole wedding party or anything, but you know you’re my maid of honor, no matter what.”
 
   She snorted. “After all the heavy lifting I did when we were dress shopping, you bet your ass I better be!”
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   I stood in front of a mirror, all alone, staring at a vision that wasn’t the normal me. My hair was done in a low, loose bun with a white rose and some baby’s breath. There was no more makeup than I usually had on, but combined with the dress and my hair, I looked foreign to myself.
 
   Five minutes after Caroline ushered Teresa out, the anxiety was intensifying. My mind couldn’t get over the fact that it was really happening. I had to be dreaming.
 
   “They’re ready for you,” Marie said as she held out a bouquet of white roses.
 
   I wrapped my fingers around the base, then took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. She drew back the curtain, and I stepped out onto the sand. My arms shook out the tension that was building before I took another step. After all, what did I have to be nervous about? I was getting married, and I was happy.
 
   We made it.
 
   Against all odds and every obstacle we encountered, Nathan and I were going to be a family in a few short moments. There were more trials ahead of us, but we would face them—together. We were strongest that way, barely functioning apart. It was a lesson we learned all too well.
 
   Everyone in the office knew I was Nathan’s and he was mine, and today we sealed it. Out on a sandy beach in the Caribbean with the friends and family that could make the journey with us, we would say “I do.” The belief still eluded me that at the end of the day I would no longer be Delilah Palmer. Instead, I would be Delilah Thorne—wife to the office god.
 
   I made my way down the sand with butterflies in my stomach, the light fabric of my dress fluttering in the breeze. Every squashed Cinderella dream or princess fantasy I’d imagined as a child, about marrying a prince that would take me away from the evil, was steps away. He was waiting for me at the end of the aisle. He was damaged, but so was I, and together we were one soul, one heart.
 
   My step faltered, and I was afraid I would fall, but I regained my balance. I turned the corner and moved my gaze up to where I knew he stood. My heart skipped a beat, and the warmth only he could give spread through me. Our eyes locked, and I could feel everything he felt in that moment. It was love. It was home.
 
   With Nathan, I was finally home.
 
   It felt like my chest was going to explode from everything I felt. I wanted to break down crying in joy, overwhelmed with a happiness I’d never experienced.
 
   “Hi,” he said, smiling at me when I reached him.
 
   “Hi.” I handed my bouquet to Caroline and took his hand.
 
   The officiant began, but I hardly heard a word because my eyes were concentrating on Nathan’s. Nothing could tear me away from his gaze—we were caught in our own little bubble.
 
   I was lost in him as I recited the standard vows—in sickness and in health, for richer or poorer, till death do us part. He already knew all of that, as I’d long ago pledged all of that to him. When it was his turn, I caught the panic that flashed across his face when he spoke about death.
 
   If I could help it, I would do everything in my power to make sure he died before me. The thought of him in despair as he watched another woman he loved die was gut-wrenching. I didn’t want him to feel that pain again.
 
   “I do,” he said in closing, a waver of emotion in his voice.
 
   I didn’t wait for the officiant to pronounce us before launching myself at him, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him as hard as I could. Laughter was heard from the crowd behind us.
 
   “Well, I guess I pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride!” the officiant said, snickering with everyone else.
 
   I pulled back, heat flooding my face as I looked at her. “Sorry.”
 
   Nathan chuckled and pulled me closer. “Can I kiss my bride?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   His lips met mine, soft but with an intensity that zinged through me.
 
   My husband.
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   Following the ceremony was a whirlwind of photographs and congratulations that left my head spinning. I was happy when we all sat down to dinner in a secluded area of the resort. It was beachfront, but with bushes and trees on the sides for privacy.
 
   Since our party was so small, we were all able to fit at one long banquet table. There were small tables set up around us for mingling.
 
   As dinner was served, Teresa tapped her fork against her champagne glass to gain everyone’s attention.
 
   “I just wanted to say a few words about mi niña Lila. From the moment she stepped into our home, I knew it would take a strong, unrelenting man to gain her heart. I’m so happy to see her finally get the love she deserves.” Teresa blew a kiss at Nathan. “And I’m incredibly happy that I could be here to see it.”
 
   I blew her a kiss and reached across the table to take her hand. “Thank you for showing me kindness and love.”
 
   A tear fell from her eye as she patted my hand. “You are so welcome. And thank you, Nathan, for making her happy.”
 
   Nathan smiled at her and looked at me. “She makes me happy. I’m the lucky one here.”
 
   Jack stood up and raised his glass. “And you owe everything to me. If it wasn’t for me, we wouldn’t be on this beautiful island.”
 
   Everyone laughed and took a sip.
 
   Dinner was excellent, and afterward we sat around talking and drinking. I was happy I’d gone for the lighter dress, because the heat and humidity was stifling. Our only saving grace was the ocean breeze, which made it manageable.
 
   Nathan had forgone the traditional tux, which I was more than okay with. He didn’t even have on a suit jacket. All things considered, I understood. None of that mattered, though, because it was exactly what we wanted. His shirtsleeves were rolled up and he’d lost the tie. The top buttons were undone and inviting me to touch the skin that showed.
 
   I licked my lips and leaned forward, placing an open-mouthed kiss on his neck, my tongue peeking out to taste his skin. A low rumble sounded in his chest, and he squirmed in his chair. It seemed he was still worked up from my teasing the day before.
 
   Nathan took my hand and pulled me from my seat. “Come on, Mrs. Thorne, we need to have our first dance.”
 
   I blinked up at him. “I don’t know how to dance.”
 
   “That’s okay. All you have to do is move with me. You’re good at that.” He winked at me.
 
   As we stepped onto the small dance area, he drew me to him as the music started up. We moved in slow steps.
 
   “With me.” He reminded me.
 
   I took a deep breath and let him take over my senses.
 
   It didn’t matter what was playing. All I cared about was the man standing in front of me, holding me close as we moved around the dance floor. I’d never seen him so lit up. His smile was blinding—happiness pouring out of him and infecting me.
 
   He leaned his head down and rested his forehead against mine. “Be mine forever,” he whispered.
 
   “Yes.” There was no other answer.
 
   “Love me forever.” His voice cracked as he spoke.
 
   Tears swelled in my eyes. “Always.”
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   A few hours later, we headed up to our suite where I expected him to tear me out of my dress. Instead, his fingers lightly caressed over my collarbone, drifting over the lace.
 
   “I forgot to tell you how absolutely beautiful you looked today. You take my breath away. This dress…it’s perfect.”
 
   My cheeks heated as I looked into his eyes that held nothing but love and warmth with a splash of growing desire.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He looked back down at my body and sighed. “I almost don’t want to take it off you.” His fingers continued to roam around my body.
 
   “There are photos.”
 
   His eyes flickered back to mine as he latched onto the zipper and began pulling it down. “I said almost.”
 
   I tingled with excitement as the teeth of the zipper slid down inch by inch. His lips met mine, soft and lingering as he slowly explored my mouth with his. I gasped when his hand slipped into the opening he’d made and our skin made contact. His lips ghosted mine as he moved up and swept over my nipple.
 
   “I’m going to spend all night devouring you, inch by delicious inch.”
 
   I flicked my tongue out against his lips. “How about moving a little faster then?”
 
   He shook his head and nipped at my lip. “Oh, no, Mrs. Thorne. I’m going to savor you.”
 
   I pouted at him, my thighs clenching. “You mean torture me.”
 
   He smirked at me. “That’s one way of looking at it.”
 
   His fingers worked the buttons on my shoulder and the fabric flipped away, exposing skin that he immediately began kissing and licking. A small tug on my other shoulder and the dress slipped down, catching on my elbow. My nipples tightened as they rubbed against his shirt. He moaned as he kissed his way down, taking one into his mouth, sucking on it while he palmed and pinched the other.
 
   I couldn’t stop moving. My body was begging, searching for the friction it desired. Taking was his usual style, and I craved it. Loving was pure torture, but the reward was worth the frustration.
 
   “Now, now. Patience.” He licked his lips, groaning as he pushed the dress over the swell of my hips.
 
   “You know I don’t have that.” I reached for the buttons on his shirt and flipped the top two before he swatted my hand away.
 
   “Maybe I need to teach you a lesson.”
 
   His touch sent shivers through me as his hands moved around my body. Light caresses and loving tenderness—very different than normal. It was still very stimulating, especially considering they were coming from the man who was now my husband.
 
   I whimpered when he stopped touching me, but was happy when it was only to pull his own clothing off. My fingers flitted across his chest, exploring his hard lines and soft flesh while he worked his pants down and off, taking my panties with him.
 
   He was beautiful. His cock stood high and proud, almost waving at me with each breath he took in.
 
   Hands on my hips guided me back to the bed, and he lowered me down, his body hovering over mine. His lips pressed against mine in a soft, slow kiss. Burning need simmered inside me, growing in intensity.
 
   I drew in a shuddering breath when his fingers moved across my clit, pressing in. Before I could even reach between us, he grabbed my wrists, distracting me with a kiss, and pinned them over my head.
 
   “I want to touch you.” I whimpered, rocking against him.
 
   He groaned, hips rocking, then crashed his lips to mine. No longer soft, we were full of want.
 
   “You’ve had me worked up since yesterday. I want to ram my cock in you and fuck you until we’re both unconscious.”
 
   “Then do it. We have the rest of our lives for lovemaking.”
 
   A growl ripped from him and he flipped us over. I was still in shock of the change when he lined up and pushed me down on his cock.
 
   “Oh, fuck.” My eyes rolled back, fingers flexing into his chest.
 
   I cried out when his hips thrust up, hitting the spot that made my body sing for him.
 
   “People are going to hear you.”
 
   I looked down at him. “So? Don’t you want them to hear what you do to me?”
 
   He gritted his teeth and flexed his hips up, his fingers digging into my hips. “Fuck. I want everyone to hear what I do to you. I want the whole damn island to know you’re mine. Now get your ass moving and ride me like a good whore.”
 
   I couldn’t help the moan that escaped my lips. He knew what his dirty mouth did to me.
 
   I moved up and down his length, bouncing with each upward thrust and downward roll. He pushed on me, directing me where to go, cursing under his breath. My eyes fell closed, reveling in the feeling as my body took over, driving us both to the edge.
 
   “Shit. That’s it, baby.”
 
   My mouth dropped open and my muscles seized, coiled tight. He took over, holding me above him while he thrust up, drilling into me.
 
   It was too much, and I screamed out as I came around him. Everything left me, and I fell forward onto his chest. He guided me up and down a few more times before grunting as he exploded.
 
   “What happened to savoring?” I was breathing too hard to even lift my head.
 
   “Overrated.” He chuckled. “But it’s a nice idea.”
 
   “Agreed.” I turned my head to look at him and smiled. “I like our version better.”
 
   He caressed up and down my arm. “Me too.” His thumb moved across my cheek as we stared into each other’s eyes. “I just can’t help myself with you. All my good ideas go out the window the second you touch me.”
 
   “Don’t ever stop touching me.”
 
   “Never.”
 
   After I regained my breath, I peeled my body from his and moved to the bathroom. There was a chuckle from the bed as I walked.
 
   “Best fucking sight ever—my come sliding down your thighs.”
 
   I rolled my eyes at him.
 
   Once I was done cleaning up, I threw a wet washcloth at him.
 
   I crawled back into bed, snuggling into his side. We lay there, tangled together, his hand gently stroking my hair. There was peace and happiness all around that I never wanted to end.
 
   “I want to put something out there, and I want you to keep an open mind, please,” he said, interrupting the waves crashing against the shore.
 
   I looked up at him skeptically. “You already fuck my ass.”
 
   He blinked down at me before his lip curled up, and he let out a chuckle. His lips pressed against my forehead. “Not that, my minx. Something a bit more life altering than anal sex.”
 
   I grinned at him. “I don’t know, anal was pretty life altering.”
 
   He groaned. “You better start working that ass open, because when I’m done I’m going to shove my cock in.”
 
   “But you just…” I trailed off, the twitch of his cock against his stomach drawing my eyes down.
 
   “Just the thought of fucking your sweet ass gets me hard at any time.”
 
   I looked up from the entrancing sight of his hardening cock. “All right, baby.”
 
   “And bringing me back to the subject.”
 
   “Life altering?”
 
   “Yes.” He paused, seeming unsure of how to proceed. “We haven’t talked about it, but what do you think about kids?”
 
   I was frozen in shock. “What?”
 
   His eyes were locked on mine as he spoke. “I want us to have a baby.”
 
   I sat up and backed away slightly, swallowing hard. “Nate, I… I don’t know anything about babies or being a mom.”
 
   He sat up as well, his hand brushing my hair behind my ear. “No, but we can learn. You are so loving, Honeybear. I know you’ll love our children with all that you have. And, you already know how not to treat them.”
 
   My eyes were wild, looking around the room for anything to get away from the conversation. Once again, it was a subject I’d never broached. I didn’t have a yearning for children, even with my biological clock ticking down. Maybe it was because a loving family was never in my reality scope before I met Nathan.
 
   He changed everything, and now he was still changing me, making me face what I’d thought was an utter impossibility.
 
   “You want a baby? Really?” Another fear popped up, almost like I was willing him to say I was right, but at the same time starting to dream about that future. “What about the Marconi?”
 
   “They’ll always be there, and Darren’s right—I don’t want them to stop me from living my life. I want you to have my baby more than anything. I want a family with you, Lila. So why wait?”
 
   I was shaking slightly at the thought. Nathan, my husband, was asking me, begging me, to have a family. How could I deny him when I could feel how much he wanted it?
 
   My mind drifted back to a long ago dream at one of the worst times in my life. In it, we had three children, and our lives seemed to be filled with nothing but happiness. A warmth spread through me at the romantic ideals my subconscious had come up with.
 
   Yes, I did want the dream. I was afraid, very much so, but that warmth, the love, overpowered the doubt.
 
   “Okay,” I said in a low voice, then tried again. “Okay, let’s make a family.”
 
   His face broke out into one of the most brilliant smiles I had ever seen. He took my face in his hands and brought my lips to his in a heated kiss.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Nathan
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   Waking up in paradise was bittersweet. It was the last day of our honeymoon, and we were heading back to Indianapolis in a few short hours. Lila was snuggled into my side, naked, as the sounds of the ocean filled my ears and the warmth of the sun coming through the windows heated my skin.
 
   A part of me wanted to stay. If we were two thousand miles away, Marconi would never know what transpired a week ago. Going home meant the possibility, a very good one, of him finding out about Lila. No matter how much I tried to beat back the fear, it still sat in the back of my mind—the beast prowling in his iron cage. He knew and tore at my insides to remind me. My chest tightened at just the thought of it all.
 
   I stroked my fingers up and down her arm, staring at the white gold band on my hand, still in awe that I’d done it.
 
   “Fuck. Me,” I whispered as I watched the ring on my finger while my hand drifted up her side.
 
   She twitched, but otherwise she kept still and was completely relaxed as she continued to dream.
 
   I smiled—even while she was out of it, she was still so damn beautiful.
 
   I ran a fingertip down her arm and watched the flesh turn from pale to a light pink.
 
   It took me back to the moment when I decided to ask Lila to marry me. The second morning she woke in my arms after officially moving in with me was when it hit—I wanted to be with her every day for the rest of my life.
 
   Just like today, we had woken up together, but there was something surreal about that moment. It wasn’t her place and my place. It was our place—our home. Lila’s clothes took up residence in the master closet hanging opposite of mine. Her furniture and décor filled the rooms. The spare bedrooms were no longer empty.
 
   I was no longer empty.
 
   I sighed and looked at her face. She was still sleeping—my mild attempts to wake her didn’t work, but I wasn’t trying that hard.
 
   She was mine, and I was hers.
 
   And I wanted everyone to know it.
 
   I blew across her skin, smiling as the goose bumps rose. Her face scrunched up in annoyance and she snuggled deeper against me.
 
   I loved Lila, and I never wanted to be without her.
 
   With her, I was reborn.
 
   I lightly ran the tip of my nose across her temple and inhaled the scent of her hair.
 
   “No more hiding for us. We were never very good at that anyway, but that doesn’t matter now. None of it does. What matters is I’ll always be here for you. Through the upcoming trial…” My gut twisted. Would it break her to live through all those fucked up memories of Adam she’d buried so deep? In some ways it was good that he came after her. It made me realize exactly how much I loved her and needed her in every way. “No one will ever hurt you again, and we won’t ever be separated. I promise.” I kissed her shoulder and released a soft breath across her skin. “I’ll protect you with my dying breath. You’ll always be safe from now on.”
 
   I stared out the open window, watching the palm fronds sway in the breeze and listening to the waves crash against the shore. Every day should have this kind of peace, but my memories wouldn’t shut off, and neither would my fears that she might be a target now.
 
   There was a smile on her lips as she slept, one I’d put there. I wanted to see her dreams, but I was content knowing she had peace and happiness.
 
   Anything. I’d do anything to make her happy. My lips passed over her forehead. She was my missing half.
 
   A high-pitched squeak accompanied her body stretching against mine, her mouth open in a long yawn. I chuckled to myself, looking over her well-sexed body. It was complete with multiple bite marks to let everyone know she was taken.
 
   Her eyes fluttered open and she smiled up at me. “Good morning.”
 
   “Morning.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   I peered over to the nightstand. “Just before eight.”
 
   “Were you talking to me a little bit ago? I was dreaming you were whispering in my ear, making me all sorts of promises.” She hummed for a minute.
 
   I simply grinned. “What kind of lawyer makes promises to someone who’s unconscious?”
 
   “One who’s up to no good.” She rubbed her eyes.
 
   “Mmm… Good point.” I chuckled. “I guess I was trying to take advantage of every moment we have here together.”
 
   She thought on that for a moment, probably doing the math of how much time we had left. Her lips moved to a pout. “We don’t have time to take a last swim, do we?”
 
   I shook my head. “But, if we hurry, we can take a last walk on the beach after breakfast. We’re mostly packed.”
 
   She nodded. “It’ll only take a few minutes to finish up.”
 
   I leaned down and nipped at her shoulder, earning a squeak and a smile. “And we can save time by showering together.”
 
   Her gaze narrowed on me. “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You’ll still fuck me in the shower.”
 
   I nodded. It was nothing new. “Exactly. This way, we can kill two birds with one stone.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and pushed on my chest. “Shower now or after breakfast?”
 
   I looked her over and licked my lips. “After.” She sighed. “What?”
 
   “You just want everyone to see that I’m well fucked.”
 
   “And?”
 
   She shook her head and sat up all the way. “Once a possessive perv, always a possessive perv.”
 
   “You should be used to it by now. It’s not going to change anytime soon. I like marking what’s mine so fuckers know.”
 
   She tried to give me a look of disapproval, but she couldn’t pull it off. There was no denying it—she loved me claiming her. The world would know she was desired, wanted, and loved.
 
   Her hand slithered under the light sheet, nails gently pressing into my thigh as she moved up. I hissed and bucked when her hand wrapped around my soft cock, stirring it awake.
 
   “And how am I supposed to show the world you’re mine?”
 
   “I think the world knows my devotion to you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “The ring on my finger and my constant hard-on for you.” She pursed her lips, the playfulness leaving her. “Or, I could eat you out, not wipe it off, and cover my body in your sweet juices.”
 
   She licked her lips as she thought it over, her eyes dark and her hips rotating. I knew how to get her wet. She was probably thinking about my tongue sucking on her clit, fingers pinching and pulling her nipples. 
 
   “I think that would work. Especially for the Boob Squad.”
 
   “Guess we’ll have to save it for when they’re around. Besides, I don’t have time to do it properly today.”
 
   She smiled and let go of my now hard dick. “I’ll hold you to it.” She turned, slipping her legs off the edge of the bed to stand.
 
   When she tried to get up, her legs shook, then gave out, sending her back down to the bed. I leaned back against the headboard, figuring I’d get a good view of the show from there. Another attempt left her standing, but bracing herself against the wall.
 
   Nice, naked ass centered perfectly in my view. I groaned and squeezed my cock.
 
   “Trouble?” I smirked, remembering the activities that left her muscles weak.
 
   She turned her head, glaring at me, then pushed off the wall. It was a valiant attempt on her part to make it to the bathroom, and she did…barely. I tried not to laugh as I watched her walk around like a cowboy in a western who’d spent too much time on a horse.
 
   Try as I might, the laugh came out, despite her constant glares in my direction.
 
   “You, stop. This is your fault.”
 
   I licked my lips. “Oh, baby, I take pride knowing I fucked you so long and hard you can’t walk straight.”
 
   “There goes our beach walk.” She threw her hands up. “What am I going to tell everyone? I pulled a muscle…saving a baby…from a runaway moose?”
 
   I stood up and walked to her, showing off my smooth and natural gait—even with my bad leg.
 
   “A moose? In Aruba?” I was to the point of cracking out to full-blown, hysterical laughter.
 
   She stuck her tongue out at me. “It could happen.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her neck, giving it a little nibble that made her sigh. “I don’t think we need to tell them anything. It was our honeymoon—they understand.”
 
   She slumped against me, her hands slipping up and around my shoulders. “I hate that we have to go home.”
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   After freshening up, we had our last meal on our paradise. The ominous cloud that always surrounded us drew closer after its week-long exile. I could almost see it in the distance—its gray skies and turbulent winds whipping around.
 
   Instead of walking on the beach, we stopped at the point where the waves licked at our feet. It was enough for Lila and her still shaky legs. Her smile tugged at my chest, and I squeezed her hand, savoring each moment, knowing we’d be gone in a few short hours.
 
   When we got through the trial, I could take her away again, even if it was just for a long weekend.
 
   Anything to see her smiling like she was at that moment.
 
    
 
    [image: breach_pagebreack.png] 
 
    
 
   Ten hours later, the elevator doors opened to the fourteenth floor, dropping us feet from our door. We were both tired from travel, but happy to be home. Suitcases in tow, I pulled out my keys and unlocked the deadbolt.
 
   I stood there for a moment, staring at it, then turned to Lila.
 
   “What?”
 
   I leaned down and swept her off her feet and into my arms.
 
   “Nate!” Her eyes were wide in surprise as her fingers clawed up my shirt and around my neck. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Tradition.” I smiled at her and walked forward, over the threshold and into our home.
 
   She shook her head. “This is utterly ridiculous.”
 
   “Yes, it is. That’s why I’m doing it.” I grinned at her.
 
   She rolled her eyes, but I caught the smile she tried to hide from me.
 
   “You can let me down now.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   I set her on her feet but had no intention of letting her get far. Stepping back out into the hall, I grabbed our suitcases and pulled them inside, locking the door behind me. Once done, I picked her back up, making her squeal again. We walked into the bedroom and I laid her down, crawling on top of her.
 
   “Was this part of tradition?”
 
   I brushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “No. I just wasn’t ready to let you go.”
 
   She smiled and sighed. “There you go again, being all sappy.”
 
   I shrugged. “It happens. Besides, we need to christen our bed as husband and wife.” I nipped at her lower lip.
 
   She smiled at me, running her hands across my shoulders and down my arms. “I don’t know. I’m kind of worn out from last night’s adventures, not to mention the traveling.”
 
   “Then we can start our evening with a rejuvenating nap, followed by some pizza and a movie, and top it off with eating whipped cream off each other.”
 
   “Maybe some chocolate sauce?”
 
   I grinned down at her. “I think we have some cherries as well.”
 
   “Vanilla ice cream.” She licked her lips and batted her eyelashes at me. “Can I have a Nate sundae?”
 
   It was my turn to lick my lips. “Only if I get to eat a cherry from your pussy.”
 
   Her eyes widened, pupils dilating as her hips flexed up, pushing against my thigh.
 
   Dessert was never going to be the same.
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   The alarm went off, blaring in my ear, and I groaned as I slapped my hand down on it. I stared at the time, sighing as I registered it was Monday and we really did have to get up.
 
   Going back to work was rough. Being on vacation had been a heaven of sorts, and reality was brutal, making me appreciate every moment away that much more.
 
   Granted, it wasn’t all bad—Lila was with me. My wife.
 
   “Come on, get up,” I said as I yawned, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed and stretching.
 
   She whimpered, face down in her pillow. “Only if you promise Starbucks.”
 
   I snickered. “Trust me, baby, I don’t want to leave this bed either. And I promise we’ll stop.”
 
   Her head tilted up and she huffed, blowing the wild strands of hair from her face. She was pouty and grumpy, making her fucking adorable and my urge to hug her ferocious.
 
   With a growl and a graceless stiffness, I jumped on top of her. She squeaked, trapped beneath me. I nibbled at her neck, biting like an animal, making her writhe and me stiffen in another way.
 
   I smacked her ass and pushed off the bed before I got carried away. “Come on, before I shove my cock in you and we miss the chance to get coffee.”
 
   Her eyes popped open wide and she jumped from the bed. Apparently coffee won out over my dick—what the hell? 
 
   A few minutes later, we were out the door and on our way. The smile never left her face. I’d never seen her smile so much.
 
   Sitting at a red light, it dawned on me. “You’re thinking about the Boob Squad, aren’t you?”
 
   “Maybe.” Her voice was light and playful.
 
   “Ready to rub it in their jealous noses that you are Mrs. Nathan Thorne.”
 
   “Maybe.” Her smile grew wider.
 
   “You don’t have to admit it. I know you are, and so am I. Those insipid bitches piss me off.” My fingers flexed on the steering wheel. “I hate the way they think they can treat you, and for no reason except that you’re with me.”
 
   She shrugged. “Before you came, they pretty much ignored me and were never friendly. Then again, I didn’t make it easy—I didn’t want to get to know them.”
 
   “They’re shallow cunts anyway.” I shivered in disgust when I remembered Jennifer grabbing my hand and putting it up her skirt. I’d been inches from her pussy and whatever disease it held.
 
   She nodded. “Pack mentality, with Jennifer at the helm.”
 
   I snorted. “She is the worst of them, followed up by Tiffany.”
 
   Lila laughed. “Oh, yes, Tiffany trying to seduce you in the copy room. That was priceless.”
 
   I quirked my brow at her. “You saw that?”
 
   She nodded. “Yeah, I stuck around, waiting to see if you needed rescuing.”
 
   I shook my head and brought her fingers up to my lips, placing a kiss. She never failed to surprise me. Or turn me on.
 
   By the time we arrived, she was buzzing with energy, staring down at the rings on her fingers. I glanced at mine, still getting used to something being there after so long.
 
   “I wonder if my new nameplate is up.”
 
   I wrapped my arm around her and pulled her close as we walked in the building. “Another way to stick it to them, huh?”
 
   She nodded. “Oh, yeah. Plus, I love my new name. I want to scream it from the rooftops.”
 
   I laughed and kissed the side of her head. “You still need to get it changed legally.”
 
   “Yeah. I’m doing that tomorrow at lunch.”
 
   I quirked a brow as I held the door open for her. “I’m surprised you can wait that long.”
 
   She elbowed me in the ribs. “I figured there wouldn’t be time today. I’m afraid to see what my desk looks like…and poor Owen. He hasn’t been in the position long.”
 
   I pushed the call button for the elevator. “He can handle himself.”
 
   She pursed her lips, silent as the doors slid open and we stepped in. A loud sigh came out of her, and I looked down.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yesterday we were on the beach. I want to go back.”
 
   The elevator slowed to a stop and the doors opened to our floor. I took a moment to lean into her. “Soon.”
 
   “Tomorrow?”
 
   I chuckled as I grabbed her hand and started walking down the hall. “Not quite that soon.”
 
   Of course, turning the corner would put us right in front of the fucking BS bitches—some of their cubes were right in the hallway. I fucking hated seeing the lust light up their eyes, then turn to disdain when they noticed Lila. Then again, I’d rather have them not look at us at all.
 
   “Another vacation? Jeez, Delilah, I’m surprised Mr. Holloway still has you on.” The vile skank known as Jennifer rolled her eyes.
 
   The other diseased one, Tiffany, held her hand up to her mouth, as if we wouldn’t hear her. “You know she’s only still here because Nathan was his son-in-law.”
 
   My eye twitched as my jaw tightened and flexed. When did my past start circulating? We were already water cooler gossip, but my relationship with Jack had been kept quiet.
 
   “It’s none of your business how I use my vacation time. I have a lot saved up over the years, and still plenty to go—I’ll use it how I want to.” Lila was cool and collected, and the venom in her voice turned me on.
 
   My fingers flexed on her hip. I loved to see her fight back—it was so fucking sexy. She wasn’t weak, no matter what that shithead or the bitches in front of us thought.
 
   They rolled their eyes. “I’m surprised you have any left after all the time you took off last year.”
 
   Lila shook her head before narrowing her gaze on them. “You really are the stupidest bunch of rat-pack bitches, aren’t you? I was hit by a car, unable to take care of myself, let alone work. That classifies as sick time and medical leave. Company policy allows a certain number of weeks to be taken with half pay in the event you are unable to work for medical reasons. Vacation time is not used for medical leave.”
 
   She glared at them as she explained in terms their collagen-filled brains might understand. I cringed and backed up when Jennifer puckered her lips at me. Fuck, if her lips got any bigger, they were going to explode. It was bad enough she put her hands on me and shoved her breasts in my face every fucking chance she got, but there was no way I’d want those monsters near me.
 
   The BS bitches were tsking and getting riled up and yammering—pissing me off. It was too fucking early to listen to their squawking. I’d had enough.
 
   I grabbed the back of Lila’s head and turned her to me, fisting her hair. My other hand grabbed on to her jaw as I devoured her lips with mine. I turned, pressing her against the wall as I shoved my tongue in her mouth, claiming her as mine, hips thrusting as I practically fucked her in front of them.
 
   It made me remember our honeymoon, just two days prior when I had to lay claim to her in front of a bunch of idiots who were trying to buy her a drink at the pool bar. I kissed her harder, deeper, fucking her mouth with my tongue. She was whimpering and moaning, her hands gripped tight on my lapels.
 
   I pulled back, panting, happy at the complete desire and want on her face. I looked over to the bitches, their stunned expressions making me want to laugh.
 
    “My wife.” More than one of them gasped in shock, apparently unaware what had transpired the week before. “I don’t want anyone but her, so stop trying to tear her down to make yourselves feel better or think you have a chance at getting to me. Women like you make me sick.”
 
   “You can’t!” Jennifer screamed out, jumping up from her seat.
 
   My spine straightened, and I turned to face them, glaring down at them. Tiffany’s eyes widened and she scurried back behind the cube wall. Kelly, the least aggressive of the bunch, sat down in her seat when my head cocked in her direction, scooting it back to her desk.
 
   “What can’t I do?” My voice was even, smooth. From their shuddering, it also had the desired chilling effect. “I’ve been fairly tolerant of your advances, but your bleached brain doesn’t seem to grasp that I am in a relationship and therefore unavailable. You have chosen not to respect that, and are no better than an insect, in my view.”
 
   Jennifer was defiant, yet to be broken. “She’s an insect.” Her lip curled up in insolence as she looked at Lila.
 
   I stepped forward, looming over her and flashed my left hand so their leader could see. “I asked Lila to marry me, to be my wife. I wanted to marry her, to have her with me forever, to have her body on mine whenever and wherever I want. Not you. Never any of you. Only her.”
 
   Jennifer’s jaw jutted forward and her arms crossed over her chest. “So, what you’re saying is you married your whore.”
 
   My eyes widened and my body vibrated.
 
   “Jenn, I think you should stop.” Kelly’s voice was low, reserved.
 
   “Say that again, skank. Call my wife a whore again and I’ll—”
 
   “You’ll what?” She stepped forward, her body so close I could feel the heat of her devil fire on my skin.
 
   “Have you fired.”
 
   A hand clapped down on my shoulder and I turned to Jack. The BS bitches all gasped, and Jennifer’s mouth was gaping open, stumbling over words as she stepped away from me. I relaxed back toward Lila, my muscles uncoiling at her touch.
 
   “M-Mr. Holloway, welcome back.” Jennifer blinked at him, a bead of sweat forming on her brow.
 
   “Hmph. I don’t see how getting accounts of you threatening another employee while I was away, witnessing the beautiful wedding of Nathan and Delilah on the beach, as much of a welcome.” 
 
   She shook her head desperately. “No, sir, I didn’t do anything like that.”
 
   Jack rocked back on his heels and stared at her. “I don’t much like emails like that while I’m away on vacation. Especially when they are from your supervisor’s supervisor with multiple accounts from different women in the office stating they’d been attacked by you.” Jennifer’s face paled and she sunk back. “Make sure your schedule is clear this afternoon, Miss Watson.”
 
   “Y-yes, sir.”
 
   “Now, I believe you all have work to do.” He smiled at them with an almost eerie calm.
 
   They all slunk back to their cubes, pretending to work—something I still wasn’t convinced they ever accomplished.
 
   Jack turned to us and beamed. “I’m missing that beach about now.” He laughed as he patted my back and walked us down the hall.
 
   “Thanks, Jack. I was about to lose it.”
 
   Jack nodded. “I noticed. You didn’t even hear your wife calling your name and tugging on your arm.”
 
   I looked over to Lila, who nodded. “I was afraid you were going to punch her.”
 
   I sighed and pulled on my neck. “I almost did.” I glanced at Jack. “Was that true?”
 
   Jack smiled and leaned close, looking around to make certain no one overheard. “There have been whispered complaints going on from some of the senior staff for some time. While we were away, Owen took it upon himself to detail their actions. Some of it was on video. He emailed Stanley Wick, stating that her supervisor refused to take action and it was upsetting many of his coworkers.”
 
   Lila was right—Owen could hold his own. I laughed.
 
   “Stanley looked into it. Seems Jennifer has been…coercing good progress reports from her supervisor, Daniel.”
 
   Lila scoffed at the news. “Doesn’t surprise me in the least, especially after watching the way she went after Nate.”
 
   Jack looked around again. “David and I have taken an interest in the matter, especially seeing as a supervisor was involved and in a way that violates many company policies.”
 
   I looked at Jack when he referenced his brother—the other Holloway in the company name. “I thought David retired.”
 
   “He still pokes around from time to time, keeping tabs. Stanley contacted him first, since I was away.” We stopped in front of Lila’s door and Jack held out his hand, shaking mine before taking Lila’s. “Have a good day, you two.” He turned to leave, then looked back. “I’ll keep you apprised of the situation, seeing as you both are involved and have had altercations. We’ll probably need to meet with each of you later.”
 
   I nodded. “Sounds like a plan.” I pulled Lila close as he walked away. She looked up at me as she leaned in, arching into me.
 
   “Ahem.”
 
   We blinked at each other and peeked into the office. Owen was peering over his monitor, staring at us. “If you’re going to make out, can you do it somewhere else?”
 
   “Ha.” I flipped him off and leaned down for one last succulent kiss to get me through the day.
 
   It was hard to let her go, to be separated from her. She pushed away with a reluctant sigh and headed to her desk, a deep frown as she looked over all the files covering the top.
 
   “Hey, thanks, Owen.” I tipped my chin at him.
 
   He looked up at me and smirked. “For what?
 
   I nodded in agreement to his sneaky maneuvers and gave him a thumbs up. “You’re all right, man.” I looked back to Lila and kissed the air at her. “Have a good day, Mrs. Thorne.”
 
   She beamed at me. “You too, Mr. Thorne.”
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   Later that day, I worked my way through an easier case file, when my email pinged with a new message from Lawrence, the prosecutor in Adam’s case. My eyes scanned over the message, and I cursed. Not news I needed to hear after such a wonderful week in paradise. 
 
   My knee bounced as I stared at the screen. The news was fucking up all of our hopes. It seemed that a dark cloud was now crashing down on us. I stood, throwing the door open and walking as fast as I could down the hall. I slammed my hand down on the open door, startling both the occupants of the large office.
 
   Lila stared up at me. “Nate?”
 
   “We need to take a break.”
 
   My agitation must have been obvious, because she nodded and locked her computer. She looked over to Owen as she grabbed her jacket and swung it on. “I’ll be back.”
 
   My fingers tangled with hers as soon as she reached me, and I practically dragged her down the hall. I pressed the call button for the elevator over and over, but she didn’t say a word. One finger slipped inside my wrist, followed by another, caressing the soft skin, and I settled down. It wasn’t enough, but it helped.
 
   By the time we arrived at the main floor lobby, I’d calmed down enough that I was no longer dragging her along behind me. I still kept a brisk pace, one she had a little trouble keeping up with for the few blocks down the street and around the corner to Starbucks.
 
   I shuddered, a sickening feeling overcoming me every time I passed the intersection in front of the store. The memories always bombarded me—her totaled car, her blood, her lifeless body. There was no doubt I would never overcome the images—they were burned in my brain.
 
   The door swung open as we approached, and I caught it, holding it open and guiding her in. We ordered our drinks and waited at the end of the counter.
 
   She never said a word, never asked what was wrong. I looked down and caught her curious gaze. In the depth of her eyes, I swear I could see every question she wouldn’t ask, and they were all laced in fear. I pulled her close and kissed her forehead, the action relaxing her a bit, and she blew out a long breath.
 
   We found a small table and sat down. I didn’t speak, taking a sip instead. As we sat there, the anger and agitation slowly slipped away. The email had gutted me, leaving me feeling helpless, unable to protect her from the devil that haunted her.
 
   “I didn’t know… I just found out, but they don’t charge habitual anymore for anything other than drugs,” I said, finally able to break the bad news.
 
   Her face paled, and she dropped the cup from her lips. “Wha…what do we do now?”
 
   I sighed and rubbed my face. “The prosecutor said he’s going to throw everything he can at him. There are a couple of class D felonies and some lesser offenses.”
 
   “How much time is that?”
 
   “Less than before.” I shook my head. My body felt like it was weighed down by a lead ball on my chest. “Not for the rest of his life, which is not good enough for either of us.” My anger began to boil at the thought of him on the loose, free to find her again. My jaw clenched, teeth grinding together. “It would be safer for him if he was in jail, because if I ever see his face in the world again after the trial, I will kill him.”
 
   Lila placed her hands over my balled up fists for a brief moment before standing. I looked up at her but didn’t find the expression I expected. There was no fear. I’d just told her there was a possibility the man who’d tried to kill her more than once could be out in the world in a few short years, and she was smiling at me with tears in her eyes.
 
   She sat down on my lap and grabbed my hands, wrapping my arms around her.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered. Her hand cupped my cheek and her fingers caressed my skin, lighting the familiar tingle of warmth I always got from her touch.
 
   My eyes closed and I leaned into her hand, sighing as she soothed the beast in me. “For what?”
 
   “For loving me that much.”
 
   I blinked up at her. “Do you still not understand how much I love you? That I would do anything to keep you safe?”
 
   “I do, but I also have my moments of doubt and disbelief. Fears that you’re a dream and I’ll wake up in hell again.”
 
   My grip tightened, pulling her closer. “I’m not a figment of your imagination. Do you really think your mind would create someone so fucked up?”
 
   She massaged the back of my neck with her fingers, making me groan. “Maybe. Why wouldn’t my mind think the perfect person for me is just as fucked up as I am?”
 
   I smiled and leaned forward so that our foreheads were touching. “We are perfect together.”
 
   Her lips met mine, but not in the soft kiss I was expecting. Nails scratched at my neck as her tongue asked for mine. I moaned—she was changing my mood in a very unexpected way.
 
   “We fit perfectly together physically as well,” I said as she pulled away. Ideas of hauling her into the store’s bathroom began milling around my head. My hand moved up her thigh, grabbing the flesh beneath.
 
   Yeah, I could use a quickie.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Such a horny bastard.”
 
   “But I’m your horny bastard. And you should know, after all this time, what kissing me like that will do.”
 
   She smiled at me all innocent-like, her bottom lip trapped between her teeth. My head was spinning, all the blood from my brain draining down to my dick.
 
   Fuck—the things she did to me.
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   Nothing told me how much better Lila was getting than when Noah, Lila’s foster brother, opened the door and she hugged him. Granted, she’d known him for a long time and trusted him, was open with him in ways only myself and few others knew of. It really shouldn’t have surprised me. Lila was reserved, except with those she trusted.
 
   The only other time I’d seen him was that day with Adam, and I was too concerned with her to get a good look at him. Noah was average, overall—a little shorter than my six-two and about my weight as well. Dark brown hair was thick on his head, and his brown eyes were soft as he looked down at her.
 
   When a short little brunette came to the door, I was shocked when Lila wasted no time wrapping her arms around her as well. It was obvious I didn’t know everyone who made up her very short list.
 
   “Nathan, this is my wife, Camilla,” Noah said.
 
   I held out my hand but was knocked back by the small woman practically tackle-hugging me. “It’s so wonderful to meet the man who was able to open up our Lila.” She pulled back, smiling at me.
 
   I blinked at her, too stunned to find words. Lila wrapped her hands around my arm and kissed my shoulder.
 
   Noah ushered us into the living room, offering up drinks as we went, and based on his tone months ago, I knew I’d need one.
 
   “Thanks,” I said as I took a bottle of beer from him. A squeal drew my attention, and I turned to find Lila and Camilla going through the wedding photos we’d brought with us.
 
   “You look so beautiful,” Camilla said to Lila. “I wish we could have come, but with the twins, money’s tight.”
 
   “It’s okay. It would have been great if you could have made it.”
 
   Camilla sighed, a wistful look on her face.
 
   “She wanted to go so bad,” Noah said from next to me, drawing my attention back to him. “But Mari was just in the hospital for a lung infection. Medical bills were and are piling up. Plus, there was no way I could get off with the short notice.”
 
   “No need to explain. I know you would have dropped everything to be there for her.”
 
   He stared at her, watching. “She’s changed so much in the last year, and I know that’s all due to you.”
 
   “Even I can see the change.” I glanced over at her and smiled. Damn. She was so beautiful when she was smiling and at ease.
 
   “It’s so much better than the sickly skinny, mousy girl who ran from the room as soon as Armando or I entered.”
 
   My teeth mashed together. “After seeing the monster, I can understand why.”
 
   Noah nodded. “She still had the bruises and cuts when she came to live with us.” I turned to him, and his eyes seemed far away. He turned to me, back to the present, and sighed. “Her arm was in a cast, and she favored her left side. It took over a week for me to hear her voice because she wouldn’t speak. Even though she was safe, she was afraid she’d be hit.”
 
   I was reeling, my hand tightening on the bottle. She’d alluded to what Noah said, but never delved into it.
 
   “Fuck… Dealing with walking on eggshells all the time, I have no clue how she could stand to be near my ass.” I blew out a breath. “I was a bomb waiting to explode, only to detonate and recharge.”
 
   He took a sip as he contemplated. “The difference with you is that Lila knows what makes good and what makes evil. She could tell you were good long before she knew it. When she first came to us, her reactions were due to habit rather than fear. Granted, there was fear, but more because of the unknown.”
 
   My gaze flickered back to her. “It’s amazing she had the strength to get herself out. Most don’t.”
 
   “No, they don’t, but Lila’s an observer. That last attack only proved to her that if she didn’t get out, it would be no time before she was in a shallow grave and labeled a runaway. She was never going to get away—he’d never let her.”
 
   The thought sickened me, even more so since she said okay to starting a family. Her hesitancy made more sense—she never thought she’d live long enough for a future. Her youth wasn’t about popularity contests or the clothes she wore. It was about survival. Getting through one day in order to wake in another. Every day since probably felt like borrowed time, so she never dreamed.
 
   It was like Jack said—going through the motions, but not living.
 
   I wanted to go to the jail and beat her fucking stepbrother with a crow bar, bash his skull to a pulp, then drive out to the fucking shack in the middle of nowhere that she grew up in, cut off her father’s balls, and burn it to the ground with him and his bitch wife inside.
 
   The beast liked that idea.
 
   Five babies. Grace miscarried four, and the fifth was lost in the accident. I’d lost five of my own, while he was helping his only one into an early grave.
 
   “She doesn’t talk about that time, at least not in this much detail.”
 
   He nodded. “I figured, but I also felt these were things you need to know. I can tell you know her better than anyone, but at the same time, you’re missing key pieces. Her scars weren’t a one-time thing. Adam is sick and twisted, out for her blood. He would have killed her, if you hadn’t gotten there.”
 
   “I know.”  I swallowed and dropped my head a little as my stomach twisted.
 
   “The trial is going to be very rough on her. What I told you is going to come up. Every haunted memory of each hit, slap, threat… It’ll all come out.”
 
   I glanced up from my beer. “You’ve been through this before.”
 
   He stared at me and pursed his lips before letting out a sigh. “I put my father in jail for life.”
 
   My head bobbed up and down. “Lila said you were in a similar situation.”
 
   Noah stared out across the room, then took a sip. “He beat me and my mother all the time. When I was fourteen, he finally hit her so hard it killed her. I lost it. All my life he’d been taller than me, but at that time, we were the same. He was stronger, but I was still able to beat him unconscious.”
 
   “So sorry.”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s over and done. Now, I have a beautiful wife and kids. I only wish their grandmother was alive to see them. It’ll get better with time.”
 
    “It’s going to be rough over the next few months, but I can’t wait until the trial is over.”
 
   Noah’s expression changed, and his eyes flickered to Lila, worry filling his face. “The danger isn’t over then.” I tensed, remembering one of the reasons we were here—Noah had news on the Marconi. “They’re still watching you.”
 
   I blew out a breath and pulled on the back of my neck. “Has it been recently?”
 
   Noah nodded. “There are some dirty cops out there that are more interested in money. There’s a big case being launched against him, so he’s got tails on everyone involved in the case.”
 
   “But I’m not involved.”
 
   “No, but who has the most information against him? Who does he still hold a grudge against?”
 
   “Fuck.” I understood then—we would never be safe.
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   “That’s it, Nathan!” Jared, my instructor, said, slapping his padded, gloved hands together. “Again.”
 
   Left, right, left, elbow, knee—breathe and repeat. Ten times each side. I was counting in the front of my mind, but in the back I was going over everything Noah had told us over dinner.
 
   Dirty cops were being bribed by Marconi to turn a blind eye and destroy evidence in a new case against him. He’d hired men to follow around those involved in the case, including me. The longer I thought about it, the more my anxiety grew, because they could already know about my marriage.
 
   I’d put Lila in danger.
 
   I punched at Jared’s gloved hand, channeling the crippling fear that was starting to creep in. Over and over, harder and harder I threw my body against him. My muscles protested, but I couldn’t stop—I needed the outlet before I spun out. I couldn’t hear anything but the thoughts rattling around in my head.
 
   Would they come after us? Would I be able to protect Lila? What happened if I couldn’t?
 
   My fist slammed hard against Jared, knocking him back. “Damn, Nate. Can you even hear me?”
 
   My lungs were burning from harsh, labored breaths. “Sorry,” I managed to get out between pants.
 
   “Man, what is wrong with you tonight?” he asked, undoing the straps on my gloves and pulling them off.
 
   Sweat poured down my face, and my chest constricted until a strangled noise was released, tears filling my eyes.
 
   What if I lost Lila?
 
   My knees gave out, and I fell hard to the ground. I cried out in pain when I hit the concrete floor below me, but it was nothing compared to the pain in my chest.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I couldn’t deal with a fucking panic attack, so I tried to calm myself.
 
   Jared kneeled down next to me, his hand on my back. “What can I do?”
 
   My airway was constricting. “M-my w-wife.”
 
   The world was closing in again, the snake around my body squeezing tighter.
 
   “Nathan?” Lila’s voice cut through the dark fog. She wasn’t there, and it took me a moment to realize Jared was holding the phone to my ear. “Baby, are you okay? Jared just called me. Do you have your meds with you?”
 
   Hearing her voice was enough to halt the panic attack that was seizing me. My chest expanded, allowing for a deeper breath. It began to ease off—my vision started to clear and my muscles uncoiled.
 
   “Nate, say something.”
 
   “S-something.”
 
   She let out a strangled giggle on the other end of the phone. “Is it getting better? Do you need me to come get you?” Keys jingled in the background.
 
   “I just needed to hear your voice.” I took the phone from Jared and sat back on my haunches. Looking around the room, I found more than one person staring at me, aside from my trainer. “I’ll be fine.”
 
   There was silence on the other end, and I knew she was worried. “Is it about what Noah said?”
 
   I ran my free hand over my face. “Yes.”
 
   “We’ll get through whatever happens,” she said.
 
   “As long as we’re together, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   I blew out a breath. “I’ll be home soon.”
 
   “Okay. I love you.”
 
   “Love you, too.” I ended the call and took a bottle of water from Jared’s hand. “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem. You good now?” He patted my shoulder.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So, this is one of those situations you were telling me about?”
 
   I nodded. “Sorry.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s cool, man. I’m just glad you warned me when we started and gave me your girl’s number. Fucking freaked me out.”
 
   I scoffed. “And that was mild.”
 
   He stood up and held out a hand to help me up. “We’ll call it a night. Go home and relax. Pick it back up on Thursday?”
 
   I clapped onto his hand and hauled my ass up off the floor. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   I grabbed my stuff and headed out, driving as fast as I could, happy to get home to my wife. My hands ached to touch her. Only she provided the peace to calm the storm within me. The beast prowled back and forth, restless for her soothing touch.
 
   As soon as I parked the car, I was in the lobby, waving hello to Mike and calling for the elevator. My hand tapped on my thigh, nervous energy coursing through me. I fumbled with my keys as soon as the doors opened and burst into our condo.
 
   I threw my bag on the ground, locking the door behind me, and went running to find Lila. My foot caught on the floor, nearly tripping when I rounded the wall into the living room.
 
   Standing in the middle of the room was my wife, wearing nothing other than the sexy little set I bought her for Christmas.
 
   “Fuck.” My cock immediately rose to attention. The black and purple lace of her bra contrasted against her pale skin. She turned, a little minx smile on her face, and showed off her fuck-perfect ass.
 
   I groaned. Yeah, her ass would make me feel better. Tight and snug around me, squeezing me, pulling out every last drop I had to give.
 
   It only took three steps to be on her. I grabbed onto her hips and pulled her back, hard. My mouth latched onto her neck, my teeth nipping at the skin beneath.
 
   “You will do as I say, and you will fucking enjoy it.” Power poured through me as the beast took control, ready to take her, fucking pound her.
 
   She moaned and pushed her ass back against my cock. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   I pushed on her back with my hand and she leaned forward, resting against the arm of the couch. My fingers grabbed onto her hair and pulled. My sexy girl moaned. I fucking loved that I could let go, and she enjoyed it as much as I did.
 
   “I want you to be my dirty little slut. I’m going to fuck you hard.” My free hand ran along her hip and over the curve of her ass. “I’m going to squeeze into this tight ass, and you’re going to milk all the come from my balls.”
 
   I pushed the lacy material aside, and slipped a finger into her already wet pussy. When I moved to press against the tight opening I was about to bust into, there was something blocking me. I leaned back and looked down.
 
   “Fuck!” I got even harder at the image of the sparkling purple jewel on the end of the stainless steel butt plug I’d gotten her, sitting where her fuck-tight hole was. “Already worked yourself open a bit, I see.”
 
   I’d bought it to go with the set she was wearing, and I’d eagerly waited to see it peeking at me from between her cheeks. Her timing couldn’t be more perfect.
 
   It took every bit of restraint to not just pull it out and push my dick right in without prepping her more, but I wasn’t that kind of an asshole. Just the garden variety with a hard dick and a craving for an insanely tight ass.
 
   Fuck, I needed some lube, because I wasn’t going to get her as far as she needed. I pulled on the end, shuddering as I watched her stretch around the widest part. When the tip was on the verge of coming out, I drove it back in all the way. I stared down in perverse fascination as I moved it out again.
 
   I looked down at my leaking cock, begging to be pressed between her ass cheeks. It was trying to get out of my shorts, dripping to be surrounded by her. She was so fucking tight that I couldn’t think about anything but the sight and memory of my head popping through her tight ring of muscles.
 
   She let out a sexy whimper sound and relaxed into the pumping toy in her ass.
 
   As if she knew what I was thinking, her hand reached behind her, the bottle of lube in her palm.
 
   “Fuck, yes,” I hissed, releasing her hair and taking it from her.
 
   In my impatience, I yanked her panties down to her knees, then pulled my shirt off and tossed it to the ground. 
 
   I pushed two of my lubed fingers inside. I had to feel exactly how tight and ready she was. I suckedin a tight gasp when her ass pressed back into my hand. The deeper I went, the more she seemed to pull my fingers inside her. 
 
   It was fucking perfect—my fingers disappearing inside her.
 
   With my other hand, I stroked my cock. I couldn’t take anymore—I was going to come all over the backs of her legs.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” she said, her voice hoarse.
 
   I leaned over, bit her shoulder blade, and then I was right fucking there, slicked up and ready to decimate her ass—the hole I worshiped more than my very heartbeat in that moment.
 
   “It’s not going to be gentle—more like a two-bit whore,” I said in warning as I lubed up my cock.
 
   One hand held onto her hip while the other gripped my cock, lining up and pressing against her slightly gaping but tight asshole. She whimpered a little—my cock was bigger than the plug. I was bad in my need and continued on. Lights flashed in my eyes, a strangled breath escaping as I made it through the her fucking tight muscles and halfway in.
 
   It was the escape I needed, washing over me as her body crushed around mine in tight, cock-strangling bliss. My hips rocked, pushing my cock further in, curses flying at the mind-numbing pleasure that enveloped every cell as she moved up and down my shaft. With each thrust, I pushed harder, faster, driving my way to the release I desperately needed.
 
   I looked down to watch her spread around my cock as I plunged in. The sight made me shudder, glued to the hypnotizing view. Fuck, it was perfect. Goddamned exquisite.
 
   “Such a good girl.” My fingers tangled in her hair, pulling her head back. It was the perfect leverage needed to pound her hard.
 
   I needed to fuck her into oblivion. Destroy her—destroy us both.
 
   I yanked back on her hair as I thrust forward, slamming hard, pushing her into the arm of the couch. It was relentless fucking, the friction on my dick driving me harder and faster. Every muscle was tense, every nerve tingling as I let go and took what I needed.
 
   I released her hair, both hands bearing down on her hips, holding her still. I couldn’t stop plowing into her or even slow down. There was nothing in me, my mind fuzzy, with only the need to come driving me.
 
   A shudder rolled through me, every muscle coiled tight. My hips slammed hard against her, jerking as I exploded. I shook with each spurt firing off.
 
   Pure bliss and white, mind-numbing euphoria.
 
   Peace.
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   Ever since we’d talked to Noah, I’d been on edge. My life was turning into a happy place again, but the threat I lived with for years was reawakening, trying to ruin it all. The vibrating anxiety pumped through my veins again, and the beast inside me prowled, growling at me to take Lila and run.
 
   Matters were made worse when an old, familiar tingling sensation from someone watching me reared their forgotten head. I wasn’t certain, but it wasn’t the first time since the New Year it’d happened, and now I knew why.
 
   Lila’s eyes watched me, probably waiting for me to burst. Not that I could blame her—I knew I was losing control. I could only guess how I looked on the outside. It was so bad that Darren wanted me to try meditation.
 
   Meditation.
 
   Fuck that. They only meditation I needed was my dick in Lila’s pussy. It was the only way to calm my ass down. Unfortunately, getting off inside and on my wife wasn’t providing the relief it used to. I wasn’t getting the mind-wiping hours of clarity that normally accompanied it. I had a suspicion the added stress of the trial was the culprit and was making me a bigger time bomb than ever before.
 
   I rubbed my face as I stared at the computer screen. The client was driving me mad, reminding me about the good that was working on contracts—no customers. Their plight seemed trivial to the shit-storm in my life.
 
   There was a knock on my open door before Drew walked in and sat down in front of me, a stupid grin plastered on his face.
 
   “Man, what is up with you?” He’d been acting strange ever since we got back.
 
   “Dana,” he said with a smile.
 
   My brow twitched, and I stared at him. “Who’s Dana?”
 
   The lovey-dovey look in his eyes cleared, and he leaned forward. “The woman I met in Aruba.”
 
   He gave me a look like I should’ve known who he was talking about.
 
   “You met someone in Aruba?”
 
   He chuckled and leaned back. “Yeah, you only had eyes for Lila and were blind to the rest of us.”
 
   “Can you blame me?” I asked. He shook his head. “Are you doing a long distance relationship?”
 
   He shook his head. “Kinda, but not the distance you’re thinking. She lives in Bloomington. She’s an English professor at IU.”
 
   “All right, I can see you’re dying to tell me, so spill.” I sat back in my chair and watched the lovesick fool in front of me.
 
   “She’s perfect. I mean, beautiful and intelligent. When she smiles, everything lights up.” His own smile brightened, and I wanted to look for my sunglasses. “When I’m with her, nothing else matters. It’s like we’re the only two people in the world.”
 
   “All that in just a few weeks?”
 
   Drew gave a shy smile. “Actually, she was on spring break when we were in Aruba, and since we got back, we’ve seen each other almost every day.”
 
   “You drive down to Bloomington every day?” It was an hour and a half drive from the north side where our office was, which was about the same distance from his house.
 
   He shook his head. “No. She doesn’t have class in the afternoon a couple times a week, so she comes up here on those days. It’s a little hard to go on dates, so we kind of fell into a living together type situation.”
 
   My brow shot up, and I chuckled. “Damn, that was fast.”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s what we have to do.”
 
   “Things are going good, then?”
 
   He nodded. “She’s amazing. Absolutely…wow. I’ve never felt like this. It’s kind of scary.” I laughed a bit, Drew’s face turning from spacy and glowing to glowering. “Shut up.”
 
   I held my hands up. “No, man, good for you. That’s awesome. I just never knew you were such a sap.”
 
   He grimaced and flipped me off. “I thought you of all people would understand. You know, with your obsessive love of Lila.”
 
   “Obsessive love?” I thought on it for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, you got me there.”
 
   “If it wasn’t for the fact that she feels the same and I know you, I’d fear for her safety.”
 
   I glared at him. “What the fuck does that mean?” Did he really think I’d hurt Lila?
 
   “It means you’re a jealous asshole who is super possessive of her. Borderline psycho.”
 
   “Fuck you.” I leaned back and blew out a breath.
 
   “Just stating the truth.”
 
   “Yeah, I fucking know,” I grumbled. I hated when people pointed out my negative personality traits. They always made me wonder if I was always like that, or if I really was a completely different person than I was before the accident. Was I a blend of the two—Nathan and the beast?
 
   Drew pulled me from my thoughts. “What’s the plan for lunch?”
 
   I glanced down at the clock on my monitor—it was only ten, still almost two hours before our normal lunch time. My gaze moved to the open chair next to Drew, and I stared knowing what I wanted for lunch.
 
   “Not sure. I have a meeting at one I have to get ready for, so I may just get something to go and eat in here.”
 
   “Okay.” He pushed against the arms of the chair and stood. “Let me know if something changes.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   The moment he was gone, I pulled out my phone.
 
   Lunch. My office, 11:30. No panties.
 
   I had a little over an hour to finish up my preparations before what I was hungry for arrived. Before I dug in, I pulled out some menus from my desk drawer. Flipping through, I found Lila’s favorite Mediterranean place. They weren’t open yet, but they took online orders ahead of time. I set up an order for eleven and shoved the folder back into my desk.
 
   One hour to finish up before my meals arrived.
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   The smell of grilled chicken permeated my office as I finished up my contract and waited for Lila to arrive. What to eat first warred in my mind—gyro, or Lila.
 
   At that moment, the door to my office opened and Lila stood before me. Her face was flushed and her legs were rubbing together.
 
   “Sit.” I pointed to the chair in front of my desk. She didn’t hesitate. The air was thick with both our wants. “Spread your legs.”
 
   Again, she didn’t hesitate, only taking an extra moment to draw up the hem of her dress to her hips and scoot to the edge of the chair. The gained movement allowed her to open her legs fully, exposing her panty-less, bare, glistening pussy.
 
   Fuck.
 
   All I needed was her.
 
   I continued to stare at her, watching the effect take hold of her. She was flush, a small, whining moan slipping from her as her hips tilted. Her mouth was parted and her eyes were heavy, locked on me.
 
   “Stop teasing me.”
 
   I licked my lips. “You’re the one teasing me, showing off your wet pussy.”
 
   “Because you told me to.”
 
   “That’s right. I like it when you do what I say and having you sit there, getting turned on, begging me to come to you.”
 
   She moaned, her hand slipping down, finger brushing over her clit.
 
   I pushed my chair back and stormed over to her, slapping her hand away. She blinked up at me and whimpered.
 
   “Did I say you could touch?” I glared at her hand. “Never forget that pussy is mine to play with.”
 
   She looked up at me in glorious want. “Fuck, Nate, please.”
 
   “Please what?” I was almost snarling, losing myself in the game.
 
   “Play with me.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.
 
   My teeth clenched. “Ask nicely. Beg.”
 
   She bit her finger, hips moving, whimpering. “Please, play with me.”
 
   “Why should I?” I palmed my cock, which was a fucking rock from watching her undulating hips and wet pussy calling. “Tell me, my little slut, why should I play with you?”
 
   “I’ll do whatever you want.”
 
   I arched a brow at her as I smacked the inside of her thigh. “You’ll do that anyway.”
 
   A high rushed through me, my spine tingling. I fucking loved when she stalled following directions. It made me want to punish her more, and I knew that was exactly why she did it. It was our game, our high, the way we pushed each other further.
 
   “Please! I’ve been a good girl.”
 
   I quirked my brow at her. “What about that barista that was flirting with you this morning?”
 
   Her brow scrunched in pain and worry. “He was only being friendly.”
 
   I smacked the inside of her thigh again, groaning when her pussy twitched. “He was being too friendly, and so were you.”
 
   Fuck. The game was spiraling out of control, and so was I. I’d only intended to work her up a bit more before eating her out. Now I was seconds away from flipping her over, spanking her ass, and fucking her so hard the entire building would know.
 
   She licked her lips as she stared at the outline of my hard dick. “I’m sorry. Please let me make it up to you. I’m a good girl. Let me show you.”
 
   A shudder rolled down from my head to my toes. “Grip the back of the chair and don’t let go.”
 
   She followed my directions again, and I knelt down between her thighs. I reached out and rubbed her clit with my thumb. She arched her hips up into my hand. I could smell her thick, needy scent. It drove me wild, making me need her—the strongest aphrodisiac.
 
   I pressed down on her abdomen. “Keep your hips still.”
 
   She nodded, and I bent down, licking all the way up her slit and sucking her clit in between my teeth. Her head was tilted back as she gasped for air. That was just the teaser.
 
   I pressed against her clit with my thumb, then opened up her pussy lips with my other hand before covering her with my mouth. My tongue savored her taste and I dug in deeper, licking and sucking all I could get.
 
   High-pitched squeaks came from her, back arching and her thighs closing in around my head. I pulled back and pushed her legs open and down with my forearms, pressing them against the arms of the chair.
 
   “Stop moving.” I pinched her clit, and she bit down on her lower lip.
 
   Moving back down, I stuck my tongue as far in her pussy as I could. My cock was weeping, begging to replace my tongue, but I wasn’t done yet. I scraped my teeth against her clit, flicking it with my tongue.
 
   “Do you want to come?”
 
   She whimpered at me. “Yes.”
 
   “You’re going to come on my face, so I can taste and smell you all day long. Then I’ll fuck you.”
 
   Her pussy was all swollen and pink. It took everything in me to keep my dick in my pants. I flicked her clit with my finger, picking up speed. Her head thrashed from side to side. I continued and moved back to licking and sucking her juices. My fingers dug into her thigh, her muscles tensing, back arching so much I was having trouble keeping up the pace.
 
   With a wail her pussy twitched, and her whole body spasmed under me as she came. Her juices flooded my face, and I drank her up. Eating her out had me so fucking hard that pre-come leaked onto my pants.
 
   I licked my lips and sat back, deftly pulling at my belt to get my pants down enough to get my cock out. Her pussy was soaking wet, letting me easily slide in. There wasn’t a lot of friction, but she was still tight from coming and fluttered around me as she built up for a second orgasm.
 
   Quick, no frills, just my cock pistoning in and out until I fired off.
 
   “Fuck.” My balls pulled up tight, and I shuddered. I dug my fingers into her hips as I slammed into her.
 
   Lila cried out, her body shaking, on the verge of coming again. I thrust hard a couple more times, and she arched against the chair and clamped down on my cock. I pushed all the way in and held my cock there, jerking with each spurt.
 
   Once done, I looked down at Lila and snickered between breaths.
 
   “You’re a mess.”
 
   She flipped me off, then gave me a lazy smile. “Best lunch break ever.”
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   I chuckled to myself, earning a quizzical look from Lila.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your hair is a beautiful fucking mess.”
 
   She reached up and her fingers combed through it, trying to straighten it and get out the knots I’d made. My wife looked thoroughly sexed—a look I loved to see her wear. Unfortunately, we were at the office and had to at least look presentable before we opened the door to the sixth floor conference room.
 
   The quiet little corner became our occasional afternoon delight spot. With the trial closing in, we both needed the physical reassurance and calm that came from touching each other.
 
   “I was thinking about having roasted chicken breast and red potatoes for dinner.”
 
   I thought it over as I pushed the tails of my dress shirt back into my slacks. “Sounds pretty good. Maybe some salad as well. My stomach hasn’t been right since that weird Indian place Drew took us to on Monday.” She smiled, laughing to herself. “What?”
 
   She shook her head. “Nothing.”
 
   I threw my jacket back on and walked over to her, pulling her to me. “It’s not nothing.”
 
   She bit her bottom lip, a blush creeping along her cheeks. “We’re just weird.”
 
   “We’re weird?”
 
   “I mean, I don’t watch sitcoms, but I’ve seen some when I dated Drew and spent time with Caroline. The things the people talked about were often strange to me.” I quirked my brow at her, and she sighed. “You know I have warped perceptions on reality, and our conversation was oddly similiar to those shows. I didn’t realize we’d become so mainstream and domesticated.”
 
   I laughed out loud. Normalcy was weird to her, and we were engaging in a normal, everyday couple conversation—the type we’d had hundreds of.
 
   “Baby, we’re married.”
 
   Her brow scrunched. “And?”
 
   “And we’re evolving as people and a couple. Life isn’t only about the crap we’ve been through anymore. The everyday shit, sharing it, and living life is the new us.”
 
   “I didn’t say it was bad, just…weird.” She tucked her head. “And I kind of like it.”
 
   I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. “You’ll get used to it, and it won’t be weird anymore.” She snuggled into my chest, a content sigh coming from her. “Dinner sounds great.”
 
   “You can make the salad.”
 
   I smiled and kissed the top of her head. “One of the few things I can make.”
 
   “You’ve gotten better at other things.”
 
   I nodded. “I have.”
 
   “You can make lasagna tomorrow.”
 
   “Mmm, that sounds good.”
 
   “Tomorrow. I’m making chicken tonight. Besides, we’ll need to stop at the grocery store.”
 
   I opened the door and held it for her to walk through. One of the few locals of the floor passed by, giving us a knowing look.
 
   I didn’t care who knew. Was it unprofessional to have sex at the office? Hell, yes. Was that going to stop me? Not a fucking chance. Discreet was what we strived for, but sometimes it was inevitable that someone heard us.
 
   “Your tie is messed up.” She reached up and adjusted it as we rode the elevator back up.
 
   We were walking down the hall back to her office when I noticed Caroline standing in front of Lila’s office, tapping her foot with her arms crossed in front of her. What had her so pissed?
 
   “My God, Nate, can’t you wait a few hours until you get home?” She huffed as we neared.
 
   I grinned at her. “No.”
 
   She rolled her eyes, then pointed at her watch as she looked at Lila. “Tick-tock, girl. We have lunch plans, and you’re eating into them with your sexcapades.”
 
   “Oh, crap!” Lila looked down at her watch and headed into her office to get her purse and coat.
 
   “Yeah, you forgot, didn’t you?”
 
   “No, time got away from me.”
 
   Caroline quirked her brow. “How long were you two getting it on?”
 
   I checked out the time, doing the math of when we left. “We were pretty quick.”
 
   “Nate!”
 
   I peeked in and saw that Owen had already left for lunch. “I know it’s no secret from her, so stop acting embarrassed. Besides, baby making has no schedule.” I grinned.
 
   Caroline’s head snapped to me. “Wait, what was that? Baby making?”
 
   I glanced at Lila, who was glaring at me. Hadn’t she told Caroline? Weeks had passed, and Caroline was out sick for a week in there, but I thought she would be the first person Lila told. Caroline gave me a “I hope you know what you’re doing” look.
 
   Lila sighed. “I was going to tell you about it over lunch.”
 
   “You sure as hell are.”
 
   “I’ll see you later,” Lila said as she gave me a kiss and headed down the hall.
 
   Once they were out of sight, I headed down to my office. As soon as I entered, I slammed my head against the door. Was I forcing my desires for a family on Lila? Did she even want children, or was she placating me? There was the possibility that the trial on Monday was consuming her thoughts—perhaps that was why?
 
   The answer was clear to that one. Her demeanor told me the stress of the trial was getting to her—hence the romp this morning. She was the one who called me to meet—an unusual occurrence.
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   I was hard.
 
   Then again, I seemed to be hard all the time.
 
   Fucking PTSD. It affected my mood, often in a bad way, and heightened my already high-demanding sexual needs. At its worst, I was an asshole who needed his dick wrapped in warmth twenty-four-fucking-seven.
 
   Our addictive dependence on each other wasn’t considered healthy, but it was what we needed to function. We craved each other to calm the storm within.
 
   Getting off only gave me a moment of peace, but it was a moment.
 
   I had to get it all out, because in the morning, I needed to be strong for Lila. The trial was starting, and my shit needed to take a back burner.
 
   Staring at the TV, I palmed my cock as thoughts of fucking her unconscious took hold. She wasn’t home. Her art class, or, as I liked to call it, separation-of-her-dependency-on-me class, was going on until eight.
 
   Another fucking hour.
 
   My cock couldn’t wait that long. My balls ached and the head leaked, begging to explode. If I didn’t get myself in check, she was going to come home to something destroyed, and that would make her worry. Then she’d let me fuck her until I felt better.
 
   The problem with that scenario was I’d feel worse because I knew what she was hiding below the surface.
 
   She couldn’t hide from me.
 
   The pain, the fear—it shook her to the core to an almost debilitating degree. Yet, she went on, putting on that damn face, telling me everything was all right when it fucking wasn’t. It was a left-over defense mechanism that I didn’t even think she realized she’d been doing for the past week.
 
   My fist slammed down next to my side, and I yelled out a curse. Frustration didn’t even describe my situation.
 
   I wanted to be selfish. I was dying to push my cock into her mouth and fuck her face, her throat swallowing around me; to slam my cock in her pussy, making her cry out as I fucked her hard, releasing all of my pent up rage and fear; to feel her tight ass constrict around me. I wanted to tie her to the bed and pound into her over and over until she came so many times she passed out. Make us both forget what was coming.
 
   My tongue swiped across my lips, muscles flexing as my hand opened and closed on the couch cushion. Hips, toes, hands—all curling in need.
 
   To taste, to take, to devour.
 
   I flipped the front edge of my shirt over my head and pushed my shorts down enough to pull my cock and balls out. The head was red and angry, my dick begging for Lila to make it all better. When was the last time I’d gotten off by my hand? It had been few and far between since I’d met her, so much so that my cock was practically trained to come from Lila and Lila alone.
 
   I moved my hand up my shaft and hissed as I hit the underside of the sensitive head, setting up a slow, teasing, steady pace. It wouldn’t take much to come.
 
   I recalled some of our favorite escapades, one of my favorites coming to the forefront—the alleyway in Noblesville. The thrill of being seen, watching as my cock claimed her pussy…
 
   I was lost on the edge of coming. Every muscle was so tight, statue-like as my fist flew up and down my cock. My mouth was open, eyes cloudy. I didn’t hear her come in, but she stood before me, fuzzy.
 
   The realization she was watching was too much. With a strangled cry, I tipped my head back and tightened my grip on my cock as the first pulsing shot from my balls exploded onto my stomach.
 
   Everything was gone, quiet, except the ecstasy that filled me with each spurt that left my body. I pulled the last drops out and relaxed back into the couch, spent. My vision cleared, though my lids were still heavy as I tried to catch my breath.
 
   Lila was still watching me. The beast was satiated, my muscles relaxed. I stared back at her. “Come here.” I beckoned her over, holding out my hand.
 
   As she got closer, I reached up and cupped her face, guiding her lips down to mine. It was soft, and through her touch, I knew sex wasn’t what she needed.
 
   I grabbed some tissue and wiped up the mess I’d made before pulling my t-shirt back down and tucking my cock away. Once that was done, I tugged on her arm, positioning her over my lap, straddling me. Her arms wrapped around my shoulders, while her head rested in the crook of my neck. It felt so good to have her close, but I needed closer, and I held her as tight as I could, breathing her in. I released my grip and swept my hand up, then down her back.
 
   “How was art class?”
 
   She shrugged in my arms. “It was okay. I’m not very good, though, so I think when it’s up, I’ll stop. Maybe find something else.”
 
   “Anything catch your eye?”
 
   She hummed against my neck. “Not really. Maybe I’ll just take more swimming or dance classes, just so I can keep up with you.”
 
   I kissed the side of her head. “You’ll be caught up in no time.”
 
   She looked so down. “I really just miss being with you.”
 
   “I know. Me, too. But, I also understand why Darren wants us to have separate activities, even though I hate it.”
 
   She nodded. “I missed you.”
 
   “I missed you, too.”
 
   She heaved a sigh and sat back. The crushing anxiety that plagued her earlier in the day was gone, but what replaced it was almost as bad. It was like she was preparing for battle. Shutting herself down, closing in. The way her arms were held in tight and wrapped loosely around her waist told me everything.
 
   I reached out and tilted her head up so I could look in her eyes. “Don’t shut me out, baby.” Tears started to pool in her eyes, and she wetted her lips before she looked down. “Hey, none of that. Look at me.” The sight of tears brimming made my chest clench. “I love you, Lila, and I’m here for you. I know tomorrow is going to be difficult, but you’re not alone anymore.”
 
   Her body jerked in my arms before a whine clawed its way out of her chest and broke into a sob. The sound tore at me, shredded me to pieces. There was nothing I could do. I felt helpless, and I hated the feeling. I wanted to take away all her pain, but had no clue how.
 
   Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I need lovey hugs.”
 
   I drew her in and held her tight as she cried into my chest, letting out all of her fear. She was strong, but I also knew how fragile she was. My only hope was that the following days didn’t break her.
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   When the alarm went off, neither of us moved to turn off the blaring sound. We stared at each other, gathering up the strength to leave the bed. Knowing that as soon as the alarm was silent, we had to get ready.
 
   She sighed and curled against my chest. I wrapped my arms around her, wishing I could keep her there—that she didn’t have to go through what was coming.
 
   The volume of the alarm grew to an almost deafening level, and I couldn’t take it anymore. I slapped down on the snooze button to shut it up.
 
   Five more minutes.
 
   I went back to my position of trying to pull her inside me. When time was up, we reluctantly separated and moved to get up.
 
   A low pressure front had come through overnight, and we both groaned in pain. The first steps were rough—my leg didn’t want to move right. Another reminder of what lay beneath the scars all over my body. Lila was the same, and her hand covered the opposite wrist.
 
   My whole body ached and was stiff. Mornings like this sucked and made an already difficult day that much worse.
 
   We showered and got ready, our pace slower than normal.
 
   Lila’s eyes were clouded and unfocused. She wasn’t ready for today, but she never would be. The day was a means to the end, and I’d be there, helping her get through it as best as the court would allow. Being a witness meant we’d be separated, testifying without each other in the room.
 
   It was going to be a shit day, but we’d get through it together.
 
   That was, if my ass didn’t end up in jail for killing the fucker.
 
   My blood still boiled over it, and the image burned in my mind. I honestly wasn’t sure I could keep myself in check and the beast on a leash. Everything in my being wanted to beat the shit out of him, to break every bone in his body for everything he’d ever done to her.
 
   I glanced over at her. The light was gone from her—she was just a shell—much like when we first met. Her hands shook as she pulled a shirt from its hanger and slipped it on. I stepped forward and helped her get it over her head, smoothing it down her waist.
 
   “I can’t do this,” she said, looking up at me.
 
   She was so afraid and so lost.
 
   One of my hands sat on her waist while the other cupped her cheek. “You can. You’re stronger. They can’t hurt you. Don’t let fears bring you down.”
 
   “What if my father is there? Bad enough I have to tell an entire court room what they did to me, reliving it over and over again as they dig in deep. Having to have my past brought up to all those people. But to deal with him as well?”
 
   “I’ll be with you.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, you won’t. You’ll be in another room. Cut off.”
 
   “No, not cut off. It’ll only be a few feet and some walls between us, but I’ll be there. You’ll be able to feel me.”
 
   A tear slipped down her cheek, and I wiped it away. “I need to be able to touch you. How can I get through this day without you?”
 
   “By remembering that by testifying, you’re sealing his fate. You’ll be able to say the words, knowing I’m not far away and that there are witnesses and a bailiff there to protect you from him.”
 
   She sniffed and drew in a shuddered breath, then nodded. 
 
   We finished getting ready and headed out. The drive was silent and a bit unnerving with how locked down Lila was. I reached out and took her hand in mine. Her fingers twined with mine, a long breath coming from her as she relaxed, even if it was just a little.
 
   Her grip tightened as we walked up to the courthouse—a death grip of fear. Heading down the hall, we saw Lawrence, the prosecutor, standing in front of the courtroom, with Noah next to him.
 
   Lawrence looked between us and settled on Lila. “Are you ready?”
 
   She shook her head, her voice soft and small. “No, but I never will be.”
 
   He pursed his lips and nodded, then ushered us in.
 
   She reached out and grabbed Noah’s hand. He stepped forward, giving her a hug and kissing the top of her head. “I know. But it will get so much better after this. I promise.”
 
   She nodded, and we moved to find our seats.
 
   I hated that we had to be at the courthouse so early, and hated that we spent the morning doing nothing but waiting as the jury was selected. Waiting to get the damn show on the road and get this the fuck over with so we could move on.
 
   One less threat to deal with. One less monster on the streets.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind he would go to prison. What I did waver on was if we could get all the major felony charges. Not getting one could mean around five or more years less on his sentence.
 
   I didn’t even get to see the cleaned-up version of Adam. A bailiff came for me. I wrapped Lila in my arms and kissed her hard.
 
   “You’ll be okay. I’m here.”
 
   The fear was clear in her eyes, but she nodded. Everything in me wanted to run away with her, to keep her from the pain, but it was a necessary evil. I was shuffled back to my “holding cell,” Lila’s fingers slipping through mine as we were led away to separate rooms.
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   My knee bounced as I stared at the clock, watching as each second ticked by. It was almost five—they would end for the day, and I could see Lila again.
 
   Fucking stupid rules that kept me from her. I’d never hated them before, because they were often to my advantage in my work, but it was a burning anger when they were forced upon me. A brief period at lunch was the only time I’d touched, seen, or talked to her since we’d arrived over eight hours earlier. I was crawling out of my skin knowing she was even in the same room as him, being grilled about all that he’d done to her.
 
   The beast was exceptionally uneasy.
 
   I stood, pacing, prowling the drywall cage those rules locked me in. Every cell in me was vibrating. My nostrils flared, and the urge to slam my fist into a wall was great. The pent-up energy was calling for me to destroy something.
 
   If day one was this bad, how was I supposed to survive day two?
 
   The door clicked open, and my eyes snapped up.
 
   “They’re done,” my guard said.
 
   He didn’t need to tell me any more—I was out the door and headed down the hall. Walking wasn’t fast enough, so I began running past people who gave me dirty looks, but I couldn’t give two shits about what they thought.
 
   Lila needed me, and I had to get to her.
 
   I rounded the corner and slowed my pace as I approached the open doors of the courtroom. The few stragglers left behind were trickling out. Lila came into view, her head down and arms crossed as if she was holding herself together.
 
   By the time her head rose, I was only a few steps away. She collapsed into my arms, completely drained.
 
   “I’ve got you, Honeybear,” I said as I locked her tight in my arms. My lips pressed against her forehead as my gaze rose.
 
   A couple exited a few feet away, and the man looked in our direction. My eyes locked on his, and I tensed. Flames of hatred ignited and raged through me. I ignored the woman, because I knew instantly who he was. After all, he bore the exact same interesting gray-green eyes as my wife.
 
   Stephen Palmer wasn’t the image I’d drawn in my mind, but then again, I’m sure time and age had changed him. He was bald, and shorter than me. What once looked like a solid frame was thinner and weaker thanks to his near sixty-year age.
 
   His lip curled up, utter disgust on his face as he looked at Lila.
 
   A hand clamped down hard on my shoulder as the words “don’t do it” were whispered in my ear. It was then I realized my whole body was tense, ready to storm down the hall and deck the bastard.
 
   Noah was standing next to me, his gaze also locked on Lila’s father and stepmother. Together we watched as they walked down the corridor and out of the courthouse.
 
   Once they were out of sight, I walked Lila over to a nearby bench and sat down, moving her to my lap. My hand made soothing motions wherever they touched as I looked down at her. She wasn’t crying, but I couldn’t decide if that was a good or a bad thing. She looked completely beaten down.
 
   Lawrence, the prosecutor, walked out of the courtroom and toward us, followed by Andrew. The rest of his team continued on down the hall and out.
 
   “It was a hard day,” Lawrence said as he stopped in front of us. “I’d order in and have a relaxing night. It’s going to be another hard one tomorrow. ”
 
   “Is she done?” I motioned down to Lila.
 
   He nodded. “We were able to finish up in time. Noah’s went faster than I anticipated, leaving lots of time for her. You and Andrew are up tomorrow, along with the doorman”—he  opened up the file in his arm—“Michael Cline.”
 
   “How do you think it went?” Drew asked. Sadness washed over his features as he looked down at Lila curled on my lap, not moving.
 
   “I’m hopeful.” Lawrence gave a slow nod, then sighed. I was caught in his sights, and he motioned in my direction. “A reminder—you are not to talk about the case tonight.”
 
   My lip twitched. Yes, I knew the rules, but I wasn’t about to let Lila suffer until after the jury deliberated. She was my wife. It was in my job description as her husband to make her happy. Plus, I couldn’t stand to see her so distraught.
 
   Lawrence walked away, and I brushed Lila’s hair behind her ear. “Are you okay?”
 
   Her fingers flexed against my lapel and she turned further into my chest, her head resting in the crook of my neck. Little wisps of breath tickled my skin.
 
   “You better just take her home,” Noah said.
 
   Drew held out his hand. “I’ll go get your car.”
 
   I dug my keys out of my pocket and handed them over. “Thanks.”
 
   He nodded and headed down the hall.
 
   My hand ran up Lila’s arm, but she didn’t react when I tickled the soft skin on the back of her arm. “She’s so out of it.”
 
   Noah pulled out his cell phone and keys. “Run her a bath, get her to eat something, and remind her you’re there. I’m sure she’ll come out of it then.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   “I’ll see you in the morning.”
 
   I held out my hand. “Have a good night.”
 
   “You too.” He smiled and shook my offered hand.
 
   I stared after Noah, then looked back down to Lila.
 
   “Come on, baby, let’s get you home.” I didn’t make her stand. Instead, I snaked my arm under her knees and pulled her close as I stood.
 
   Lips pressed against my neck as we walked, and the hand on my lapel loosened, wrapping around my neck. I smiled—she’d be fine. The day took a toll on her and she needed a recharge, but it hadn’t damaged her. I worried about her, but I should’ve known by now how resilient she was.
 
   Neither of us said a word the entire way home, which wasn’t very far—we lived close to the courthouse. Her head rested on my shoulder as her arms wrapped around mine.
 
   After parking the car, I picked her up again, her body limp. Mike saw us through the door as we walked up and held it open.
 
   “Is everything all right, Mr. Thorne?” Concern was etched into his features. I’d always known that Mike had a fondness for Lila. He once told me how she reminded him of his daughter.
 
   “It was a rough day, that’s all.” He walked with us to the elevator bay and pressed the call button for me.
 
   Mike nodded in understanding. “Sorry I couldn’t be there today—work and all.”
 
   “It’s fine. We’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   Mike pursed his lips and hiked his belt up higher on his protruding beer belly. “I’ve never been in a courtroom before, but I watch a lot of court dramas.”
 
   My lips quirked. People always thought it was like what they watched, not remembering it was staged and they were actors. “It’s not like what you see on TV. It’ll be a lot like the deposition. They’ll ask you a bunch of questions, and then you’re done, only this time the audience is larger.”
 
   He nodded. “I just hope we get the guy put away forever. After what he did…” He trailed off, lost in the memory. I knew by his expression he felt guilty that Adam got past him.
 
   The elevator arrived and we got on, Mike pushing the button for the fourteenth floor. “Lemme know if you need anything tonight, okay?”
 
   I nodded. “Thanks. We’ll see you later.”
 
   “Night.”
 
   The doors closed and the car jerked as we headed up. By the time we entered our condo, Lila was still unresponsive, so I sat her on the bed. I went into the bathroom and started the water in the tub, letting it fill as I pulled off my clothes.
 
   I was down to my boxer briefs when I stopped and knelt down in front of her. “Lila, do you want to take a bath?” 
 
   No response. I sighed and pulled her arms through her jacket, then lifted her sweater over her head and through her arms. It was a good sign that she helped by lifting her arms and leaning back, giving me better access to take off her skirt.
 
   I went to check on the water—it was full and steaming warm. I picked her up again and lowered her feet first into the water. She drew in a sharp breath when the hot water soaked into her skin, but she sat there, waiting.
 
   I climbed in behind her, hissing at the temperature as well. Once I was all the way in, I pulled her back to relax against my chest. She was still so pliable and vacant. There was only one way I knew how to get through to her.
 
   I scooped up the warm water and drizzled it on to her cool, air-exposed skin, wiping it around. One hand moved around her ribs, caressing her breast and pinching her nipples as it trailed to the front and down her abdomen. When she drew in a breath and arched against me, I knew I was on the right track.
 
   I licked her neck, nibbling and kissing down to her shoulder. My fingers slid against her clit, and she jerked against me. I moaned as I found her pussy lips and spread them open, giving me access and pressing one finger inside.
 
   She was warm and silky wet, making my breath go ragged and my cock rock harden at the thought of drowning in her. I pushed another finger in and her breath hitched as she arched against me, then relaxed.
 
   My fingers slipped out, then back in, my thumb circling around her clit. I repeated it, moving faster, harder, teasing her as I pinched her nipples with my free hand. Her chest rose and fell in a staccato rhythm, her back arching further, pressing her harder against my hand as I sped up, pounding my hand against her pussy. Little guttural whimpers and moans slipped from her lips. Her eyes widened for a quick moment, then screwed tight.
 
   I couldn’t take it anymore—her reaction had me too wound up. I reached between us and began stroking my cock at the same speed I fingered her.
 
   Water sloshed out onto the floor as my arms moved at a furious pace. I bit down on her shoulder and her body seized, pussy clenching around my fingers. She shook and shuddered against me as my body tensed, fist pumping furiously.
 
   My jaw locked down harder, screaming into her skin as I exploded into the water. I jerked with each spurt, my mouth releasing her neck as my fingers slipped from her pussy.
 
   I pressed my lips against the mark I’d made. It was deeper than usual and already an angry red, but it was my teeth—my mark. I loved to see her covered in me. It was hot, possessive—how much I needed to see it and have others see it.
 
   She was mine, and nothing was going to take her from me.
 
   Once I was calm, I leaned all the way back against the tub wall, hissing as I hit the cold portion of the tub that was not submerged in the water.
 
   “Better?” I kissed her temple, and she tilted her head to look back at me. Our foreheads bumped as I slumped into her, happy to see life in her eyes again. Her hand cupped my cheek, and I leaned into her touch, not realizing how much I needed it.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “That’s what I’m here for—to take care of you.”
 
   Her head stretched up, and she pressed her lips to mine. “I’m here for you, too.”
 
   “We’ll worry about me later.” Fuck, she was so selfless when it came to me. “How was it today?”
 
   She sighed and took my hands in hers, wrapping my arms around her waist. “It was so hard. I kept having flashes.” She paused, slipping her fingers between mine. “But at least I got some satisfaction out of the whole ordeal.”
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “When I had to state my name.” She turned back to me and smiled. “Adam stood up and screamed out that I was a fucking whore when it registered that I’d gotten married.”
 
   My eyes widened and hope flooded my body. “And that reaction could only hurt his case.”
 
   She nodded. “Mm-hmm. It was hard to talk, to answer their questions, but his constant state of aggravation was noticeable to everyone, especially the jury. At another point, he called me a lying cunt.”
 
   I smiled wide. “Shit, his defense attorney should have sedated him.”
 
   “I doubt he knew. Adam learned a lot from my father on how to spin things. I think he really had his attorney convinced I started it. Once the questioning began and Adam started going off, he changed his mind.”
 
   Good. Adam’s fake innocence couldn’t combat his destructive nature.
 
   “He was flustered when it was his turn to examine you, wasn’t he?”
 
   Even Lila was smiling. “Very. He looked like a newbie, and even the judge was short with him.”
 
   “He wasn’t expecting what his client really was.” I stroked across her arm over and over, drawing lazy patterns.
 
   She pursed her lips. “We aren’t supposed to be talking about it.”
 
   “No.” I drew circles around her breast and down her stomach. “I’m supposed to be making you forget.”
 
   Her lips pressed against my neck. “You’re on the right path.”
 
   After we got out of the tub, I carried her into the bedroom and laid her down on the bed. Then I did what I always did when she was upset—I lavished her body with mine, showing her my love through touch. Words would never do for her. They could never convey the truth my hands, mouth, and cock could.
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   As I was led into the courtroom, I couldn’t help but look around. I locked onto Adam, and he actually looked reserved. After everything Lila told me, I scoffed at his act. It was probably advice from his lawyer—to look repentant in front of the jury.
 
   They’d dressed him up in a suit, shaved him, cut his hair—anything to make him look like a good boy. It was the way he held himself and the expressions on his face that gave him away.
 
   It was odd being on the other side of the bench. I was used to being in front of the judge, not beside him. I took a deep breath to even myself out and looked at Lawrence. My hands gripped the chair in an effort to keep me calm as I braced to go through the usual retelling of events from my eyes. 
 
   Lawrence walked to the center of the floor. “Why were you going over to Delilah’s house that night?”
 
   “We were going to have dinner.”
 
   He looked around the room, trying not to focus solely on me. “Did you eat together every night?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did you notice anything strange or different that night as you approached her condo?”
 
   I blew out a slow breath. “There were screams coming from inside.”
 
   Lawrence stared at me, and I knew the hard hit was coming. “Tell me—what did you see when you opened the door?”
 
   Fuck.
 
   My heart was racing as the image popped into my mind. I let out a hard breath to steady myself. I had to answer and do so in a calm manner. The problem was that calm could be found nowhere within me in that moment.
 
   My muscles flexed, ready to jump out of the stupid box and run to Adam so I could slam my fist in his fucking face. I wanted to reenact the events of that day in order to show the judge what little I’d done to him compared to what he did to her.
 
   “Lila was on the ground with him on top of her.”
 
   The prosecutor continued to lead me on. “And what was he doing to her?”
 
   I knew where his questions were going—I’d been in his place and tried to prepare myself for them. It didn’t make it any easier. I could anticipate his questions, but not the searing emotions they evoked.
 
   “He had her hands pinned above her head. Her shirt was ripped open, and he was pushing her skirt up.” My whole body was shaking, rage enveloping me.
 
   The prosecutor stared at me, begging me to cool down. “What made it different from sexual play?”
 
   My teeth mashed together as I fought for control. “Her face was covered in blood.”
 
   I forced myself to stop the words “from him hitting her,” because I knew the defense would object.
 
   After a while, the prosecutor glanced at the jury and back at me, then sighed. I wasn’t making a very good impression due to my anger seeping out.
 
   “Tell me, why are you so agitated being in this room today?”
 
   A good question. It would make the jury understand why. Who wouldn’t be angry, sitting across from the man who almost took your world away?
 
   “Because he…” I couldn’t say his name, and I was so close to calling him a name the judge wouldn’t approve of “…hurt Lila. He tried to take my wife away from me. My love and reason for being.”
 
   I took great pride in the murderous look that flashed on Adam’s face after calling Lila by her marital title. Lawrence smiled and continued on.
 
   After a grueling fifteen minutes and more than one warning from the judge, the defense took over.
 
   “Mr. Thorne, you and Delilah Thorne weren’t married when you first encountered Mr. Mitchell, were you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Neither were you engaged, is that correct?”
 
   “Yes.” If I thought answering the prosecution was bad, it was nothing compared to the “yes” and “no” answers for the defense.
 
   “Were you living together?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But you still retained separate residences?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And that is because your employer did not allow fraternization between its employees, correct?”
 
   “Yes.” I shifted in my seat, but made sure it wasn’t noticeable.
 
   “Is it true that you destroyed all the drywall in your entryway in a fit of anger?”
 
   “Objection,” Lawrence called out. “Irrelevant to the case.”
 
   The defense attorney didn’t flinch. “Mr. Thorne also has a history of violence. I am strictly trying to show that, your Honor.”
 
   “What relevancy does it pose?” the judge asked, his voice clipped in annoyance at the defense attorney. Lila was right—the judge didn’t like him.
 
   “That Delilah Thorne is the instigator of violent reactions.”
 
   The judge thought on it for a moment. “I’ll allow it. Please answer the question, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   I sighed, unhappy with the twist. “No.”
 
   “No, you did not destroy your entryway.”
 
   “Yes, I did, but not—”
 
   “You blamed it all on your coworker, Delilah Palmer, isn’t that right?” He cut me off, keeping me from elaborating.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Weren’t you angry at her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ve shown us your anger today. Have you ever hit Delilah?”
 
   “No.” My gut was tied in knots at even the thought of it, and I somehow managed to keep from flinching. 
 
   “Never?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “The defense rests.” He wore a smug look as he moved back to his seat.
 
   The prosecutor stood, and I knew they wanted to redirect after some of the questions posed by the defense.
 
   “Mr. Thorne, you destroyed your entryway, but not in a fit of anger?”
 
   “I tore down the drywall in a fit of despair after separating myself from Lila in a futile effort to keep her safe from a mob boss who wants me dead—because I prosecuted his daughter, and she’s in jail.” I sat up a little straighter.
 
   “And why were you angry with Lila?”
 
   “Because ever since my wife and child were murdered, I didn’t want to fall in love. I didn’t want to care about anyone. If I cared, they could kill them as well. But, Lila worked her way inside me without me even knowing it, and it made me angry at her for reviving feelings in my dead existence. I didn’t want to love her, but in the end, I couldn’t fight fate.” My jaw tightened with each passing second, making it increasingly difficult to get the words out. 
 
   His lip twitched as he fought a smile. A quick glance to the jury confirmed that my honest and passionate answer hit many of them in the heart.
 
   Afterward, I was led back to another room, forced to be separated from Lila again until the jury left for deliberation. It was a grueling time. Thoughts that maybe I’d feel lighter once I got it out to the jury and others knew what he’d done was a myth.
 
   The knot in my chest was weighing me down like chains wrapped around my body, dragging me to unknown depths. I’d fucked up, unable to control my anger. It looked bad and could undermine some of my good testimony with the jurors.
 
   My skin itched with the need to feel it marring Adam’s flesh while simultaneously begging to be all over Lila. She was my oasis in the giant sea of fuckery.
 
   When the bailiff came to let me out, I ran right into Lila, who was waiting for me. She threw her arms around me, and it was then peace started to settle in. The hard part was done—now it was up to twelve people.
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   The jury couldn’t come to a decision in the short amount of time left in the day, so we arrived at the courthouse bright and early the next morning. We didn’t have to wait long—an hour later, the jury was done deliberating. The short time could be a good sign, or a bad one. Either way, our group filed into the room and took a seat.
 
   We’d waited so long, gone through so much, and the moment was finally upon us. My arm was around Lila’s shoulders, holding her close, our hands entwined. The whole room was tense as the jurors entered and took their seats.
 
   The judge entered a moment later, read over the findings, and settled in.
 
   “Will the defendant please rise.”
 
   Prompted from the judge, the jury foreman stood, and my breath halted.
 
   “On the first count of Aggravated Sexual Battery, how do you find the defendant?”
 
   The world stopped, time stopped, and the entire room held its breath.
 
   “We find the defendant guilty.”
 
   I scooped Lila up in my arms, holding her tight as we cried out in joy.
 
   The judge called for order, and we settled down. I looked into Lila’s eyes and for the first time in days, there was life and light. We didn’t pay attention to the judge, only every single “guilty” that rang out from the jury foreman.
 
   Adam was found guilty on all five charges.
 
   “Sentencing will be held on April twenty-first. Court is adjourned.”
 
   I couldn’t help smiling as I watched the bailiff approach to take him away.
 
   “You fucking cunt!” Adam screamed out, garnering the attention of the room. “I will fucking kill you!”
 
   I pulled Lila behind me as Adam jumped over the banister and charged toward us. The beast in me smiled, ready to get a good swing in, to pulverize his face, but Adam was subdued by the bailiffs before I got the opportunity. He continued to act out as they hauled him away.
 
   After he was gone, I used my hands to direct Lila out into the aisle, then to the hall.
 
   Smiles lit up everyone as we exited. Hugs were spread around.
 
   I couldn’t wait to celebrate.
 
   My mother hugged me as Lila made her rounds. “Now?” she asked, and I nodded. “Okay. I’ll be right back. I’ll have her text you the information.”
 
   “Thank you.” I kissed her cheek and moved back over to Lila.
 
   We said goodbye to everyone, thanking them for coming and for their support. The sun was shining as we exited the courthouse, smiling down on us.
 
   “Joan?” Lila blinked at an older woman standing outside the door.
 
   She stood, and I got a good look at the woman who freed my love from possible death. There was more gray than brunette in her well-kept hair, and her suit was from another decade but fit her age well. A kind smile graced her face as she stood.
 
   “Oh, Lila, look how beautiful you are.” Joan wrapped her arms around Lila. She sighed as she pulled back.
 
   Lila blinked at her. “How did you know?”
 
   “Teresa called me.” She took Lila’s hand. “And this was one of my cases I needed to see the verdict on.”
 
   “I didn’t even see you.”
 
   “I didn’t want to disturb you, so I sat in the back.”
 
   I stared at her in amazement. “After almost fifteen years, I’m shocked you still remember her.” I know I didn’t remember all of my cases.
 
   She turned to me and smiled. “I remember all the children I’ve saved, but some stick out more than others. Lila’s was one of the very few calls I’ve ever received from a child.” She pursed her lips and stroked Lila’s hand. “A very broken sixteen-year-old asked me for help when no one believed her.”
 
   “What made you?” I’d always wondered what her lawyer saw.
 
   “As soon as she walked into the principal’s office that afternoon, I knew. One look at her, and I knew what she’d told me was the truth.”
 
   “Do you have time to stay for lunch?” Lila looked at her with hopeful eyes.
 
   Joan shook her head. “I’m sorry. I have a hearing in a few minutes, but I wanted to see you and tell you how amazed I am at you.”
 
   Tears formed in Lila’s eyes as she smiled at Joan, then threw her arms around her. “Thank you for everything, for believing.”
 
   “You’re most welcome.” Joan drew back. “I’m so proud of you.” She glanced at me, then back to Lila. “Congratulations on your wedding, by the way. I’m filled with joy, knowing how happy you are and that you’re taken care of.”
 
   Joan held her hand out to me, and I shook it. She then gave Lila another hug before turning and heading back. I noticed my parents and Drew looking over at us from a few steps up. Drew gave Joan a hug on her way back into the courthouse.
 
   Between the verdict and running into Joan, Lila was glowing. She still seemed to be in disbelief as we walked down the steps, but there was a lightness coming over her, blanketing her. 
 
   We were basking in our victory, talking amongst ourselves, when a venom-laced growl came from behind us.
 
   “You little bitch.” Lila’s father stared at her, sneering. She gripped onto my arm, nails digging deep as she froze. “You were always a fucking disappointment. I never wanted you in the first place, then your whore of a mother had to die and I got stuck with a miserable little brat.” He moved forward, reaching out to grab her, but I intercepted him, stepping between them.
 
   “Step back.” My teeth clenched tight, the words escaping my throat with a growl. He was not even going to get close enough to touch her. He was lucky I allowed him to breathe the same air.
 
   He glared up at me. “She a good cocksucker? Is that how she roped you in?”
 
   I stepped forward, looking down at him, towering over his aging frame. “Say another fucking word, and I will punch you so hard you won’t remember your own goddamned name.”
 
   “Are you threatening me? What lies has that little bitch been spreading to get you to defend her?”
 
   “No lies—just the truth of a verbally and physically abusive father who encouraged his stepson to abuse her as well, to the point of almost killing her on more than one occasion. Should I go on, asshole?”
 
   “Don’t you fucking call him that!” The stepbitch saddled up next to him, ready to fight.
 
   My icy glare turned to her. “Don’t even get me started on you.”
 
   He stepped forward, inches from me, and sneered. “Little bitch deserved it. She needed to be broken if anyone was ever going to take her off my hands. Just needed Adam to pop that cherry of hers, train her up a bit, and she’d be ready for the highest bidder. That’s all she was good for.”
 
   My fist slamming into his face was pure gut reaction. It sent him sprawling on the ground. I was seething, murderous rage pumping in my veins. I wanted him dead. 
 
   I wanted to kill him.
 
   Trash like him didn’t deserve to breathe. I dove down and grabbed on to his shirt, picking him up a bit. There was screaming around me, but my focus was on the piece of shit in front of me and how I was going to tear him apart.
 
   His daze wore off and he lashed out, his fist glancing off my cheek. I cocked back and exploded on him. The euphoric feel of his flesh being pummeled by my fist lasted longer than the split second it was in reality. After the third punch, I was pulled back.
 
   “Fucker! You piece of fucking trash! I will fucking beat you within an inch of your life!”
 
   He was bleeding—I’d busted the skin on his cheek and split his lip. It wasn’t enough.
 
   The evil bitch-mother started wailing as she knelt down next to the bastard. “You asshole, what have you done?”
 
   I pulled against whoever was holding me, ready for round two. “Only a fraction of a taste of what he did to his own daughter. You make me sick. You’re not even human if you can do that to a little girl.”
 
   “Come on, Nate, calm the fuck down.” Drew pulled against my arm.
 
   Drew had my left arm, while my father had my right.
 
   My father’s eyes were pleading. “Calm down.”
 
   I looked back down to the man who needed to be dead as he tried to sit up.
 
   “You are nothing but a pile of shit,” I spat down at him. “Don’t ever touch her, don’t even look at her, and don’t ever think of her again.”
 
   A couple of police officers were rushing over, alerted to the altercation, and began asking questions. They even asked the shithead if he needed an ambulance.
 
   Realization hit me.
 
   Her father planned to sell her off as a slave. He was going to let Adam rape her over and over. If she survived, he was going to trade her and who the fuck knew what they’d do to her before she wound up dead.
 
   I felt sick.
 
   I looked over to Lila, who stood frozen, wrapped in my mother’s arms and staring at her father.
 
   Everything lifted from me, leaving me with only the need to protect her. I opened up my arms, and she stared at me for a split second before running straight into them. I pulled her as tight to me as I could.
 
   “It’s okay, baby. I won’t ever let him near you.”
 
   She was shaking in my arms. No tears, but obviously just as sickened and frightened as I was. If she hadn’t gotten out… There was no doubt how horrible the outcome would have been.
 
   “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”
 
   One officer walked over, pulling out his notepad. “Sir, can you come over there with me?”
 
   I nodded, keeping Lila attached to me as we walked about fifty feet from where the bastard lay.
 
   The bitch-monster was still screeching, making my ears hurt and my anger boil again. “You monster! He’s bleeding, you psycho son of a bitch!”
 
   The officer blinked at Lila, noticing she’d come with me. “Miss, can you give us a moment?”
 
   Lila shook her head, her eyes filled with fear as they flickered back to her father.
 
   “He’ll get me. Don’t let him get me.”
 
   My chest clenched at her words. He’d reduced her back to a child almost, clinging to me for safety from the monster that hunted her.
 
   The officer’s mouth popped open, seeming to get an understanding of the situation. He cleared his throat and began his line of questions.
 
   “What happened here?”
 
   I took a deep breath to calm myself—much needed since adrenaline was still pumping through me, and the beast was begging to go back and kill him.
 
   “We were coming out of the courthouse after the verdict on an aggravated sexual battery case against that woman’s son.” I pointed to the hell-bitch leaning over the asshole, then motioned to Lila. “He began verbally attacking her, then me, before attempting to grab hold of her. He then moved to attack me and I acted in defense of us both.” Lila trembled in my arms, burying her face further into my chest. “The man was her father, who admitted to everyone within listening distance to battery of her and plans of human trafficking of his own daughter.”
 
   The officer’s pen stopped, his hand still as he looked at us, a horrified expression on his face. I felt sick.
 
   What if she’d been given to Via Marconi’s operation? She had a far reach for her girls. I’d seen the women there, and death would be preferable to what they went through.
 
   I pulled out my wallet and handed him a business card. “You can reach me here for anything further, but I really need to get her out of here.”
 
   The officer nodded as he looked over my information. “We’ll be in touch, Mr. Thorne.”
 
   I glanced down at his name badge. “Thank you, Officer White.”
 
   The moment he stepped away back over to his partner, I pulled out my phone and texted Noah. I sent him the officer’s name and badge number, also giving him a heads-up on what happened.
 
   Drew was done with his statement, and we waited for my parents, slowly inching toward the parking lot.
 
   “Well, you now have grounds for a restraining order.” Drew leaned forward for a second to take a quick look at Lila.
 
   I nodded. “Can you file one?”
 
   “I’ll get with Caroline this afternoon. We’ll have it drawn up and submitted ASAP.”
 
   “Thanks, man.”
 
   “No problem.” He clapped me on the arm.
 
   I looked down at my phone, noticing the text message I’d been waiting on along with the time. “Want to join us for lunch?”
 
   He shook his head. “Sorry. Dana’s meeting me back at the office.”
 
   My parents stopped in front of us, and Drew said his goodbyes before walking off.
 
   “Lila, honey, are you okay?” My mother dipped her head down to look at her.
 
   She nodded against my chest, her iron grip still digging into me. It didn’t matter, as long as she felt safe.
 
   “I just need to get away from him.”
 
   My father patted my shoulder. “We’ll let you go and talk to you soon.”
 
   Lila let go of me enough to walk to her side of the car, her eyes glancing back over to where the cops were still talking to her father. She sighed, mumbling something under her breath as we sped off.
 
   It almost sounded like “I wish you’d killed him.”
 
   I wished I had as well.
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   We sat at a table in Lila’s favorite hole-in-the-wall Mexican restaurant a half hour later. I ordered her a margarita—a well-deserved drink after the morning we’d experienced. We were supposed to be having a celebration of our victory, but instead we sat in the booth with a somber aura, and I was icing my aching knuckles.
 
   She was lost in thought, but not vacant or detached. I was happy with that, and the fact she didn’t need my help but only my presence to pull her from the debilitating fear that took hold of her thanks to that asshole father of hers opening his mouth.
 
   She blew through her first drink in minutes, and I found myself shoving the chips and salsa at her before I had a drunk on my hands. After all, I had plans.
 
   “Baby, you need to slow down.”
 
   Her eyes flipped up, almost as if she was just noticing me, and her lips twitched. “Sorry, it’s just been a…day.”
 
   I nodded. “Lots of highs and lows.”
 
   She blew out a breath and dipped a chip in the queso I ordered. Her teeth bit into the edge, nibbling on it instead of stuffing it in her mouth.
 
   “What would’ve happened to me?” She tilted her head at me.
 
   I knew the answer, a little too well for my liking. Her inquisitive eyes bore into me. I shifted in my seat and cleared my throat.
 
   “Nothing good, and everything bad.” I took the ice off to look at my hand, flexing my fingers as I determined nothing was broken—just inflamed and sore.
 
   She thought on what I said for a moment. I almost didn’t know what to do with her reactions—they weren’t normal for her.
 
   “I never would’ve gotten free, would I?”
 
   I shook my head. “Only by death.”
 
   She hummed in agreement. My jaw flexed. I was not comfortable with this conversation. The thought of her continuing on that path was excruciating.
 
   “I know you called Joan, and she got you out of the house, but how? Why didn’t you call Social Services?”
 
   She sighed. “I didn’t know at the time. I only knew I could be emancipated from him and you needed a lawyer for that.”
 
   “There was no way a judge would have agreed, and you would have continued living with him through that process.”
 
   She nodded. “I was only sixteen—I didn’t know anything, only that I had to get away.”
 
   The waiter chose that moment to arrive with our food. My stomach rumbled with the wonderful sizzling smell coming from my fajitas. I dove in, waiting for her to gather her thoughts while she cut up her food.
 
   “Joan arrived at the school not two hours after I called her. I’d found her number in a phone book in the library that morning.” She cut into her chimichanga and took a bite. “When she arrived, I was called into the principal’s office. The moment she saw me, she started yelling at him for no one noticing what was going on.” She stared down at her food for a moment, thinking as she cut off another bite and ate it. “The principal was friends with my father and told her I was just clumsy and shy. That set her off. His inaction ultimately led to him losing his job.” 
 
   My brow rose in surprise and satisfaction. “Which was well deserved. He should’ve known the signs. Friend or not, he took an oath to protect his students.”
 
   She nodded. “My father was a charismatic man of the community—they never knew the man he hid behind closed doors or the disdain he had for me. He painted them a pretty little picture, and if I did anything to mess it up, there was hell to pay.” She took a long pull of her margarita. “That all changed that night after Joan arrived at the house with Social Services.”
 
   “I didn’t know they worked that fast.”
 
   “They did after Joan showed them the damage. My bruises were fading, but still very visible. She took me into the nurse’s office, had me take off my shirt, and took photos of it all. After developing them that afternoon, she took them to a judge along with my medical records, and I was pulled.”
 
   “I’m so happy you had the courage to contact her. Otherwise… I don’t like the alternative future you would’ve endured.”
 
   “Me, either.” Tears welled in her eyes. “I never would have met you.”
 
   We stopped conversation, both needing a moment to decompress and eat. After I finished stuffing myself with fajitas, I placed the ice back on my hand and looked down at my watch. Time was passing a little too fast.
 
   I reached across the table and took her hand. “So, what do we do now?”
 
   She shrugged. “No idea. Go back to the office?”
 
   I shook my head and smiled. “No, Honeybear.” I laughed. “First off, you’ve been drinking. Second… What does everyone say when they win something?” She quirked her brow at me, then looked at me like I was insane. “I’m going to Disneyworld!”
 
   She stared at me, her brow scrunched. “What?”
 
   I sighed and took her hand in mine. “We’re going to Disneyworld.”
 
   She continued to stare at me, possibly wondering if I’d gotten another lobotomy. “Huh?”
 
   “Delilah Thorne, you and I are flying down to Orlando in four hours and spending the rest of the week at Disneyworld.”
 
   She blinked at me. “But we have work.”
 
   She was still confused, and I tried not to laugh. Then again, I did broadside her. “No, we took the week off for the trial, remember? We weren’t sure how long it would go.”
 
   Her head tilted. “So…we’re going to Disneyworld?”
 
   My lip twitched—she was catching on. “Yes.”
 
   “Really?” The confusion cleared from her face and was replaced by disbelief.
 
   I nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “But how did you know we’d be done today?”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “Then how? I’ve been with you this whole time.”
 
   “Mom had it all waiting in the wings with her travel agent for me. When we were leaving the courthouse she called her, and the agent texted me our flight information.”
 
   “We’re going to Disneyworld? Now?”
 
   I laughed, unable to keep it in any longer. “Yes, we’re going to Disneyworld.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she bounced in her seat. “Oh, my God! We’re going to Disneyworld!”
 
   “Now, that is the reaction I was expecting.”
 
   She jumped up. “We need to get packed!”
 
   We headed home and began to pack like maniacs on the run. I pulled out a few pairs of shorts and t-shirts and threw them in a small suitcase. Lila was flipping clothes everywhere into a larger suitcase. She was a planner, so the sudden need to pack was driving her a little insane and she was over-packing.
 
   “How long will we be there?” She stared down at the pile of sundresses she pulled from the closet.
 
   I pulled out my phone and looked over the information again. “We fly back on Sunday, so three full days.”
 
   After sorting through the stack, she picked two and left the rest in the middle of our bed. She then went through the clothes she’d already accumulated and weeded some out, making the mess on the bed bigger.
 
   Half an hour later, we were packed and ready to go. Well, Lila was still going through a mental list to make sure she remembered everything.
 
   “Did we leave the oven on?” she asked as we were driving to the airport.
 
   I quirked my brow at her. “Were you using it any time this week?”
 
   She blinked at me. “No.”
 
   “Then I’d say no.”
 
   She turned back to the front and looked out the window as we neared our destination. I took her hand in mine and kissed her fingers.
 
   “Relax. That’s the point of these days off. We’ve just been through the gauntlet and won. Adam’s in jail. It’s time to celebrate.”
 
   She let out a hard breath and sank back into the seat.
 
   “He’s really going to jail.”
 
   “Yes, he is.”
 
   Her lips twitched up and grew into a smile that lit up her eyes. Nothing but happiness.
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   A few hours later, we checked into the Grand Floridian. It was an iconic, out of time hotel. With as late as it was when we finally got there, and with as long of a day it’d been, we ordered room service for dinner.
 
   We were unpacking, going over the park information, when Lila threw open the curtains and looked out. Her eyes widened as she stared out at the park in the distance and the castle lit up in the middle. I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist.
 
   “You know what else we could do while we’re here?” I kissed her neck and ground my hips against her ass.
 
   She relaxed back into me and let out a contented sigh. “I think I know where you’re going with this.”
 
   “Yeah, where’s that?” I nipped at her skin.
 
   “Baby making practice.”
 
   I pulled back. “Practice?”
 
   She nodded. “Practice makes perfect.”
 
   “Well, it’s always perfect, but why are you calling it practice? You’re not on birth control anymore, right?”
 
   “No, I’m not.”
 
   I turned her in my arms. “Am I pressuring you?” She was silent as she looked back at me. “Lila, do you want to have kids?”
 
   Her brow scrunched and she let out a hard breath.
 
   Fuck.
 
   I held my breath, waiting. I couldn’t explain my want—need—for a baby. It was visceral. Every part of me wanted a family with her, as if it was an attempt to get even closer to her. I wanted to see the mix of her and me in our child.
 
   Men didn’t have a biological clock, but it felt like I did. Maybe it was because I was someone new, who understood better than the old me how important and special family was. Grace was the driver then, and now it was me. I’d wanted kids then, wanted the American dream—and more than to appease Grace—but with Lila it was more than all that.
 
   “It’s not that I don’t want them, it’s that it scares me to death. Would I love to bring our children here? Yes. I want the family experiences I’ve always seen but never had.” She leaned forward and rested her head on my chest. “But I can’t shake the fear that I’ll fuck up, be a terrible mother. I…I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know if I can hold a baby, because I never have.”
 
   I let out the breath I’d been holding and chuckled, the tension leaving me as I pulled her closer.
 
   “Honeybear, I know it’s scary, but it’s impossible for you to be a terrible mother.”
 
   “You don’t know that.”
 
   I tilted her head up so I could look into her eyes. “Yes, I do. You’ve changed before my eyes, but your capacity to love has only grown.” She let out a shaky breath, and I turned her so we could both look out the window again. “Look out there, out at the castle that has you entranced.” I looked down to make sure she was, and she was locked on, her hand reaching out and settling on the window. “Now imagine coming back here in five years and sharing it with our little girl. Imagine her face lighting up.”
 
   Lila’s voice was barely a whisper. “Anna.”
 
   My heart stopped and a sense of déjà vu took hold.
 
   Anna.
 
   Flashes of a dream, a nightmare long ago, came back to me. The smiling face of a little girl who called me Daddy.
 
   I swallowed hard. “That’s a beautiful name.”
 
   “It was my mom’s.”
 
   I kissed her temple. “I think it’s a great name for our little girl.”
 
   She sniffed and nodded. “I think so, too.” She tilted her head up and kissed my jaw. Her lips continued up my jaw, nipping as she went. “Let’s make our baby girl.”
 
   I growled and took her mouth with mine. “I love you.”
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   Lila was not the woman I knew. No, the woman before me was a little girl—wide-eyed, smiling, full of bouncing, hyper energy and wonder.
 
   We were starting out our trip in the Magic Kingdom bright and early. Her attention was all over the place as she took in Main Street. When we were almost to the end, I pulled the map from my back pocket.
 
   I didn’t even get to ask where she wanted to go before she nearly tugged my arm out of the socket and I tripped over my feet, almost face-planting onto the stone below. Her pace was almost a run, her gaze fixed on one thing in front of her. She was practically dragging me on her quest.
 
   When I looked up, I saw what had her so excited—Cinderella’s Castle. It was the iconic Disney view. She blew past people, only to stop in front of it and stare. I wrapped my arms around her waist and stood behind her, cradling her against my chest.
 
   “It’s so pretty.” Her voice was low, reverent almost.
 
   I nodded against her shoulder. It was what had given me the idea in the first place—the Cinderella story. Lila mentioned in the past how it was her favorite growing up. It wasn’t until we were standing in front of it that I was reminded how much she lost out on growing up with her father.
 
   We probably stood there for a half an hour, Lila soaking it in, memorizing every detail. The chiming of a bell seemed to wake her up and remind her where we were. She straightened and grabbed my hand before turning and taking off again.
 
   “Someone excited?” I laughed as I took an extra step to catch up. Her head was bouncing around everywhere, trying to take everything in at once, but I wondered if she could absorb anything with as fast as she was going.
 
   She slowed and gave me a sheepish grin. “Sorry.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, Honeybear, don’t be sorry. Be happy.”
 
   “I am happy.” She pulled me close for a quick kiss. “You have no idea what this means to me.”
 
   We walked around, heading through Adventureland and stopping to watch people on the Aladdin ride. “What does it mean?”
 
   She stepped back and headed toward the Pirates of the Caribbean ride. “I don’t remember much about my mom, but I do remember she had a jar above the fridge with money in it.” I was surprised at the mention of her mom—Lila never had any stories. I’d often wondered if she remembered her at all. “Every time she put any in she would look at me and say, ‘We’re getting closer to Disney.’ I would pick up every piece of change I found on the ground and give it to her to add.”
 
   “How close were you?”
 
   She shrugged. “Who knows. She died before we got to go, and I was sent to—”
 
   “The bastard asshole motherfucker.”
 
   She elbowed me and glared. “Sssh!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We’re in Dinseyworld.”
 
   I smirked at her scolding me like it was the most obvious answer and held up my right hand. “I will attempt to refrain from cussing out loud for the duration of our time in the park.”
 
   She smiled at me and linked her fingers with mine.
 
   A little while later, we were done with one ride and climbing onto Splash Mountain. The faux log swayed as I stepped on, and I held my hand out to help Lila on. She leaned her head on my shoulder, her arms tangled around mine, as we began moving.
 
   I couldn’t help but stare down at her chest and the view I had of her soft breasts.
 
   “What?” She grinned, her brow quirking, knowing exactly what I was looking at.
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing.”
 
   “It’s not nothing, so what is it?” She prodded my side with her finger.
 
   I leaned, trying to get away. “You’re wearing a white shirt.”
 
   “And?” Her brow scrunched.
 
   “We’re going on Splash Mountain.”
 
   “And?” She was so fucking adorable when she was confused. I grinned at her and licked my lips. Her eyes widened. “Oh.”
 
   I slipped my hand up her thigh and squeezed as we took off.
 
   Full-blown giggling filled my ears as we twisted, turned, and dipped, followed by a high-pitched scream along with my own yell as we plummeted down the final hill. She was laughing as the ride slowed down, and we took stock of our water-soaked, dripping bodies.
 
   After exiting, I looked down and groaned—her white tank top was thoroughly soaked and giving me a nice show of her sexy little bra. I pulled her close, grabbing her ass as I pushed my tongue into her mouth.
 
   Surprise filled her eyes, her cheeks turning pink.
 
   I leaned down, my lips ghosting her ear. “Tonight I’m going to get you wet in a whole other way.” Keeping to my promise of no spoken cuss words, I adjusted what I wanted to say. “I’m going to eat you out, stick my fingers inside you, and suck on your nipples until you’re begging me to stop. If you’re lucky, I’ll stick my man meat in you and thrust until we both come undone.”
 
   I smirked down at her as I pulled back. Her eyes were heavy, mouth open, and her face was flush—all her telltale signs of arousal.
 
   “How about a picture, you two?”
 
   I looked up to find a park photographer holding up a camera. “Sure.” I stroked her cheek with my finger. “Look at the camera, baby.”
 
   She did as I asked, but I had a feeling I’d pushed her over the lust edge and she was no longer aware of what was going on. My dick got hard just thinking about it. I was tempted to find some little corner for a quick fuck, but I didn’t want to get thrown out of the park for sexing up my girl in such a wholesome place.
 
   We continued on, taking a train ride in a western town, stopping for lunch, and taking in a creepy trip through It’s A Small World before walking around toward the Haunted Mansion.
 
   A shop window caught my eye before we got to our next destination, and I pulled us in. It was filled with little girls dressed up as princesses with their hair and makeup done while wearing frilly dresses.
 
   Lila’s brow scrunched as she looked around. “What are we doing in here?”
 
   I read over the signs around the register. They talked about different princess packages. “I think you should be a princess.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I grinned. “Don’t you want to dress up? Be a princess for a day? I’ll be your faithful man-servant, Cristoff.”
 
   “This is for little girls.”
 
   “Ah, you were thinking it would be fun.” Her face turned pink and she looked down to the ground.
 
   “This is stupid.”
 
   I grinned at her. “No, it’s not. Come on.” I tugged on her arm.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   She huffed. “It’s for little girls! Besides, they aren’t going to have adult-sized dresses.”
 
   “Then we can stuff you into something too small.”
 
   She pushed on my shoulder. “You just want to see my ass hanging out.”
 
   My mouth dropped open. “We’re in Disneyworld! You said a dirty word!”
 
   Her cheeks got even redder and she beat on my back, pushing us out the door.
 
   We walked around, taking it all in and looking for our next adventure when it dawned on me.
 
   “Do you like rollercoasters?”
 
   She nodded. “Mm-hmm. Teresa and Armando took Noah and me to Kings Island one time.”
 
   “What was the first ride you went on?”
 
   She grimaced. “Well, Noah was a bit sneaky. I told him I wanted to try, but was scared. So he convinced me to go on the Vortex, saying it was a pretty easy one.”
 
   My eyes widened. “What? Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Nope. I screamed, probably cried a little, and told him how much I hated him.”
 
   “You saw it before you got on, right?”
 
   She nodded. “I was freaking out the whole time we were in line. Once I calmed down, I realized it wasn’t that bad, so we went on the Beast next. After that, I was in love with the thrill. I guess you could say it was the first time I’d felt alive in many years.”
 
   At the beginning of her story, I couldn’t decide if Noah was a little shit back in the day, but by the end, I had a feeling he knew it was exactly what she needed at the time.
 
   “Teacups!” Lila’s face lit up and she pulled on me again, heading straight for the end of the line.
 
   After spinning and spinning and almost making me sick, we got off. My stomach turned a few times, but after a drink and a snack, it settled back down. We sat at a café and watched the people walk around, taking a nice break. I stretched—my body snapping, crackling, and popping. We still had a lot of park to cover, and I couldn’t wait to take her to Space Mountain.
 
   After another pass of Cinderella’s Castle and a few other small attractions, we entered the line for Space Mountain.
 
   “Okay, now you’re the one that’s full of excitement.”
 
   I realized then I was bouncing on the spot and shrugged at her. “Mom and Dad brought Erin and I here probably twenty years ago. Erin and I went on it about five times. It is by far the best coaster I’ve ever been on. It’s awesome.”
 
   “What is it?” She snickered at me.
 
   “It’s awesome!” I threw my hands up in the air and did a little dance.
 
   And it was. As soon as we were off, Lila grabbed my hand and ran back to the end of the line. By the third time, the sun was setting and we were both dragging. We decided the day was done.
 
   “Oh, wait!” I pulled the photo ticket from my pocket on our way out.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “The photo number.”
 
   “We had a photo taken?”
 
   I grinned. “Oh, yeah. After we got off Splash Mountain.”
 
   She blinked at me, confirming that I was right—she was lusted out and not paying attention to anything but what I’d said to her.
 
   We walked over to the photo booth, and I handed the attendant the ticket. It took him a moment to find it, and the moment it popped up on the screen, I knew I had to have it. Lila gasped.
 
   “We can’t get that!”
 
   It was fucking perfect. She was so alluring my dick was getting hard just looking at it. Her cheeks were pink, lips slightly parted, eyes heavy-lidded.
 
   “Oh, yes, we are!” I reached into my wallet and pulled out my credit card.
 
   “No!” She tried to wrestle the card out of my hand, but I held it high up.
 
   I nipped her neck, and she squeaked, backing up enough for me to get the card to the sales associate.
 
   “I’m putting it on my desk so I can look at it all the time.”
 
   Her eyes bugged out of her head before she jumped onto the counter and tried to grab the card back. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her down, laughing at the lengths she was going.
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “Oh, yes, Honeybear, I can and I will. You can’t stop me.”
 
   She folded her arms across her chest. “I can burn it.”
 
   I pouted and gave her my best puppy dog eyes. “Would you really do that to something I love so much?”
 
   She pursed her lips and whimpered. “But it’s so embarrassing.”
 
   “Think of it this way—I’ve never asked for naked pictures, so let me have this.”
 
   The sales clerk snickered. He’d been having as much fun as I was, laughing at her reactions. Her bottom lip jutted out and she looked to the floor.
 
   “I’ll buy you mouse ears.”
 
   Her gaze narrowed on me as she thought about it. “All right, but I want some Minnie ones with a pink bow.”
 
   I smiled. “I saw a princess one with a tiara.”
 
   “Don’t push it.”
 
   Once she saw a crown on some purple printed Minnie ears, she changed her tune and forgot all about the photograph I was carrying around.
 
   When we got back to our room, we pulled up the room service menu and picked a few items. We were both too tired to get dressed up and go out. Besides, we had another day ahead of us.
 
   Lila was sitting on the bed, staring out at the park and the castle while we waited. “Today was the best.”
 
   I nodded as I shed my clothes. “It was. But I’m not sure who those loonies were.”
 
   “What loonies?” 
 
   “The ones that looked just like us, but acted nothing like us.”
 
   She threw her head back and laughed. “I don’t know who they were either, but they sure looked like they were having fun.”
 
   “Fantastic time.”
 
   She smiled and played with my fingers. “Thank you.”
 
   “You don’t need to thank me.” I moaned as I lay down on the bed. It felt so good to get off my feet.
 
   “Yes, I do.” She crawled next to me.
 
   I moved my arm behind my head. “Why?”
 
   “Because you’re always so good at knowing what I need.”
 
   “I think that’s luck.”
 
   She shook her head. “No, it’s more than that.”
 
   “You always know what I need.”
 
   She snorted. “A pussy?”
 
   I chuckled. “Well, there is that, but there is also so much more.”
 
   Her fingers caressed my cheek. “I love you.”
 
   I captured her lips with mine. “I love you, too.”
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   The sun was blinding me, waking me from my nice Lila-in-a-Playboy-bunny-outfit dreams. I grumbled and reached for her to snuggle with, but all I felt were cold sheets. I propped myself up on my elbows and looked at the empty spot where my wife should’ve been.
 
   “Lila?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   I turned around to find her sitting at the desk with her laptop open. She had one of the hotel robes on, her hair wet from a shower. I rubbed my face, then sat up, a yawn escaping as I stretched.
 
   “What’re you doing?”
 
   “Well, I had an idea.”
 
   I stood and walked over to her. “Yeah?”
 
   She turned the laptop toward me. I blinked at the screen, my brain still foggy with sleep. It took me a second to put the letters together into words and then for it to sink in.
 
   “Universal Studios?”
 
   She nodded. “I had my day, and now it’s your turn.”
 
   I shook my head. “Baby, I don’t need a turn, but I would love to go there.”
 
   “Ride some big coasters.”
 
   “They have that Marvel section?” A smile grew on my face as I looked at all the coasters. “Okay, I take that back—I need a turn.”
 
   We spent the day going on every coaster we could, and some more than once. I was going to be even more sore when the day way done, but it didn’t matter. We had a great time, and it was worth a little pain to have such fun, carefree moments where we could be kids again.
 
   The next day was filled with fun and relaxation around the hotel pool. We needed it after two hard days, and the water was great at relaxing sore muscles.
 
   “You keep taking me on vacation to warm, sunny places and then making me leave,” Lila grumbled at me on our last morning.
 
   I chuckled. “Sorry, but we have to go. I’m just happy we were able to take a couple of days to get away.”
 
   “Me too.” She leaned against me, yawning.
 
   There was a whole new woman beside me when we returned home. I loved the new side of my wife. I loved seeing her happy, and I’d do anything to keep her that way.
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   Lila was stuck in a strange state between relief and fear for the weeks following the trial. Adam had been found guilty on all charges, but there was still sentencing to go. She was teetering on an edge, and I knew things would tip when the ruling came down.
 
   Our little getaway helped, but the countdown to sentencing was excruciating. We were both ready for it to be done, over. Put the crap in the past and move on to the future.
 
   “Lunch today?” Lila asked as we rode the elevator up to the office.
 
   My face scrunched up a bit at the uncertainty in her tone. “Of course. Why wouldn’t we?”
 
   She looked down to the floor. “I just didn’t know what your schedule looked like.”
 
   “Sunny with a chance of afternoon Honeybear.” I winked at her.
 
   That got a smile to peek out and an elbow into my ribs. The damn dark cloud was washing over her again. The effect it had on her was hell to watch, and harder every day to combat.
 
   One fucking day left before Adam’s blackness wouldn’t be able to touch her anymore. I hoped the judge would give him the full extent of each charge.
 
   The elevator opened, and I linked my fingers with hers, pulling her along and out of her head.
 
   “Sorry.” She sighed and leaned against me as we walked down the hall.
 
   “Don’t be. Stop being sorry. It’s his fault. He’s the one who should be sorry.”
 
   “I hate that he still has a hold on me.”
 
   I stopped, and she looked up at me. I caressed her cheek, giving her the reassurance she needed. “He won’t after tomorrow.”
 
   She leaned into my touch, relaxing and even resting against me. The wall she was unknowingly building between us was collapsing. “I’m not paying you the attention you deserve. It should be you who consumes my every thought.”
 
   “Me and my dick.”
 
   Her eyes widened and she looked around, then smiled and nodded when she saw no one was watching. I couldn’t stop myself from leaning forward and kissing her. She let out a small gasp before gripping my jacket and pulling me closer, deepening it, opening her mouth and seeking out my tongue with her own.
 
   “PDA! Ewwwww.” Owen laughed as he passed us by.
 
   I broke away from Lila and flipped Owen the bird as he continued on down the hall. Even Lila was snickering. I couldn’t think of a better replacement for me. Owen was a good guy and had a way of keeping the atmosphere light—something Lila needed.
 
   “Come on.” She pulled on my arm, and we continued.
 
   I kissed her again at her door before continuing down the way to my office. Twenty-four hours. Things would change then—we just had to make it through the next day.
 
   There was a clink as I threw my bag onto my desk. I’d almost forgotten that I remembered to bring a photo for my desk. I already had one from our wedding, one taken at my parents’ house, and another from the holiday party, but the newest one could possibly be my favorite of all.
 
   I pulled the photo set in its new frame from my bag and placed it on my desk, next to my monitor. It was bound to get me in trouble, causing a constant hard-on looking at her lust-filled face every day.
 
   Lila still pleaded with me to keep it at home, but I was set on what I’d said at Disneyworld. I wanted to be able to see it, see her, all the time.
 
   I needed the good times to help me get past the days like today, when the world weighed down on my shoulders. 
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   It was a beautiful day, which hopefully meant good things were coming our way. The late April day was not filled with showers, but rather a crystal clear blue sky and bright sun. Even the temperature was perfect for the day—sixty-five degrees.
 
   “We just have to get through this, and it’s done. Over,” Lila said to herself in the mirror as she did her makeup.
 
   I wanted to say something, anything to reassure her, but at the moment everything failed me. We were both wound tight. The last few months had been a constant up and down, and we both desperately needed Adam to be gone and our lives to even out.
 
   My mind couldn’t stop playing out the devastation of Adam getting the minimum, which would have him out in less than ten years. I honestly couldn’t gauge my reaction if that happened. Would I crumble along with Lila, or would I fucking lose it and do anything I could to kill him?
 
   Part of me wanted that. His death would make her world a better place, and I would do anything for her.
 
   Darren was very concerned about that reaction—afraid I might go off the deep end and snap. What was worse was that I could see it playing out in my mind. The satisfaction of watching the life bleed out of him, out of his eyes.
 
   The need to protect her at any cost, even above my own life, was severe.
 
   I pulled my suit jacket on and straightened the collar in the mirror. “Ready?”
 
   Her reflection froze still as a statue. I turned toward her, waiting.
 
   “Tell me everything’s going to be okay.”
 
   Fuck. I was already failing her today.
 
   “Everything’s going to be great. In a few hours, Adam will be in prison for a very long time.” I couldn’t even convince myself with the tone I spoke in, so how the hell was I supposed to convince her?
 
   Adam would be out of our lives, but for how long? Could I handle the decision if it wasn’t as good as we hoped?
 
   She turned to look at me, her demeanor shut down, and I fell apart.
 
   I covered the few steps between us and scooped her up in my arms, crashing my lips to hers. She shook in my arms, fingers scratching at me as they wrapped around my neck, teeth clacking as the frenzy built.
 
   How could I forget the easiest, most simple way to get us out of our heads?
 
   Touch.
 
   Hands, bodies, mouths—skin against skin.
 
   I turned her and threw us down on the bed. We were both fully dressed and ready to leave, but there was no way we could go as we were.
 
   I was driven with need as I pushed her knees open and ground my hips against her, my cock begging to be inside. My teeth dug into her skin as my fingers tangled in her hair, pulling back. Lovey hugs weren’t strong enough on a day like today, and not when we both needed a connection.
 
   She was moaning, her legs wrapped around my waist, pulling me closer. I reached between us as I claimed her mouth again and pulled down the zipper of my pants to get my cock out. I moved her panties aside, happy to find her soaking wet and ready, and shoved my dick into her pussy.
 
   My eyes rolled back, and I grunted as her tight warmth surrounded me. Fucking perfection. I could spend every moment of every day between her legs.
 
   There was no time to waste. We were both going crazy. No words, no talk, just our moans and groans of want filling the air. I drove my hips into her harder and faster, trying to force the demons out of us. Lila was screaming, pleading with sounds, begging me to take it all away.
 
   Everything was static except the pleasure. A crescendo in her sounds sent a ripple through me. My balls were pulled high, so close to giving me the release I needed. Her pussy tightened, her walls clamping around me. So close.
 
   Harder.
 
   Teeth clamped down on my neck, and my cock fired off without warning. I bucked into her, my whole body tingling in an almost pain.
 
   Everything was gone. The whole world ceased to be. All that was left was fuzzy, tingling, white nothing and Lila caging me in.
 
   Strength failed us both and we collapsed onto the bed. Heavy breaths, satisfied bodies, and clearing minds. After a minute, I tilted back to look at her.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Her lips twitched. “Hi.”
 
   “I think we may have to change.”
 
   She let out a giggle that made the last of the tension fleeing from me.
 
   “Considering your come is sliding down my ass right now, I’d have to agree.”
 
   “Fuck.” I sat up, both of us moaning as my cock popped out, and stared down, watching me seep out of her. I licked my lips, loving the sight of pearly white covering her pussy. My cock twitched, wanting to do it again.
 
   “Get back in.” She pouted at me. “I wasn’t ready for you to leave.”
 
   I smiled at her and slid my still hard but softening cock into her. “Sorry. You know that’s one of my favorite things to see.”
 
   “Pervert.” She nuzzled my neck, and I hissed when she moved over her bite. It was going to be a dark one.
 
   “I almost feel bad for the drycleaner.”
 
   She let out a small laugh. “Yeah, I’m on my third one since meeting you.”
 
   “Third?”
 
   “The first gave me dirty looks every time she saw one of your spots. You need to learn to aim better.”
 
   I laughed out loud and kissed her hard. “I get so excited I can’t contain it.”
 
   She kissed me, and we sat there for another moment, taking in the peace. When we pulled apart and looked down, I was also covered in a mixture of us.
 
   “Looks like we’re both changing.”
 
   “That’s what happens when you don’t push your pants down. But I also love seeing you with just your cock sticking out of the opening.”
 
   “Me too.” I glanced at the clock. “Shit, we’re late.”
 
   She tilted her head to look over. “No coffee then.”
 
   I shook my head. “Nope.” I held my hand out to help her stand. “Come on, Mrs. Thorne, we need to get out of here.”
 
   A half hour and one clothes-change later, we walked into the courtroom and sat down behind Lawrence.
 
   “Good morning,” he said with a smile. “Ready for this to be over?”
 
   I blew out a breath. “You have no idea.”
 
   “I have a good feeling.”
 
   I let out a nervous chuckle. “I’m glad one of us does.”
 
   He gave an understanding nod and turned back to the file in front of him.
 
   Lila was silent beside me. I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and she leaned in to me, her lips pressing against my neck.
 
   It was just the two of us as everyone had already taken time off for the trial. The sentencing was so short that we promised everyone we would call them when it was over. There were only a few sparse people sitting around. So few, in fact, that Lila’s father and stepmother made up nearly half.
 
   I tried not to look over at the bald fucker across the aisle, but I couldn’t keep my glare away. He stared straight ahead, not even giving a hint he noticed our presence. It was a good idea on his part, because I was more than prepared for another beat down of his ass. It was probably due to the restraining order. He was allowed near us at that moment only because the case involved his stepson.
 
   The bitch on the other side of him, however, was shooting daggers.
 
   It was then I finally took a good look at Cheryl Mitchell-Palmer. She looked like a cross between suburban wife and trailer park trash, which was a strange combination. Her once-black hair was riddled with gray. She was almost sickly thin with long, fake nails, overdone makeup, and an overpowering smell of cigarettes.
 
   The smell had me craving a puff or two, but I’d been good and avoided smoking for the past few months. I wasn’t going to let her of all people make me fall off the wagon. If Lila could squash the nicotine call, so could I.
 
   A smile crept onto my face as the door opened and Adam was let in wearing a bright orange jumpsuit and shackles. It was fitting, and the image gave me a much-needed boost. He kept his gaze down, barely glancing at his parents. I was getting wound up at the idea of him looking our way and imagining ways to hurt him if he did—waiting for him to so I’d have an excuse to let loose.
 
   The judge entered a few minutes later and sat down. My grip on Lila tugged her closer just as her fingers locked down on mine. He took a moment to look over some papers in front of him, then turned his gaze to the room.
 
   “We’re here today for the sentencing hearing of Adam Mitchell.”
 
   I tensed, my breath almost stopping. Months boiled down to the next words out of his mouth.
 
   The judge cleared his throat, then looked over to Adam. “Mr. Mitchell, you have been found guilty on multiple charges by a jury of your peers. As I reviewed all the charges again in combination with the testimony, it was shocking to me.”
 
   My muscles tightened, hope rising from his words. Lila was the same, leaning forward a bit in anticipation.
 
   “Your all-consuming hatred for Delilah Thorne is profound, and I can find no basis for it. After she was taken from her father’s home years ago, you were sent to jail for attacking her. Once released, you continued in your violence against others, unrepentant of your actions.”
 
   It felt like I was about to burst, begging him to get to the damn point. Was he drawing it out to torture us?
 
   “Thirteen years passed in which you had no contact with her, and yet you still hunted her down. You tricked your way past her security and brutally attacked her.”
 
   I flinched, a memory of that night flashing. 
 
   “Your lack of remorse is astounding. It is my ruling that you need to serve the full extent of each charge against you, reaching a total of twenty-seven years. It is your actions that have put you here, and no other’s. Take responsibility for yourself.”
 
   A harsh breath left me. Disbelief followed by relief filled my body all in the same moment.
 
   We did it.
 
   Lila was still staring at the judge, almost as if she was waiting for him to change his mind. When he stood and exited the room, she remained silent.
 
   I stood, smiling, and held out my hand.
 
   “Thank you so much, Lawrence, for all your help.”
 
   “I think I should be the one saying that. It’s not often I get to work with other lawyers, and it’s usually a disaster when I do.”
 
   I laughed at that. “Yeah, lawyers don’t make the best clients.”
 
   “But you did.”
 
   We waited a moment for Lila’s father to leave first, then walked out with Lawrence. I waved goodbye as he headed off, but Lila wasn’t beside me.
 
   I looked over and froze as I stared at her. “Baby?”
 
   Lila’s whole body shook and she leaned over, one hand pressed against the wall for support. A choking sob came from her. Her reaction confused me, and I rushed to her side.
 
   I pulled her face up to look at me and sighed in relief when I saw a smile on her face—it was a cry of joy. Her nightmare had the fairy tale ending we hoped for, and the evil monster was banished from the kingdom.
 
   She threw her arms around me and cried into my chest. Happy tears.
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   Lila was different. That was the only word I could come up with to describe the change. Over the past few days, she’d shed a lot of the crap that held her back for years. It always dwelled in the back of her mind, ever since she left her father’s house—when will he come for me?
 
   The unsurmountable weight that pressed upon her was lifted. Chains that held her down released, shedding away the girl like a cocoon and opening up the woman inside. Adam was going to be in jail for a long time, and the judge had approved the restraining order on her father.
 
   It was the first time in over a year I felt like my words really penetrated her. After years of suffering, others finally saw the monster that Adam was. It was validation.
 
   Life returned to its normal pace. It was hard to believe how fast the days were passing. Even more unbelievable was how even we were—no more ups and downs. I was thankful for the change, for the monotony of getting up, going to work, and coming home with my wife—dinners together, talk of what to do on the weekend.
 
   “Hey! That’s mine.” Lila swatted at my hand, knocking the fry away.
 
   I snuck another one and popped it in my mouth. “We’re married—what’s mine is yours and vice versa. Right?”
 
   She glared at me and moved her plate away. “You’re right. What’s yours is mine, but what’s mine is mine as well.”
 
   “Oooh, man, you better step back from her plate.” Drew cackled from across the table.
 
   Caroline was howling in laughter, and I felt like I was being ganged up on. I needed to change my tactics if I was going to get any more fries. Though, I had to admit I was cracking up on the inside watching Lila guard her plate as she ate, giving me the stink eye.
 
   “You said you’d do anything for me, baby.”
 
   “You finished your fries. These are mine.”
 
   I gave her my best puppy dog eyes. “Just one or two?”
 
   She moved her plate further away. “No.”
 
   More snickering from across the table.
 
   “Just think when she gets pregnant. All food will be hers.” Caroline slapped her hand on the table as she tried to talk between snorts of laughter. “Try stealing food from a pregnant lady, you’ll draw back a bloody stump!”
 
   Drew’s jaw dropped. “Dude, what if you end up with the cravings?”
 
   “And lose his taut bod?” Caroline gasped.
 
   Lila joined in, giggling with them but still guarding her plate. The back of my head tingled, like someone was watching us. Granted, with all the commotion, I was certain half the restaurant was staring at us in annoyance.
 
   Drew pointed a fry at me. “You better watch it or you’ll end up gaining weight with that sweet tooth of yours.”
 
   I glared at him and snatched a fry from his plate.
 
   His eyes narrowed at me. “What the hell?”
 
   I shrugged. “Payment for your jabs at my expense.”
 
   Drew pulled his plate back and leaned over it, one arm blocking the front.
 
   I looked over at Lila, who was conversing with Caroline and not protecting her plate as much. It wasn’t that I was hungry, but it was now a game, one I was determined to win. With my wife distracted, I planned my attack. I slithered my hand in the space between her arm and ribs. My fingers grazed her breast, and I cringed when metal slapped across my knuckles.
 
   I pulled my hand back, hissing as I shook it out.
 
   “No!” Lila glowered and pointed a fork at me.
 
   I stared at her in shock for a moment, then shook my head. “Oh, hell no.”
 
   I grabbed hold of the back of her neck and pulled her to me, kissing her hard. She squeaked and tried to pull back, but I held her tighter, kissing her deeper until she melted against me. There was no way she could resist me.
 
   When I pulled back, her eyes were glassy and unfocused. I reached over and grabbed a few fries and tossed them on my plate.
 
   Drew shook his head.
 
   I stuffed one into my mouth. “What?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Caroline snorted. “And that’s lunch, boys and girls.” She pushed back from the table and stood up. “I have a meeting in half an hour.” She grabbed Lila’s arm. “Come on. Walk with me while your husband pays for lunch.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Lila stood, then grabbed my head and crashed her lips to mine. My cock jumped, lust coursing through me as her tongue lapped against mine.
 
   Fuck.
 
   She was pulled away by Caroline, who rolled her eyes. “You two are like teenagers. Sheesh.”
 
   Drew nodded. “It’s Lila’s turn, but since you had to lust her brain out for a few fries, it’s yours. After all, what did you say? What’s hers is yours.”
 
   I sighed and pulled out my wallet, placing my credit card on the check.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   Drew turned back to me. “Gotta call Dana.”
 
   I waved him off and waited for the waitress to return for payment. While I was sitting there, I watched some basketball game on one of the TVs. I smiled up at the waitress as she took the check and returned to the screen.
 
   After a moment I turned, looking for the gaze I felt drilling a hole in my head, but there was no one. It happened multiple times over lunch, and I didn’t like the feeling of being watched.
 
   I thanked the waitress when she returned a moment later, and signed the slip before putting my card away. I took one last sip of soda and stood before heading to the door.
 
   “Nate!”
 
   I turned toward where my name was being called. A group of people were being seated, and walking toward me with a familiar smile that greeted me was Tom Preston. We’d worked together in the prosecutor’s office. As my mind compared the image in my memory to the man in front of me, I noticed that the years hadn’t been the best to him. He had to be in his mid to late forties. His once black hair was more than salted with gray, and what had once been fine lines were now carving deep into his skin. Even his once well-kept physique had added a good twenty or so pounds.
 
   “Nathan Thorne. I’ll be damned,” he said as he walked up to me and stuck out his hand.
 
   I gave his hand a stiff shake and smiled at him. “It’s been a long time.”
 
   “Yeah. Last time I saw you, the judge was throwing you out of the courtroom, a bailiff on each arm dragging you down the aisle.” He let out a harsh chuckle. “I thought they were about to drag you off to the nut house.”
 
   My lips were set in a thin line. “Well, it wasn’t the best time in my life.” I was certain there’d been much talk about me after that.
 
   “I had a lot of hope for you.” His eyes scanned me up and down. “What are you up to these days?”
 
   “I’m working for Holloway and Holloway.”
 
   His head tipped back as he nodded. “Ah, your father-in-law. How’s that going?”
 
   “Pretty good. I spent about a year as a transactional attorney after a few years off, and now I’m in the real estate division.”
 
   “Quite different areas.”
 
   I shrugged. “It was necessary. I wasn’t ready to go back into the courtroom.”
 
   “Well, now that you’re back in the game, maybe we can get together. I could really use you.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “I’m building a case against Vincent Marconi.”
 
   It felt like the blood rushed from my body, and I began to sweat. Why hadn’t I looked into who was working on the case Noah told me about? “I don’t want anything to do with your case.”
 
   “What? How can you say that?” He frowned at me, his arms crossing over his chest. “Nate, you have all the information we need. No one has ever gotten a conviction, and you did. I know you have more information on them. Help us.”
 
   I shook my head, my jaw set. “I can’t.”
 
   He leaned toward me, his expression imploring, and I stepped back. “These are bad people who need to pay for their crimes.”
 
   “You don’t need to tell me that. I understand, more than anyone, but I’m sorry. I can’t help you, Tom.”
 
   “Why not?” he asked, complete confusion in his aged features. It didn’t seem like he could comprehend my reluctance. Couldn’t he put two and two together?
 
   I leaned in closer, almost spitting on him between my clenched teeth. “Because the last time I was involved with them, my wife and son were murdered and, for a few seconds, they killed me as well.” It dawned on me that we were both being watched and our innocent conversation was being noted. “Fuck. Even talking to you now is bad.”
 
   He shook his head. “You’ve become paranoid. Do you really think they’re keeping tabs on you? They’ve induced you with fear.” His arms relaxed, waving around in defense. “I’m not downplaying what happened. It’s a tragedy what they did to Grace. She was a wonderful woman, but they aren’t still watching you. They hurt you. They got what they wanted.”
 
   I gaped at him, stunned. “You really have no idea what you’re getting into. Don’t you realize they’re watching your every move? They’re watching mine as well, and this little meeting could very well get my family killed. So, back the fuck off!”
 
   “You’ve gone off the reservation, Thorne.” He looked at me like I was out of my mind.
 
   “Don’t be cocky. That’s how I was, and you know what happened. You think a family like that doesn’t have connections or the money to buy people? They know. I was informed by a third party they were tailing me again and anyone working on the case. Probably waiting for a meeting like this to crop up.”
 
   I pulled at my neck, the tension rocketing to sky-high proportions.
 
   “I’m not cocky… I’m realistic.” He looked at me with sad eyes. “You should look at seeing a psychiatrist. There are obviously some issues left over from your accident.”
 
   I scoffed at him. “I have a therapist, but thanks for that. I assure you, I’m quite sane, and my paranoia comes from truth.”
 
   He stared at me for a moment, but then his eyes flickered around the restaurant. “What do I do?”
 
   “You walk away before they come after you or your family.”
 
   Tom lost his fight, his voice lowering, as it seemed to dawn on him that I was right. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’m going to do everything I can to keep my wife safe.”
 
   He looked at me like I was insane. “Grace is dead.”
 
   I shook my head and gave him a small smile. “Not Grace. I’m not that crazy, Tom. I got married a few months ago. Her name is Lila.”
 
   A genuine smile lit up his face. “Congratulations. I mean it.”
 
   “Thanks.” I held out my hand. “I need to get going. Take care, and think about what I said.”
 
   “You, too.”
 
   I turned to walk away.
 
   “Hey, Nate,” Tom called, making me turn back around. “At least think about what I said as well. Do the world a little good to get a man like him gone.”
 
   I pursed my lips and nodded, glancing to the corner of the restaurant as I pushed the door open and walked out. Lila was waiting for me at the edge of the parking lot, Drew and Caroline already gone.
 
   “Who was that?” she asked when I got closer.
 
   “No one.”
 
   She grabbed onto my arm and halted my steps. I turned to look at her, the playfulness of lunch gone and replaced with concern.
 
   “What’s yours is mine, and that includes your burdens.”
 
   My chest tightened, the truth in her words almost strangling me. It wasn’t right to keep him or my concern bottled up from her.
 
   “His name is Tom Preston. We used to work together. He’s the one building a case against Vincent Marconi.” I pulled at my neck, trying to work the growing tension out.
 
   She stared at me, then nodded. “He wants your help.”
 
   I swallowed hard. “Yes.”
 
   “You told him no.” She looked into my eyes. I nodded. “Because of me.”
 
   Again, I nodded, unable to find the words.
 
   She wrapped her arms around me and held me close, kissing my neck. “It’s all right. I’m here.”
 
   I was confused by her words until I realized I was shaking. A harsh breath left me, and I pulled her close.
 
   She agreed to be with me, knowing the danger, but was I so selfish to risk her life further?
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   The next day, I was a wreck.
 
   Meeting Tom was a mistake.
 
   Granted, it wasn’t like I planned to run into him. That was what made it worse. If Marconi had someone watching us at that moment, I was screwed. It was a chance meeting that could get Lila killed.
 
   An innocent fucking errand that brought the devil down.
 
   After what Noah told me, I knew it wasn’t an “if” someone was watching. I’d recognized one of his men sitting in the corner as we talked. Marconi probably thought I was working the case.
 
   I needed to figure out a way to keep Lila safe.
 
   My mind was cracking, and the beast paced, whimpering. Everything was spiraling out of control. I was losing my grip.
 
   It was times like this the beast in me was let out. Nothing calmed it more than Lila. My body ached only for her touch. I needed it to survive. I’d die without it—without her. She let me ravage her, letting go in ways no other would. Euphoria and comfort—the soothing balm to my screaming agony.
 
   I couldn’t go hunt her down and drag her off. I needed her to come to me, so I picked up my cell phone and texted her.
 
   Need you. Now.
 
   I tossed it back down on my desk and rubbed my face. My foot tapped on the floor as I listened to the tick of the clock, waiting for her response. Wound tight, my muscles locked down. I needed to relax.
 
   There was a light knock on the door, and I sighed. I didn’t even have to say anything before the handle spun and Lila walked in. She flicked the lock on my door, a devilish smirk on her lips.
 
   In her hand was a fresh cup of coffee, which she set on my desk as she walked up to me. She was silent, reserved…submissive. Exactly what I needed.
 
   I turned my chair, following her movement as she sunk down to her knees in front of me. I wet my lips as I leaned forward, my hand gripping the back of her neck as I kissed her. It wasn’t soft—it was rough and needy.
 
   I stood up and moved to free my aching hard-on. Her eyes followed my hands as they moved to my crotch. I palmed my cock and groaned at the hungry look in her eyes as she stared at it.
 
   “See how much I need my cock slut?”
 
   She nodded, licking her lips as I pulled down the zipper and reached inside. My cock was hard and hot, ready to mark her as I pulled it out. I moaned, pumping it in my hand as I looked down at the sexy sight of my wife on her knees before me, looking up at me, eager for my cock.
 
   “Stay still.” I adjusted my stance and ran the head across her lips, my mouth open as her lips parted, tongue teasing my slit. 
 
   My eyes rolled back and my toes curled when her lips wrapped around the head of my cock, the sensitive edge overstimulated, making me shake. Nothing in the world was better than Lila wrapped around me. Her sweet mouth moved down, making me shake as my entire length slid in and the tip eased down her throat.
 
   I hissed out a “fuck.” She’d gotten so good at deep-throating me over the last year.
 
   My fingers tangled in her hair, fisting it as I guided her luscious mouth up and down my hard shaft. I was seconds away from holding her head still and fucking the shit out of her mouth. The twisted and sexy thing was that she’d let me, and she’d enjoy it.
 
   Lila made it all disappear. Being inside her, all my thoughts and worries were replaced with white, mindless bliss.
 
   My balls were so tight, cock so hard—I was about to come.
 
   My eyes flickered around, trying to take my mind off the intense pleasure of her mouth. I needed more, needed to last longer. Her coffee cup was sitting on the edge of my desk, steam coming off the top. It was black, and not the way she took her coffee.
 
   A wicked grin formed on my face, and I looked down at her.
 
   “Do you want some cream in your coffee, slut?”
 
   She hummed around me and tried to speak—the vibration made my eyes close and almost tipped me over the edge. I was so close to exploding. My hands released her hair, and I leaned over, my cock popping from her lips as I grabbed her cup. She chased after me with her mouth, her tongue lapping at my tip.
 
   I grabbed my cock and gave it a tug, then slapped it against her lips. She smiled up at me as my hand worked up and down, teasing the underside of the head, getting me that last little bit further before I popped.
 
   Her mouth was open and waiting. My whole body tensed, every muscle coiled tight. The first explosive bursts landed in her mouth, then I pulled away and let the remainder land in the cup.
 
   “Don’t swallow,” I said with heavy breaths. She did as I asked, her mouth open as I finished off, emptying into her coffee.
 
   When I was done, I held the mug in front of her as she let my come roll off her tongue into it. I set it back down on my desk, a hard shudder running through me as she sucked the last drop from the tip.
 
   I felt lighter and a bit sleepy as I slumped back down in my chair. “Fuck, I needed that.”
 
   She grabbed a tissue from the box on my desk and wiped away any leftovers. My hand reached out and ran through her hair, straightening out the mess I’d made. “I have a meeting, but don’t worry. I’ll get you tonight.”
 
   She smiled and stood up, then leaned forward for a kiss. “Can’t wait.” She turned and headed for the door.
 
   “Don’t forget your coffee,” I called after her.
 
   Turning around, she picked it up and brought it to her lips, taking a sip. She let out a little moan, smiling as she licked her lips.
 
   “Perfect.” She winked at me and took another sip, then headed out the door.
 
   Fuck, she was naughty. I fucking loved it.
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   My little afternoon tryst with Lila helped calm me, but didn’t disperse with the threat hanging over me. Making it worse was that it wasn’t just me anymore—I had Lila to protect. With my dying breath, I would make sure she was safe.
 
   Which led me to my current dilemma.
 
   I walked into my home office and sat at my desk, swiveling the chair around to face the closed closet door.
 
   It was mad…crazy…insane for me to think about what was in there and what I could do with it. The box was buried under other file boxes. A label reading “Taxes 2008” was affixed to the exterior.
 
   The only tax documents inside were Via Marconi’s. My insurance resided there as well.
 
   Phone records, witness accounts, photos, etc.—enough evidence to tie Vincent Marconi to over five deaths and seven felonies. It only scratched the surface, but it was enough to get him put away for life and begin having his operation dissected, which would lead to his empire being torn apart.
 
   I wasn’t going into the situation again believing that everything would be fine. His daughter still had five years left to serve before even the possibility of parole. Until then, and probably even after, I was a marked man.
 
   What pissed me off was that the little bit of invisibility I’d had, the shadowing from his vision, was blown away because someone in an office where I no longer worked was forming a case against him. Marconi knew what I had on him—I was stupid enough to gloat in his face that he was next. Between that and the death of Grace and my baby, he was satisfied for the time-being. Happy to keep me scared and buried in my own personal hell.
 
   It was to the point of being damned if I do, or damned if I don’t. Seeing me with Tom would raise a red flag to Vincent. His first intuition would tell him I was working with them.
 
   I was a dead man.
 
   “Nate?”
 
   I looked to the door to find Lila standing there, a worried expression on her face. “Yeah?”
 
   She walked into the room and stood in front of me. “Didn’t you hear me calling?”
 
   I shook my head. “Sorry, I was lost in thought.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “What’s wrong?”
 
   I sighed and pulled her close, leaning forward to rest my head on her stomach. “Running into Tom Preston has fucked things up, and I’m afraid for us.” Her fingers moved through my hair, nails scratching, calming. I pulled back to look up at her. “What do I do to protect you?”
 
   “Protect me?”
 
   “You know from who, and now I’m left with this decision. We’re at a fork in the road, but which way will kill us?” My chest clenched, and I nuzzled into her. “I’m not sure there’s an alternative at this point.” I looked back up at her, pleading to anything that would listen. “The most important thing to me is keeping you alive.”
 
   Her brow scrunched up, and she shook her head. “There is no life for me without you.”
 
   My chest tightened, and I pulled her to my lap, holding her close. I didn’t know if there was enough hope and prayers to deities above to keep her safe, but I’d do whatever it took. Even if it meant killing the devil myself.
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   The next morning, I pulled three expanding files along with a manila file out of my bag and set them on my desk. After soaking in my wife, I’d broached the box that haunted me and emptied its contents. They stared at me, and I stared back. It hurt me to even touch them, to bring them back out into the light of day.
 
   Memories and heartbreak tore at me all evening. Nightmares that were too real haunted my dreams. I couldn’t stop touching Lila, my worst fears killing me from the inside out. My heart begged me not to do it, but at the same time, it wanted justice—the files could help with that.
 
   I sat at my desk, my fingers running across my lips as I looked at their worn edges. Sending them to Tom would make things worse. Then again, I was already on the Marconi hit-list. The information would help in his case—I had no doubt about that—but I had to be discreet about delivery. There was no way I could walk up to Tom and hand it to him—we’d both be dead that day.
 
   I sat back and rubbed my face.
 
   Sending the files could help keep Lila safe. If Marconi was convicted, he might leave her alone. He might stop keeping tabs.
 
   I stood and picked up the files, heading out of my office and down the hall. I needed help and guidance. Who better than someone I trusted and had lost the same person I had?
 
   “Hey, Cassie, is Jack available?” I smiled down at his secretary.
 
   “Hi, Nathan.” She looked down at her computer. “You’re in luck. He’s got a break right now and he just got off the phone.”
 
   “Thanks.” I stepped forward and knocked on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Jack called from inside.
 
   I opened the door and walked through, closing it behind me. He smiled at me from across his desk, his gaze narrowing on the files in my hand.
 
   “How are you doing, Nate?”
 
   I sat down in the chair across from him and placed the files on the edge of his desk as I leaned back.
 
   “I ran into Tom Preston the other day.” I jumped right in.
 
   “Oh yeah? How’s he doing these days?”
 
   “He’s working on a case against Vincent Marconi.”
 
   The smile slid from his face. “Jesus.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure we were spotted together.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Lila’s foster brother is a cop. He told me Marconi’s men, along with some dirty cops, were tailing those involved with the case. The list includes me.”
 
   “But why you? You aren’t involved with it.”
 
   I leaned forward and placed my finger on the stack of files. “Because of this.”
 
   His face paled. “All of your information on them.” He looked back at me. “You kept it all?”
 
   I nodded. “It was a bit of insurance, along with not knowing what the hell to do with it. You know how bad things were back then.”
 
   He leaned back and ran a hand through his white hair. “Nathan… What do you want to do with it? Why is it here?”
 
   I pursed my lips. “That’s the big question I’ve been struggling with. Grace died because of them. If there’s a strong case against them, I want to give them more ammo. But…”
 
   “You’re afraid.” A pained look crossed his face.
 
   “They already saw me talking to Tom, even if it was only a chance run-in and small talk. They know I have all this.” I waved my hand at the file. “Pretty certain the whole fucking thing red flagged me. If my life is in that much danger because they think I’m helping them, I’d rather someone put this to use.”
 
   “Do we have to go through all this again?” His head was down, shaking. “You’re so happy now.”
 
   I tried not to think about Lila, but it was useless. The road was about to get very rough, and I’d need her strength.
 
   “I’m not resigning myself to death. I have too much hope for a future to do that. But I’m not going to live like everything is fine, oblivious…not like last time.”
 
   “Have you talked to Lila about this?”
 
   I sighed. “A little. She caught that something was off. She’s been so happy since the trial, and I made her cry last night. We’ve even been working on a b-baby.” I stuttered on the word. My chest was tight, and I rubbed at the spot.
 
   Jack’s eyes were soft. “What can I do to help?”
 
   I let out a shuddering breath. “I can’t just hand this file to Tom.”
 
   “You’d be dead before the day was over.”
 
   I nodded. “I need a way so it’s not traceable to me.”
 
   Jack stared at the files, humming as he tapped his fingers on his desk. “You know, Mary has a niece that works for Michael Lawson. Last I was down there, his office was two doors down from Tom’s.” My eyes grew wide, hopeful. “And Jenny, Mary’s niece, just so happens to be coming over this weekend.”
 
   “Is that far enough removed?” Bad enough I was involving Jack, but my former mother-in-law and her family as well?
 
   He lips set into a thin line. “No, you’re right. We need another step.”
 
   My brain fired off ideas, each wilder and more extreme than the one before. “What if she put it in a courier envelope with a random address and sends it to Tom?”
 
   Jack thought it over for a moment. “Do you want to risk it with this information?”
 
   I blew out a breath. “What other choice do we have? Besides, I asked around, and Michael Lawson’s name did not come up as being associated with the case against Marconi. No one would be watching his office.”
 
   Jack scratched at his jaw as he stared at the files. “I’ll get it wrapped up in a code-locked courier bag and have her send it that way.”
 
   “How do we get him the code?”
 
   “Leave that to me. I’ll figure it out.”
 
   I was silent, unsure of how to thank him. “I can’t let it happen again, but I don’t know what to do to stop it.”
 
   Jack’s eyes were soft, full of understanding. “This will help. And try to stay calm—Lila needs you.”
 
   “Not as much as I need her. She’s stronger than I am.”
 
   Jack shook his head. “When it comes to you, Lila is the weakest woman on the planet.”
 
   I blinked at him. Fuck. He had a point. We were so codependent on each other that it was almost debilitating to even think of life without the other.
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   Days passed and…nothing.
 
   Well, not nothing. I was a mess. A fucking disaster.
 
   High anxiety, nightmares, and a constant popping of pills got me through the day. Lila got me through the night.
 
   She made microwavable popcorn one evening and I flipped out, tackling her to the ground. I did laugh about it later, but it still had me on edge. I knew she was worried about me. She wouldn’t say it, because she didn’t want me to flip out even more. Conversations of the file and Marconi were taboo in our home.
 
   Every day, she sucked and fucked me in an attempt to keep me calm. It worked, but I wasn’t stable. Highs and lows led to more forceful, selfish, but mind-blowing sex.
 
   “Fuck, you’re so fucking good at that.” She had me panting as she swallowed around my cock.
 
   I held her head down, nose pressing against my skin, cock down her throat. Her fingers flexed against my skin, but I kept her there. The overpowering sensations of her gagging around the head forced me to pull out.
 
   Lila was panting, almost gasping for air, her hand wiping at her mouth. Tears made her makeup bleed black down her pink cheeks and her lips were swollen and red. Her hair was a mess, thanks to my hands.
 
   “You’re a fucking gorgeous mess.”
 
   She smirked up at me and licked her lips.
 
   “Do you want me to fuck you, little whore? I’m so fucking close. Or do you want to drink me?”
 
   Her tongue flicked against the tip of my cock, and I hissed. She was lucky I didn’t push her back down right then and fuck her throat raw.
 
   She sat up straight and opened her mouth, ready to receive. It was tempting, but I wanted to feel her pussy clamp down on me.
 
   “Hammering your pussy it is.”
 
   Her mouth closed some and she glared at me. “Why the fuck give me a choice?”
 
   I walked around her and pushed her head down, leaning over her. “To make you think you had one.”
 
   I was an asshole, but I’d make sure she enjoyed it.
 
   My cock slipped easily into her wet pussy, and we both moaned. She hissed out a “fuck” and a sharp intake of breath when I slammed into her.
 
   All of me curled into her, fingers digging hard into her skin. It was the only way I could get it all out.
 
   She was crying out, screaming each time I bottomed out in her. Shaking, she looked back at me, and I almost lost it under the lust in her eyes. When her eyes rolled back and she fell forward, I smiled. Her fingers clenched into the sheets, fisting.
 
   Her pussy clamping down finished me off. I shook, my hips thrusting, trying to reach deeper with each spurt of come that exploded out. Her pussy pulsed around me, drawing out the last drops. My legs gave out, and we fell to the floor in a tangled mess.
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   Before we married, we made a pact to have a date night once a week. It was to take the place of our bar night and help us get out of our hiding tendencies. Thanks to the wedding and trial, we’d lost a few. There was still a nervous edge in the back of my mind that one of our coworkers would see us and report us. Even after we were married, it caught us both at times. I loved being out with her, whether to the grocery store or a movie—it was great being able to live life again.
 
   Adam was locked away, and Lila was glowing, despite the danger that was encroaching.
 
   “You’re wearing that?” Lila asked as she came out of the closet.
 
   I blinked at her and looked down at the charcoal slacks and black button-down. “Yes.”
 
   Her tongue peeked out to wet her lips, and it was then I understood that I didn’t just look bad. It was good—I looked edible. 
 
   The same could be said about her. The few dresses she had for work were always the perfect combination of sexy and sophisticated. Conservative, with body hugging lines. They looked great on her, turning me on and creating the easy access I craved. I still blamed the flirty hemline of one of her skirts for my inability to control myself that night a year ago.
 
   We rarely went out for a nice dinner, but she always seemed to surprise me with a dress she pulled out of nowhere, and the one she had on was not a work dress.
 
   My lip twitched up and I stepped toward her, needing to touch her. I reached out, my hand resting on her hip, the deep red satin silky and soft beneath my fingers. It was classy and elegant, showing off just enough cleavage to draw my cock’s attention. It made me want to rip her out of it and wonder why we ever thought to leave the house.
 
   “Do we have to go to dinner? I could easily eat my dessert right now.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me and smiled. Her hand reached out and she pressed her palm against my dick, making me groan. Her other hand slipped under the collar of my shirt as she stepped forward to whisper in my ear.
 
   “Something you want, baby? Do you want to fill my pussy, make me cream, and scream your name?”
 
   “Fuck yes!”
 
   She stepped away from me, her touch gone. My eyes opened to find a wicked grin.
 
   “Too bad. I’m already dressed, and we’re going.”
 
   My gaze narrowed at her. “I can rip it off you.”
 
   “You do that, and I’ll be a dead fish for the next month.”
 
   My jaw dropped. “My dick is magical, baby. You can’t resist the feelings it brings you.”
 
   She didn’t flinch, her expression the same. “No anal, no blowjobs.”
 
   “Now you’re just being mean.”
 
   “I really like this dress.”
 
   “I really like that dress, too. I’d like it better on the floor.” I smirked and my cock twitched. It liked that idea quite a bit.
 
   She sighed and shook her head. “You’re incorrigible.”
 
   I adjusted my cock so it wasn’t tenting in my pants so much. “Okay, you win. I’m picking my battle. Dessert after dinner.”
 
   “I knew you’d come around.”
 
   “But…”
 
   She glared at me. “What?”
 
   “You can suck me off on the way to the restaurant.”
 
   “It’s a two-and-a-half block walk.”
 
   I held the door open for her. “You’ve got your work cut out for you.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and walked through the door. “Yeah, I have to learn to levitate by the time we reach the lobby.”
 
   We headed out, walking down the street with our fingers entwined.
 
   “I love that the weather has finally warmed up.”
 
   I reached out and touched her bare shoulder. “Me too.”
 
   She looked at me, trying not to laugh, but just shook her head.
 
   A few feet later, we were walking into the restaurant, and I attempted to behave.
 
   Attempted.
 
   The rich, dark woods that adorned the walls coupled with the low lighting provided a warm and romantic setting. How was I supposed to stave off my desires in a place that was asking me to grope her under the table?
 
   We were seated at a table and not at a booth that would give me easy access to her. I wanted to pout at how far apart we were, even though our legs were touching under the table.
 
   The host handed us our menus, along with the wine list, before departing. I was almost salivating as I read over the different types of steak. Ruth Chris was by no means cheap, but they were worth every penny.
 
   “Hello, my name is Brian, and I’ll be your waiter this evening. Have you dined with us before?”
 
   I looked up from my menu and was about to speak when Lila beat me to it.
 
   “I haven’t.”
 
   He smiled down at her. “Welcome, and thank you for coming.”
 
   He was a young guy, mid-twenties, with the all-American boy look about him. Probably played sports and got in all the girls’ panties.
 
   My jaw twitched as he pointed things out to Lila on the menu and explained that it was all à la carte. There was a difference between friendly and flirting. She was oblivious to it, but his smile was a little cocky for my liking, as was his staring down her dress.
 
   I cleared my throat to gain his attention,and his head snapped up. “We’d like a bottle of the Chateau St. Jean, Reserve Merlot.”
 
   He nodded, then looked back down to Lila and licked his lips. “Is there anything else you’d like?”
 
   I couldn’t take any more. I grabbed her chin and turned her to me, kissing her so hard our teeth hit. She gasped before melting, like always.
 
   “That’s all.” I held out the wine list for him, Lila’s hair still tangled in my fingers.
 
   He gave me a tight smile as he took it and left.
 
   Lila looked at me, her brow quirked as she sat back.
 
   “What? He was too friendly with you.”
 
   She pursed her lips. “He was being polite.”
 
   “He was flirting.”
 
   She leaned forward and nipped at my bottom lip. “So possessive.”
 
   “Damn straight.”
 
   She smiled and shook her head. “I’m your wife. Taken.”
 
   I took her hand in mine. “Yes, but fuckers like to look and salivate and think about screwing you. That pisses me off. You’re mine. I need to hurry up and get you pregnant. Then everyone will see what I do to you.”
 
   My cock twitched, reminding me it wanted another go at knocking her up.
 
   She ran her hand up my leg, her fingertips brushing my cock. “You’ll get a chance to fill me after dinner.”
 
   Our waiter returned with the bottle I ordered and poured two glasses. He kept his eyes off Lila. We placed our order and happily munched on some bread while we drank.
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   Dinner was perfect. My stomach was filled with the most delicious and perfectly cooked steak I’d ever eaten. I rubbed my stomach, patting it.
 
   “That was the best steak ever, and I’ve been here before.”
 
   “I hope you saved room for dessert.” Lila stretched her hand out to me, and I slipped mine over hers.
 
   “You’ll probably need to give me and hour or so and then I’ll be up for it.”
 
   She let out a small chuckle. “I was talking about the sweet pastry kind.”
 
   “You can eat more?” She’d devoured her steak just as I had.
 
   She frowned at the thought. “Well…”
 
   The waiter stopped by, but instead of asking if we needed anything, he set a cake covered in candles on the table in front of me.
 
   Lila smiled at me. “Happy birthday.”
 
   I stared at her for a moment, then my eyes moved down to the cake. Yes, it was my birthday dinner—May 30th. I’d agreed to celebrate it this year as a way of moving on. It was a little easier, because the one I hated to think about was on a different date, a date I’d never forget—June 21st.
 
   It was the first time I’d celebrated my birthday in five years. I was trapped between moving forward and being stuck in the past. The candles flickered at me, waiting. That was the signal that jostled me to the present, and I thought about the wish I would make.
 
   The year started out terrible and ended up beautiful—Lila and I were married.
 
   But we still had one more obstacle that was looming over us, and it was hovering much closer than I liked.
 
   I took a deep breath and blew out.
 
   I wish that I can keep Lila safe, that she will be free from danger.
 
   In one breath, all the candles were extinguished and my wish was out into the cosmos. I didn’t really believe, but it couldn’t hurt. We needed all the help we could get.
 
   The cake was white almond with buttercream icing—my favorite.
 
   “You got this from that cake place in Noblesville, the one we went to last fall.” She nodded, and I moaned as I took another bite. Yes, I was full, but nothing was going to stop me from eating the best cake I’d ever tasted. “When did you sneak this?”
 
   “Sarah picked it up for me and delivered it to the restaurant.”
 
   I chuckled. “Conspiring with my mother now.”
 
   “You do it all the time.”
 
   “Yes, but she’s my mother.”
 
   She swiped her finger across the icing and stuck it in her mouth, sucking it off. Suddenly the best place for the icing wasn’t in my stomach, but on my cock.
 
   “Well, it’s hard to surprise my caveman husband who can’t stand an hour without me.”
 
   I gave her a pout. “Makes me sound like a dependent pussy.”
 
   She laughed and patted my hand. “Dependent? Yes. Pussy? Hell no. You can be a controlling asshole… You’re so possessive of me.”
 
   “Because you’re mine.”
 
   She bit her bottom lip and smiled. “Because I’m yours.”
 
   I leaned forward and kissed her, savoring the taste of her mixed with the buttercream frosting. When I sat back, my eye caught a familiar onlooker staring at us. I’d seen him before, but had no clue who he was. That didn’t matter, because I knew why he was there.
 
   “Where are you going?” I asked as she moved to stand.
 
   She smiled down at me. “I’ll be right back. I’m just going to the ladies’ room.”
 
   I nodded, watching her go as I finished up the last bite of cake. I was mid-sip when my stalker sat down in front of me, a smile on his face. “Hello, Mr. Thorne. How’s your driving these days?”
 
   The blood drained from my face as I remembered why he was so familiar—he held the gun in the car that ran us off the road.
 
   It took every ounce of will in me to keep my reactions cool and calm, but inside I was trying to keep the anxiety from exploding, though anger and fear prevailed. My hands twitched, begging to wrap around his throat and choke the life out of him.
 
   Dead men couldn’t talk.
 
   I would do anything to keep her safe.
 
   “Get the fuck out of here.” The words barely made it past my clenched teeth.
 
   He wasn’t even fazed. “Getting rid of me won’t stop him.”
 
   Fuck. How could I be so stupid? I’d relaxed, taken a breath and enjoyed the moment, and gotten comfortable with a deadly man so close.
 
   “Why are you here, talking to me?”
 
   He smirked. “How’s your wife?” Hatred flamed in me, my muscles flexing and ready to destroy. His smile broadened. “Mr. Marconi would like to congratulate you on your marriage.” His gaze flickered over to the restroom entry. “She’s beautiful.”
 
   My teeth clenched tight, and my whole body vibrated. “Don’t you fucking touch her.”
 
   He laughed as he stood and walked away just as Lila returned. Her gaze moved to him and then to me.
 
   “Nate? What’s wrong?” Her hand reached out to touch me, and I shot up from my seat.
 
   I ran to the door. He hadn’t gotten far—just a few steps ahead of me. It only took a few strides for me to catch up to him.
 
   He turned just as my fist collided with his face, knocking him back against the brick wall. I didn’t waste a second before hitting him again.
 
   His skull was hard, splitting my skin.
 
   Beat him bloody.
 
   Beat him dead.
 
   Protect Lila.
 
   The surprise wore off and his fist swung forward, connecting with my ribs. All breath left me as pain flooded in, giving him the opening to smash my face. My vision blurred, and he hit me again.
 
   Lila screamed in the background, and I swung out, hoping to strike. My hand scraped against the brick before connecting with the side of his head. He stumbled back, and we both got a moment to catch our breath. He cursed when he noticed the crowd around us.
 
   He spit the blood that filled his mouth out onto the ground and glared at me. “You knew, Thorne. I’ll let Vincent know you said hello.”
 
   Before I could get to him, a car pulled up and he got in just as Lila grabbed hold of my arm. I watched them tear down the street and out of sight.
 
   I grimaced in pain, bending over as the adrenaline started to wear off and the effect of his hits settled in. When I turned, Lila was staring at me, eyes wide in shock. I stepped forward and scooped her up in my arms.
 
   “I won’t let them hurt you. I’ll protect you.”
 
   She nodded against me, her hands fisting into my shirt.
 
   Murmurs from the gathered crowd brought me back. With her close, we headed back toward the restaurant. The manager gave me a dirty look and blocked the doorway, but I shut him down from speaking when I pulled out my wallet. I slapped three one hundred-dollar bills into his hand and continued walking.
 
   “Should we call someone?” Lila asked as we headed home.
 
   I couldn’t stop scanning the street, waiting for someone to pop out at us. “Who could we trust?”
 
   The list was short, and possibly getting shorter.
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   The event alarm pinged on my computer, opening a window in the middle of my document. I cracked my neck, stretching it out. I’d been staring at my screen for more than two hours without moving and was happy for the distraction of the end of the workday.
 
   I saved my progress and shut my computer down. There wasn’t much time, and we needed to get going. I slipped my jacket back on and grabbed my phone before heading out the door, locking it behind me.
 
   A few feet later, I popped my head into Lila’s office. “Are you ready?” It was almost five-thirty, and she had an appointment with Darren in half an hour. It would take nearly that long with traffic to get there. “Honeybear?”
 
   Both Lila and Owen failed to acknowledge my presence, still typing away. I shook my head and sighed.
 
   “Yo! Wife of mine, come on.”
 
   Her head snapped up, eyes blinking in confusion. “Fuck,” she hissed as she noticed the time. “Give me a sec.”
 
   “It’s never a sec in this black hole.”
 
   She held her finger up, not even looking at me anymore. I licked my lips, thinking about giving her a little spanking for that later.
 
   Leaning against the door frame, waiting, I took a good look around the room. It wasn’t my first view since I’d vacated it months ago, but it was broken in with Owen. Not much had changed, with the exception of Owen and his personal belongings. A photo of him and his girlfriend sat next to his monitor along with a Scooby-Doo figure.
 
   Any trace of the nearly one year I’d spent there was gone. I kind of missed that time—missed being so close to her.
 
   She closed up the file in front of her and played with her computer before shutting it down. There was a frazzled edge to her as she located her purse and stood to face me.
 
   “Okay, ready.”
 
   She stepped toward me, and I grabbed her face, pulling it close as I licked her lips and kissed her. When I pulled back, her lids were heavy and she was leaning into me.
 
   I grabbed her hand and started down the hall. She pouted.
 
   “That was mean.”
 
   My lip twitched. “What?”
 
   “You know what, mister.”
 
   We stopped at the elevator bay and pressed the button. I leaned down, kissing her neck as I squeezed her ass.
 
   “Just wanted to show you how much I missed you.”
 
   The moment of fun was just what I needed at the end of a long day.
 
   During the drive, she took my right hand in hers, placing kisses on my busted-up knuckles. She swiped her fingers across mine, soothing us both.
 
   I’d gotten a good five or six punches in on the bastard, but he matched me. The hit to the brick wall behind him had me hurting the worst.
 
   As we pulled up to Darren’s office, three police cars sat outside with their lights flashing. Red and blue lights bounced off the building.
 
   My stomach dropped out, and I grabbed for Lila’s hand, encasing it in mine. We walked up to the office and found Darren standing outside talking to an officer. His eyes widened, only for a second, but it was enough that I noticed.
 
   “Darren, what’s going on?” I asked as we approached.
 
   He spoke to the officer and turned toward us. “Someone broke into my office over lunch.”
 
   Lila’s eyes widened. “What?”
 
   “Did they take anything?” 
 
   His gaze flickered away from mine. “No.”
 
   I didn’t believe him. I’d known him long enough. His poker face wasn’t that good.
 
   “What did they take?”
 
   He pursed his lips and looked between Lila and me, then let out a long breath. “They took your file…and Lila’s.”
 
   Dread washed over me. “Is that all?” I needed to know the answer. Needed to know that it was just a break-in for files and not mine specifically, because I knew who it was.
 
   “They only took yours and Lila’s.”
 
   I cursed under my breath, my hand tightening around Lila’s as the world began to crash around me. This couldn’t be happening—not again. Maybe he’d been right. Maybe I should have listened closer. Maybe I should have run with Lila when he sat down next to me at the restaurant.
 
   They were coming back. They were going to kill us, and every fear I’d had since I met her, since I met my Lila, washed over me, enveloping me. My hands began to shake—something that Darren noticed.
 
   “You have to stay calm. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew this would happen.”
 
   “Of course it was going to happen.” My stomach turned, and I pulled Lila close to me, my arms wrapping around her as my body bent in on itself.
 
   Her hands ran soothing circles up and down my back, her nails digging in slightly, scratching. The small bit of pain reminded me she was there.
 
   Darren put his hand on my shoulder. “Take a deep breath.” I took in as much air as I could and slowly let it out. “Lila, could you go inside and get a bottle of water from the vending machine down the hall?”
 
   I reached out as she walked away and grabbed onto her arm. “No.”
 
   Darren placed his hand on mine and waved an officer over. “Can you escort her inside to the break room for me?”
 
   Lila caressed my face. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   I whimpered as she walked away, but I couldn’t take my eyes off her. “How did they know to come here?”
 
   Darren sighed. “I don’t know, but I think it’s obvious they’re tailing you again.”
 
   My head snapped to him. “You think?” I flashed my busted up knuckles at him. “Every fucking place I go.”
 
   He cursed under his breath, eyes wide as he stared at my hand. “When?”
 
   “My birthday.”
 
   “Have you thought about hiring a bodyguard or getting police protection?”
 
   I shook my head. “Police are in on it, and what the hell is a body guard going to do against them?”
 
   “Protect you.”
 
   My jaw twitched. “How the hell will one guy, or even five guys, be able to protect us round the clock for the rest of our lives?”
 
   Anger built up, and the urge to punch something skyrocketed, but there was nothing to hit.  I exploded, yelling out and up to the heavens.
 
   “There has to be something.”
 
   I was breathing hard, tears filling my eyes. “There’s only one thing. I’m dead, but I can still protect Lila.”
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   Devastation.
 
   The email said it all—bang! You’re dead.
 
   I couldn’t stop staring at the screen, at the photos of Lila and me coming and going from the condo I was sitting in.
 
   When did I become so lax? I didn’t even notice it happened, so blissed out with Lila the threat that hung over me wasn’t even a blip on my radar.
 
   I’d tried to live a life, be happy, start over with the woman I loved.
 
   “Nate, you there?” Tom’s voice rang out through the receiver.
 
   “Y-yeah, I’m here.”
 
   “We’ve gotten three of his men arrested and are close to getting him. The files have been instrumental to that. Not much longer.”
 
   My hand rubbed over my face. “I don’t know if it’ll be soon enough.”
 
   “Why? What’s going on?”
 
   I swallowed hard. “They know I’m helping you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “They know.”
 
   I hung up the phone and clenched my shaking hand into a fist. My eyes scrunched closed, and I tried to hold it in, but that was impossible. I swung out, hitting the lamp on my desk and sending it smashing into the wall.
 
   I yelled, hard and harsh, the sound bouncing around. Anger coursed through me. I stood up and tossed my chair across the room. Every muscle was tight as I searched for more to destroy, to quell the overwhelming pain consuming me.
 
   I wanted Lila to be mine in every way, and she was going to pay the price for my selfishness with her life.
 
   Should we stay, or should we run? They’d still find us, so we’d only be delaying the inevitable, but there was always the small chance they wouldn’t. There was also the fact that my family would be put in danger.
 
   It was the end of days.
 
   I picked up something from my desk and hurled it, indifferent to what it was, then found another object. I was lost in a sea of destruction, searching for the way, pushing past it all. A chair leg in my hand crunched as it slammed into the monitor, cracking through the photos and turning it black.
 
   I then took it to the walls, beating them in as I begged a higher power to take it all away.
 
   “Nate?” Lila stood in the doorway, staring at me.
 
   I stopped, my breath coming out in heavy pants, and looked around. Papers, glass, and wood splinters were spread out all around me.
 
   I said I would protect her with my life, and the fates were going to take me up on my offer.
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   The light faded, sun setting off in the distance.
 
   Lila and I were sitting on the balcony, only it wasn’t the balcony on our condo. It was the deck in my backyard in Carmel—which was odd, because I’d never taken Lila there. I didn’t even own the house anymore—it sold two years ago.
 
   I hadn’t even lived in it since before the accident. I couldn’t after Grace died.
 
   Two stories, nearly four thousand square feet, over a half acre lot—suburbia.
 
   Lila smiled at me, her hand running over her baby bump. She sipped her lemonade and stared out at the sunset. I reached out and ran my fingers down her arm.
 
   A shiver ran through me as her image flickered, changing. Blue eyes turned to me—Grace.
 
   “Do you really think it will be any different this time?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Miscarriage after miscarriage—do you really think that will change with Lila?”
 
   The scenery shifted, the sky darkened, and I was in my condo. Moonlight filtered in, exposing the starkness that was life before Lila.
 
   There was no furniture in the living room, only a box—the box.
 
   My chest tightened as I stared at it. Why was it there?
 
   “Will you make another box of secrets? Another place to hide the evidence of your past?” Grace walked over and kneeled in front of it. Her fingers ran around the edges and then she flipped the clasp.
 
   My hand shot out. “Wait!”
 
   She turned to me. “Wait for what? Don’t you want to see what’s in here?”
 
   No. I was certain I didn’t want that.
 
   She raised the lid and set it back.
 
   “Wow.” Grace went silent as she looked at whatever was on top. She turned to me and held up a photo of my wedding with Lila. “You really were meant for each other.”
 
   I began to shake, the tightness around my chest squeezed. “W-why is that in there?”
 
   Grace blinked at me. “Why wouldn’t it be? She’s dead, just like me.”
 
   I shook my head. “No. No, she’s not.”
 
   Grace stood and walked forward, another photo in her hand. My eyes widened, tears filling them as she held up a photo of Lila staring blankly at me, blood everywhere.
 
   “Of course she is. She’s married to you. Don’t tell me you really think you can keep her safe.” Her hand caressed my cheek, her eyes sad. “Nate, she was dead the moment you met her.”
 
   My eyes squeezed tight, and I shook my head. “No! I can keep her safe.”
 
   She stroked through my hair. “Really? I thought you weren’t going to be naïve any longer.”
 
   My eyes snapped open, and I stared at the pain in hers. She leaned forward and kissed me. When she pulled back, it wasn’t Grace, but Lila who stared back at me.
 
   “Do you really think you can keep me alive? Keep us alive?” She looked down, her hand running soothing circles on her round stomach.
 
   It felt like there was a vice locked down around me. “I will do anything to keep you safe.”
 
   She stepped back, pain filling her face. “Why aren’t you seeing it? Why are you blind?”
 
   My brow scrunched. “I don’t understand.”
 
   The air swirled around, lightning cracking. She closed the distance between us in the skittering blink of an eye, her face inches from mine.
 
   “Lila will still be dead.”
 
   I sat up. Confusion filled me, and it took me a moment to realize I was in our bedroom. My breath was coming out in hard, harsh pants as I took in the darkness.
 
   Dream. It was all a dream.
 
   I looked next to me to find Lila inches away, staring at me with wide, worried eyes. The constriction around my chest loosened and a strangled croak escaped me. She moved closer and wrapped her arms around me, holding me close.
 
   “Shhh, I’m here. I’m with you, baby. We’re going to be okay.”
 
   That was the moment I knew Lila held my weight on her shoulders. I was dragging us both down, and it made me face with the horrible truth I’d denied—Lila wouldn’t live without me.
 
   The only way to save her was to save myself, and there was no way to do that.
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   The day was long, and I was ready to get home. My workout with Jared left me exhausted and in desperate need of a shower. He was pushing me harder, to beat all the pain, fear, and anxiety that consumed me out and into the pads and the bag.
 
   It helped a lot, and I was thankful for another physical release, but it didn’t change the truth. Marconi was coming for us.
 
   In the back of my mind, I’d been working on a contingency plan—a getaway. Working it out in real life without them finding out was harder than I imagined. Who could I trust, and of those few, who wasn’t being watched?
 
   When I stepped into our condo, dread washed over me.
 
   Silent.
 
   Black.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Lila?”
 
   I closed and locked the door behind me, then set my bag down. Silence remained. Her car was in the parking lot, so I knew she had to be here.
 
   The echo of my footsteps on the tile accentuated the quiet, along with the hammering in my chest. I flipped light switches as I moved through the condo, scanning rooms for anything out of the ordinary. The anxiety rocketed, adrenaline pumping through me as I fought off my fears.
 
   Everything was right where it was supposed to be. I didn’t know if that was good or bad.
 
   Glowing yellow drew me to our bedroom, the light from the bathroom spilling out into the room. Lila sat against the wall. She was biting her lip, her hands tangled together, fidgeting.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, rushing to her side.
 
   She blinked back tears as she slid up the wall. “Nothing… Well, not nothing.”
 
   Her eyes fell down, staring at my chest. A buzzing fear wrapped itself around me. Lila usually told me everything. The only time she’d pause was because she was afraid I’d fly off the handle.
 
   I swallowed hard and raised her head so that our eyes met. “Lila, tell me.”
 
   She was cautious, her expression pleading and scared.
 
   “I’m late.”
 
   I blinked at her, the fear that was building falling from me and my lips twitching up into a smile. The words weren’t foreign—I knew them well. It was another life, so long ago, but the weight of them was the same.
 
   “Really? Do you think…”
 
   She blinked up at me and swallowed. “I took a test. It was positive.”
 
   Her eyes were trained on me, studying my reaction. A smile grew on my face and excitement coursed through me.
 
   Lila was pregnant.
 
   We were going to have a baby.
 
   My hand moved to rest on her abdomen as my mind imagined it ballooning out from her hips, full with my child. The beast in me purred, excited about the development. It was territorial, the possessiveness growing in me—Lila was mine in every way.
 
   Time seemed to stop as reality set in and the duality of the situation reared its ugly head.
 
   The Marconi were watching.
 
   The smile slid from my face. I stared down to where my hand lay. My fingers flexed against her skin as her reaction began to make sense. She was waiting for it, braced for it—my meltdown.
 
   My eyes snapped to hers and I froze, staring at everything I wanted and loved, and feeling the sheer terror of it all being taken away the same horrific way as before. Vincent Marconi wouldn’t hesitate to kill my pregnant wife. In fact, I was certain the symmetry would be poetic in his eyes.
 
   A strangled sound escaped me, and I fell to my knees. My arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her tight to me. My heart threatened to beat its way out of my chest. It refused to believe it was all happening again.
 
   “We have to go to the doctor,” I said against her skin.
 
   Her fingers moved through my hair, each stroke trying to soothe the crippling fear that was ripping through me, but it couldn’t keep up with the waves of despair.
 
   “I have an appointment scheduled for tomorrow.”
 
   I took a deep breath, then nuzzled her stomach. Time had changed me, and for the better. The unexpected was expected. I wasn’t the carefree, naïve man anymore. This time I could protect my world, and I would.
 
   I had to.
 
   My lips pressed against her abdomen as I looked up at her. “I won’t let it happen again.” I stood up and cupped her face as my arm wrapped around her. “No one will take you from me. You’re mine, now until forever. We’re going to be a family. We’re going to be happy. I won’t let anyone take that from us.”
 
   I didn’t give her a chance to respond. My lips crashed to hers, silencing whatever she would say. I needed her to believe me. I would find us a way out.
 
   The desperation fueled my need to have her, to feel her wrapped around me, to consume her. She whimpered against my mouth, nails digging into my shoulders. I growled as I pushed her up against the wall.
 
   I slammed my hips against her, begging for the friction of her body against mine, the calming release for all my ailments, all my anxiety. Celebration for the life we created.
 
   “Fuck.” I pulled back and led her over to the bed. She pulled her cami over her head, leaving herself in only her tiny panties, knowing what was coming next. “Now, bend over, baby.” I pushed on her back, and she bent at the waist, her forearms resting on the bed. I tugged her panties off her ass and slipped a finger in her pussy, making her squirm against me. “Good girl. I’m going to make you come so fucking hard. Have you cream on my cock.” I hissed as I rubbed my clothed cock against her ass. “Mmm, my good little slut loves it when I talk dirty to her.”
 
   She whimpered and pushed back against me. “Yes.”
 
   “Turns you on so much when I call you my whore, my cock slut, doesn’t it?” I pushed my shorts down enough to pull my cock out and slapped it against her ass before sliding it between her cheeks.
 
   “Fuck, yes!”
 
   “Why is that?” I pulled back on her hair, exposing her neck and making her arch against me. I nipped down the column of her neck and latched on at the base.
 
   She cried out and shuddered. “Because I’m yours.”
 
   My cock sunk into her pussy, both of us moaning. “That’s right, baby, mine. My wife, carrying my child.”
 
   I released her hair, my grip moving down to her hips as I rocked into her, my thrusts increasing. Incoherent sounds clawed their way out of me each time my cock bottomed out against her ass. The sight of her pussy stretching out around my cock was hypnotic.
 
   Her pussy walls tightened around me, and I picked up the pace. The angle was always good for her and got her off faster.
 
   “Come for me. Milk me.” I was panting then, groaning as she clamped down. A scream escaped her as she shuddered around me.
 
   I exploded inside her—mind-numbing, white release, my muscles contracting with each pulse of come that emptied into her. A bead of sweat slid down my cheek, my mouth open as I gasped for breath.
 
   All strength left me with the last drops, and I released her, falling back onto the floor. She sunk onto the bed, then slipped to the floor, crawling until she could collapse onto my chest.
 
   “I love you to the end of the earth and beyond,” I said between pants.
 
   She looked up at me and quirked her brow. “The earth is round.”
 
   I snickered. “I love you to the moon and beyond.”
 
   She kissed my chest. “I love you to the rock formally known as the planet Pluto and beyond.”
 
   I ran my hand down her arm. “That’s a long way.”
 
   “Yes, and that’s how much you mean to me—more than this world and all in between.”
 
   I grabbed her face and kissed her, trying to pour all the love I had for her into it. “For all eternity, this life and the next and the one after that, you are mine and I am yours.”
 
   “Always.”
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   Lila’s hand was clutched tightly in mine as we sat in the sterile environment of her OB/GYN. Neither of us said much to the doctor, just answered her questions, both of us anxious. The answer would change everything. If the pregnancy test was right…
 
   My knee was bouncing, hand rubbing a hole in the back of my neck. The tension was thick, both of us waiting. We’d celebrated, happy to have a baby on the way, but we both needed the definitive proof of a blood test. Maybe then we could make rational decisions on what to do.
 
   Who the fuck was I kidding? I didn’t make rational decisions, not when it came to her. If I did, I would never have given in to the lust and fucked her in our office that night. I wouldn’t have gone to her time and time again. My door would have stayed closed to her. It never would have gotten far enough to know I couldn’t live without her.
 
   Each minute that passed made my agitation grow. What the fuck was taking so damn long?
 
   Another time, long ago, I’d been in the same situation. It was happier then, when I didn’t have a threat hanging over my head. How could I be so fucking stupid? It was bad enough that I allowed Lila to come into harm’s way by being with me, but bringing a baby into the fucked up situation? What the fuck was I thinking? I was asking for Marconi to come after us, more than my actions already had.
 
   But I’d practically begged Lila for a baby. I wanted us to have a family—I wanted everything with her. My nightmares were in full force. The parallel of then and now…
 
   “Mrs. Thorne?” the doctor called from the door, bringing me back from my thoughts.
 
   Neither of us seemed to notice when she entered the small examination room. “Yes?”
 
   She sat down and looked at the two of us. “Well, the test came back. It was negative. You’re not pregnant.”
 
   “But the test…” Lila trailed off as I stared at the doctor in disbelief.
 
   Not pregnant.
 
   I didn’t know whether to sigh in relief or cry. My relief was from knowing Marconi couldn’t take another one of my children from me. Yet, it was laced with torturous pain from a loss that was never there. I wanted it, was so excited about us having a baby, and now I felt…empty. Devoid of something we never had to begin with.
 
   “It was likely a false positive. They are extremely rare, but there is that one percent.”
 
   Lila’s cheeks turned red, likely due to embarrassment, and she looked up at the doctor. “My missed period?”
 
   The doctor nodded. “It sometimes happens if you’ve been on birth control and go off, to miss one soon after as your body regulates itself again.” She gave us a pity smile. “Sorry to be the bearer of bad news.”
 
   Lila looked up at the doctor. “It’s my fault, isn’t it? User error?”
 
   The doctor nodded. “That’s usually what happens in these rare cases.”
 
   Lila looked between us, distress written all over her face. “I took a shower after taking the test.” She looked down, fidgeting with the hem of her skirt. “I couldn’t stand waiting.”
 
   “Tests read after the time on the instructions can lead to a faint positive.”
 
   “Thank you.” I held out my hand, and she shook it.
 
   “Are there any questions you have while you’re here? Any help you need?”
 
   Lila shook her head. “No, that was all.”
 
   The doctor stood. “You still have plenty of time, and if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call. Okay?”
 
   “Thanks,” Lila whispered.
 
   We followed the doctor down the hall and checked out. Silence filled the space between us. The walk to the car was empty, but as we moved through the parking lot, her head was down, looking to the ground.
 
   “Honeybear?”
 
   “I feel like an idiot.” She sniffed, and her bottom lip trembled.
 
   I shook my head as I cupped her cheeks and lifted her face. Unshed tears welled in her eyes. “You’re not an idiot.”
 
   “Yes, I am! I gave us joy and fear in one announcement that wouldn’t have even happened if I hadn’t been so scared to wait the damn two minutes.” She lost it then, tears spilling down her cheeks. “You freaked out, and I caused you pain.”
 
   “Oh, baby, no. That’s not it at all.” I held her in my arms. “I want us to have a baby, to be a family.”
 
   “The Marconi aren’t going to allow that.”
 
   I had no response, no rebuttal.
 
   The reality of life-threatening danger hung heavy around us both.
 
   Lila—my goddess, my sin, my soul mate. Live together or die together. There was no in between, and the odds were stacked against us.
 
   No more hoping, no more dreaming, only harsh reality. It was a time for action. I had to get my plan going, and it had to be soon. 
 
   Time was not on our side—it was running out.
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   I stared at my reflection in the mirror, at the dark circles that needed more makeup every day. Insomnia had taken control again, and sleep eluded me. I took comfort in my husband’s arms, but I couldn’t shut my brain off.
 
   What were we going to do? Over a week had passed since we had the pregnancy mishap, and things were only getting worse.
 
   Life was hard for everyone, but it was incredibly atrocious to others. Nathan and I qualified as others. I knew with every cell in my body he was my soul mate. I also knew that fate was a cruel mistress.
 
   “Honeybear, you almost ready?” Nathan called from the bedroom.
 
   “Almost.” I closed up the concealer and brushed on some powder.
 
   My hand trembled, and I clenched it into a tight fist, trying to stop it. I had to keep calm, had to show calm, no matter how badly I was breaking on the inside. Nathan needed me to be strong, and I would be his pillar.
 
   “Ready.” I smiled at him and held out my hand to take his.
 
   I didn’t want to die.
 
   I was happy for the first time in my life. Was it too much to ask to grow old with Nathan?
 
   The tremors got worse with each passing day, and soon I wouldn’t be able to rein them in. He would see the fear I fought so hard to keep from him. The show left me more exhausted every day.
 
   My eyes flitted over to the remnants of what was our home office as I walked toward the door. He destroyed it, obliterated it, telling me the end was near.
 
   He pulled me close and kissed my forehead as we rode down to the ground floor. “I have to go to the Hamilton County courthouse today, so I won’t be able to go to lunch.” His voice was tight.
 
   “Okay.” I leaned my head on his shoulder, soaking him in.
 
   We headed out to the parking lot and got in the car. He eyed me and pursed his lips.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Can you order lunch in today?”
 
   I wanted to object. I wanted to tell him everything was okay. 
 
   But I couldn’t.
 
   “Sure. Caroline and I can take over your office.” I elbowed his arm and smiled.
 
   Why couldn’t we be left alone? Ever since we’d met, wave after wave of hurdles crashed in front of us and we cleared them all, together. The one in front of us now loomed over, casting a shadow and making it almost impossible to attain freedom.
 
   Eggshells. We were walking around avoiding everything in a strange dance, all out of fear. Part of me wanted them to kill us and get it over with, to end the anxiety that ruled our lives. The other part begged for another day, hour, minute—I never wanted to leave him.
 
   Instead, I squashed both feelings and aimed for calm obliviousness. My act fooled him because he was so trapped in his own anxiety.
 
   When we arrived at the office, I pasted on a smile and wrapped my arms around his arm. “What should we do this weekend?”
 
   Rule one—keep smiling and upbeat. Rule two—always talk about the future, no matter how close.
 
   He swallowed. “I was thinking we could go for a drive. Maybe get away.”
 
   “That would be fun.” I smiled, trying not to let on I knew the double meaning in his words.
 
   The kiss as we separated for our own offices held an edge as they all did of late—passion—like it would be the last.
 
   “I’ll see you later, Honeybear. Love you.”
 
   “Love you.” I gave him another soft kiss before he turned and headed down the hall.
 
   When I sat at my desk, I leaned forward and covered my face, trying to gather myself. I pulled my phone out and opened up the email app—something I couldn’t do with Nathan around. 
 
   “Shit.” Another one popped up, sent at three that morning—surveillance shots with a time stamp. It was from the same address the other three had come from, each with a photo of Nathan and me coming and going. They’d been coming in for weeks. Marconi’s guys knew our schedule.
 
   I marked it as unread and closed out of the app—I didn’t want Nathan to know I was reading his email. He kept me in the dark for my safety, but I wasn’t going to stay there. He was my husband, my life, and I wasn’t going to let them surprise me—surprise us.
 
   “Morning!” Owen’s smile helped to calm me, his happiness infectious.
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   He set his bag down and took off his jacket—it was unseasonably cool.
 
   “Brrr.” He shook off the cold. “It’s a hot coffee kind of morning. Want some?”
 
   I smiled up at him. “That would be great. Thanks.”
 
   “No problem, partner.”
 
   The moment he was out the door, I picked up the burner phone Noah bought a month ago and dialed the number I’d called every day for the past few months—Noah’s own burner phone. I peered out the door, keeping a lookout for anyone coming.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “How’s it looking?”
 
   There was a pause, then a sigh on the other end—a very bad sign. Usually he had little to report, and it was mostly the changing of guard. A prickling sensation moved across my skin.
 
   “Lila, it’s time to consider leaving.”
 
   My heart stopped, my body going cold. “What’s happening?”
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s not good.”
 
   I swept a hand over my face, unable to keep the façade up, shaking like I was going to come undone.
 
   “Did you get another gun yet?”
 
   I nodded, not that he could see. “It’s in my purse.”
 
   “Does he know?”
 
   “No.” My voice broke.
 
   “Are you going to tell him?”
 
   Tears welled in my eyes. “Not right now.”
 
   “You need to, because if you don’t, I will.” The low tone in his voice told me how serious he was.
 
   Everything was spiraling out of control.
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   I popped another pill, hoping it would calm me before I broke out into a full-blown panic attack. My hand gripped the edge of the sink harder, trying to suppress everything.
 
   Dr. Morgenson didn’t like the state either of us was in, or upping both our dosages so we could make it through the day. It was an unfortunate necessity. Even he knew therapy wasn’t going to help us, and the drugs would help get us through the days ahead…however many there were left.
 
   The reflection in the mirror hardly resembled me. Maybe it was the florescent lighting of the office’s restroom, but the terror clawing at my insides looked like it found an outlet.
 
   My eyes sealed tight as I fought to gain control. Deep, even breaths helped, but they still couldn’t stop the shaking. I let out a harsh breath and looked down at the sink, at the phone that sat there, and the message from Noah that stared back at me.
 
   Vincent Marconi is on his way here.
 
   I bent over further as a dry heave ripped its way through me.
 
   What were we going to do?
 
   The door swung open, startling me, and Caroline stepped in. She stopped as soon as she saw me, her eyes widening. Her course changed from the stall to me.
 
   “What’s wrong?” She stopped in front of me, worry filling her face.
 
   Tears filled my eyes, and I picked up the phone and handed it to her.
 
   “Did you get a new phone?” She was confused as she searched for the button to light up the screen. Her eyes scanned it, and she gasped as it registered. “Lila?”
 
   “It’s a burner phone.”
 
   “Burner phone? What the hell? Are you a criminal now?”
 
   I shook my head. “No. With them watching us, I was sure they were monitoring our phones as well. Noah picked this one up for me, and he’s the only one that has the number. He’s been keeping me up to date on the things Nate keeps from me.”
 
   “Jesus Christ… I… Does this mean what I think it means?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   Her brow scrunched. “What do you mean by ‘keeps from you’?”
 
   I shook my head and let out a strangled chuckle. “You know him. He wants to protect me, keep me calm, so he takes the burden on himself and doesn’t tell me everything.”
 
   “And here you are hiding a phone from him. Double standard much?”
 
   “Because I have to keep him calm.” My face scrunched up and my arms wrapped around my waist. “He’s so far gone. Worse than when we met.”
 
   She sighed. “Because it’s happening again.”
 
   I nodded. “He swings between destructive anger, depression, extreme anxiety, and hard passion in a span of five minutes.”
 
   She pulled her arms up and matched my stance. “Fuck. I didn’t even notice he was that messed up.”
 
   “He’s not as bad at the office and can hide it better here.”
 
   “What are you going to do? If he’s coming, you’re running…right?”
 
   I sighed. “I don’t know. Running isn’t going to help. They’ll find us.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Where would we go?”
 
   She threw her arms up in the air. “Anywhere! Just go. Leave.”
 
   I sighed. My brain whirled around all the things we would need to do. What was worse was that I didn’t even believe myself when I thought it could be done. 
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   The morning was shit, and the afternoon wasn’t looking any better, especially when Owen came back from the break room with empty cups. At least the meds I took were helping and the tightness in my chest had eased.
 
   “Let’s go get some coffee,” Nathan called from the door, startling me.
 
   Shit.
 
   I forced a smile, hiding the festering news as I looked up from the file I’d been buried in, watching him as he strode in. “A break?” I turned in my chair to face him as he walked around my desk.
 
   He nodded. “The coffee machine is broken, so I thought I could pull you away and take a break with my wife.”
 
   I quirked a brow at him. “You of all people should know we don’t take breaks.”
 
   “Yeah, but, as I said, there’s no coffee. How are you going to get your caffeine fix?”
 
   I pursed my lips. He was right—I’d go into withdrawal.
 
   We headed out, promising to bring back one for Owen, and walked the few blocks to the coffee shop.
 
   Nathan’s smile was forced as he looked down at me. My smile was forced as well. We were both keeping things from each other, and more than just the anxiety.
 
   “So, do I get some special cream for my coffee today?” My attempt at banter sounded like I was trying too hard to my own ears, but his lip twitched. It may have been a poor go, but it did its job of giving levity to the air around us.
 
   “I’m sure we could arrange that.” His arm wrapped around me, holding me close as we walked.
 
   He tried not to be obvious, but I caught his gaze moving around, looking for them. I pulled myself tighter into him, knowing time was a precious commodity.
 
   There was a small line when we entered, and I decided to forgo my usual regular coffee and go for something sweeter—a white mocha. Nathan paid, and we moved down to wait. His ring tone blared from his pocket, and he pulled his phone out, his brow scrunching as he looked down at the screen.
 
   “Sorry, I have to take this.” His lips pressed against my forehead, then he turned and headed for the door, putting the phone up to his ear.
 
   His back was to me as I stared out the window at him. He’d been so stressed lately. Nightmares, anxiety, anger. Every day he got closer to snapping, and I wondered when it would come, or if the Marconi would get us first. In light of my text from Noah, I knew the answer.
 
   I blew out a breath and turned back to the counter to grab our drinks along with a carrier. My cheeks heated as I set them down to add the creamer to Owen’s. Nathan’s kinky stunt made me blush every time I’d gotten a coffee since then.
 
   Once completed, I grabbed the cups and headed toward the door, but he was missing.
 
   My heart stopped, and everything began to move in slow motion.
 
   The carrier slipped from my hands, but I was already racing out the door, not caring that the hot liquid splashed on me as they hit the floor.
 
   Panic gripped me as my vision narrowed in on him. His eyes were wide, searching around while his hands shook and his breath came out in clipped pants, face flush with anger. The phone that had once been in his hand was shattered on the ground—the glass cracked, the back popped off, and the battery lying a foot away.
 
   People were staring at him with whispered words, wondering what was going on. There was an officer approaching, and I quickened my pace to his side.
 
   “Nathan, what’s wrong?”
 
   His angry eyes snapped to mine, then he wrapped his arms around me, turning us so that his back was to the street.
 
   “I’ll protect you.” 
 
   “From what? Baby, what happened?”
 
   “I’ll protect you.”
 
   “You’re scaring me. What aren’t you saying?”
 
   His jaw was clenched tight and he cursed when he looked down at his phone before bending over to pick up the pieces.
 
   “We need to go.” He grabbed my arm and took off at a brisk pace that I was almost unable to keep up with.
 
   I stumbled more than once, trying to keep up while wearing heels. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Anywhere but here.” He shook his head, cursing under his breath.
 
   I tugged back on my arm, yanking it free. He turned, annoyed, and reached for me again.
 
   “No! What happened? Who called you?”
 
   His face scrunched. “Noah called. Tom Preston was shot at lunch.”
 
   I gasped. “Is he okay?”
 
   “He’s alive, for now.”
 
   Stunned silence took hold. What were we going to do?
 
   “Give me your phone.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I have to call Jack.”
 
   I handed it over and got lost in my thoughts as he talked to Jack and our pace picked back up. I didn’t understand before, when we met, when I was told, my own naiveté clouding everything. It wasn’t just Nathan they were after. Everyone involved was marked. 
 
   A chill moved down my spine. Would they ever stop? I knew the answer—it was clear as day.
 
   When we were all dead.
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   Nathan was silent, his grip on my hand tight on the walk back to the office. It all began to settle in that we’d reached the finale. My chest clenched and I leaned into him as we rode the elevator up.
 
   He refused to let go of me. The office exploded in murmurs—hushed whispers, scared faces, and pointed fingers.
 
   Nathan stopped mid-step and let go of my hand, reaching across my body instead and gripping my arm. It was too tight, panicked. I looked up, and in front of his office door stood a figure.
 
   The man had slick-backed, midnight black hair, deep age lines carved into his clean-shaven face. He had to be at least sixty, if not seventy. The black suit he wore was not off the rack and probably cost a small fortune.
 
   Nathan positioned himself in front of me, blocking me from the stranger, but I could still see. The man’s stance screamed elite—legs apart, spine straight, hands in his pockets. He radiated arrogance as his cold eyes surveyed me with an odd curiosity. Our eyes met and his lip twitched, and what looked like a combination of cruelty and excitement flashed.
 
   A shiver ran through me, and my heart began to hammer in my chest. My flight response screamed in terror, pulsing the danger signal through every cell.
 
   I’d never seen a picture of him, but I was certain the man in front of us was Vincent Marconi himself.
 
   Nathan tensed, his muscles strained tight and shaking with suppressed energy. “Stop looking at her.” The edge in his tone as he snapped surprised me. “What do you want?”
 
   The anger-filled, intense feeling emanating from Nathan was suffocating. I’d seen him angry before, but the strength was crushing me—a whole new level of emotion.
 
   Vincent’s lips curled up, the cruelty I’d seen before shining through in his false, mocking show. “Ah, Nathan, what a pleasure it is to see you again.”
 
   “Vincent,” Nathan growled. “What can I do for you?”
 
   My airway restricted as my theory was confirmed. The floor began to fall away and the world slipped as my knees weakened. I could barely stand from the weight of it all.
 
   “I just came by to see how you were doing after that horrible accident you were in a few years ago.” His fake concern dripped from his voice. “Terrible, really, to be filled with so much titanium and other metals to hold your shattered body together.”
 
   I grabbed onto the back of Nathan’s jacket, fisting it, anchoring me to him. The man who’d broken him stood in front of us, wanting to do it all again.
 
   His body hardened even more—a rock bracing for the coming wave. “As you can clearly see, I’m getting by.”
 
   “And your poor, poor wife. Pregnant, wasn’t she? To lose all of your family. Tragic, really. Rumor has it you have remarried.” Vincent’s gaze flickered back to me.
 
   I locked my knees, fighting to stay strong and not let him see my weakness.
 
   With that comment, Nathan’s hand reached out and pushed me so he was standing fully in front of me.
 
   “Is that her?” Vincent asked, fake curiosity dripping from his tone.
 
   Nathan’s arm shook as I peeked to look around his shoulder again.
 
   “Hello, Mrs. Thorne, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” Vincent extended his hand. 
 
   His whole demeanor and the conversation didn’t sit well with me, and the prospect of touching him sent chills through my body. I leaned into Nathan for support.
 
   “She has nothing to do with this. Leave her alone.”
 
   Vincent gave Nathan that smile again. “Nathan, don’t be rude. I only stopped by today to see how you were doing after all this time. Nothing more.” Vincent sighed, as if put off. “However, I see you remain as arrogant and rude as you always were. Therefore, I’ll take my leave.” He nodded at me, a strange hunger as he looked me over. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mrs. Thorne.”
 
   His stance, his tone, his presence was a threat.
 
   Nathan’s hands were balled into tight fists, shaking as a low growl vibrated through him.
 
   Vincent chuckled before giving his final goodbye and sauntering down the hall away from us. We both stared after him, as did the entire office. The moment the elevator doors closed and he was gone, Nathan yanked on my arm, moving us down the hall.
 
   “Get your purse.”
 
   “What?”
 
   His jaw twitched. “We’re leaving. We’re not staying here.”
 
   The tension was still high, his grip tight, barely letting me get my things before pulling me down the hall. All eyes were on us as we made our way to the elevators, and their own fear could be seen—their pity.
 
   Nathan sped through the streets on the way home, his eyes constantly checking the mirrors to see if anyone was following us. I’d never seen him so shaken, but Vincent Marconi’s visit had him on a whole new level of paranoid and freaking out. When we arrived home, he quickly ushered us to the elevator. As soon as we were in the door, he was running to the bedroom.
 
   When I caught up, he was pulling our suitcases down from the closet and throwing them on the bed. The pace as he moved back and forth from the dresser, the closet, and the bed, depositing clothes as he went, was frightening.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “We’re going. Leaving now.”
 
   I shook my head. “We can’t just leave.”
 
   “Yes, we can, and we are.” He pulled open the dresser, grabbing handfuls of stuff, paying no attention to what it was. “It’s the only way I can protect you.”
 
   I shook my head and set my hands on my hips, digging my heels into the floor. “There has to be another way.”
 
   “Unless Vincent Marconi drops dead, there isn’t.”
 
   “It could happen.”
 
   His jaw flexed, teeth mashing together. “I’m not taking a chance on if.”
 
   “Nate, we need to form a plan. We can’t just take off.”
 
   “Damn it! Why won’t you fucking listen to me?”
 
   “Because you’re being unreasonable.” My fingers flexed against my hips.
 
   “No, I’m not.” The volume of his voice increased, almost to the point of yelling. His eyes hardened. “I’ve warned you about my past.” 
 
   “You’re just going to leave your family?”
 
   His motions halted. He stood stone still for a moment, then grabbed my phone from his pocket and dialed a number.
 
   “Mom, I need you to pack your bags… The Marconi… Mom, please don’t argue.”
 
   I snatched the phone from his hands. “Sarah, we’ll call you back.”
 
   I forced down my own anxiety as I stared at my husband’s frantic behavior.
 
   “I’ll call Darren, you work on calming him.” The worry in her voice could be heard
 
   I nodded, not that she could see. “Talk to you soon.”
 
   I hung up and walked over to him. He was shaking violently as he stuffed clothing into the cases.
 
   “Baby, you need to calm down,” I said in a soothing tone, my fingers running through his hair. “We need to work out a plan.”
 
   His head snapped toward me. “This is serious. We have to leave. I have to get you out of here. I can’t let them… I won’t let them hurt you.”
 
   “Slow down. Take a deep breath. Please.”
 
   “No!” he shouted and turned to me, his eyes beseeching me to understand. “This wasn’t a warning. Everything before was, but Vincent himself seeking me out was his way of saying goodbye, of letting me know that we’re dead. He wanted to see you, see what he was going to take from me. He is going to kill us, Lila! We have to leave now!”
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   I vibrated with anger and fear as I stared at Nathan. We weren’t right. There was an element that was off in both of us. We weren’t working together as a unit, as a family, and it was hurting us.
 
   I picked up a shoe he’d just dumped into the suitcase and hurled it against the wall. “No. This ends now. Stop with the bullshit!”
 
   He stopped packing and looked at me. “Bullshit?”
 
   “Yes. Bullshit.” I was seething. Not working together made us weaker, and it’d become obvious we were falling apart because of it. “You’ve kept things from me. I’ve kept things from you, as well. We can’t do that, not now. Especially not in this moment.”
 
   He blinked at me, stunned. “What are you keeping from me?”
 
   “What are you keeping from me? I’m your wife, remember? Partner in this life we have together, including impending doom.”
 
   He stepped forward, towering over me, and snarled. “What are you keeping from me?”
 
   I blew out a breath and bit my bottom lip before looking him in the eye, my jaw jutting forward. “I knew Marconi was on his way in town this morning.”
 
   “How?” His voice was flat, even, and a shiver ran through me.
 
   “Noah.”
 
   His face scrunched, and he lashed out, grabbing the nearest thing—a pillow—and tossing it across the room, screaming.
 
   “You didn’t tell me? I missed a call from Noah around eight, but I had no idea…” He shook his head. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”
 
   I slumped down onto the edge of the bed. “You would’ve freaked out this morning. I was waiting until after work, trying to form a plan, but he’s already here.”
 
   “We could’ve been gone hours ago.” He threw his hands up and stomped away, stopping in front of the bathroom door, his back turned. “How did Noah contact you?”
 
   I closed my eyes and braced myself for his rage. “On a disposable phone he bought me a month ago. He’s been keeping me up to date as well as keeping tabs on us.”
 
   He bent forward, then slammed his hands against the door frame. When he turned to me, I jumped at the fire in his eyes.
 
   “A month? This has been going on for a month and neither of you mentioned it to me? I’ve fucking talked to Noah multiple times, and he never said a word.”
 
   I stared at him and sighed. “You’ve been so on edge. Between the false positive and giving Tom the file, I’ve had to walk on eggshells and do everything I could to keep you relaxed.”
 
   He glared at me, and icy dread flooded my system. It was anger, and not in a good way. “So, my wife has been placating me like a fucking child.”
 
   I jumped up from the bed and stalked forward, pushing against his chest. “You wake up screaming every night! Your moods are so heightened and change so fast, I can’t keep up, so I keep even.”
 
   Anger fled from him, replaced by something I couldn’t identify, but I knew it was a jumbled mess of turmoil. His hands ran through his hair, then down to his neck, pulling. 
 
   “I never should’ve proposed. We never should’ve gotten married.”
 
   I flinched, recoiling back as if he’d slapped me. He looked up, his eyes empty. My mouth opened and tears began to gather in my eyes. My chest was tight, and I reached behind me, searching for the bed. Stability as my world threatened to collapse around me. His face morphed, eyes wide in panic as he lurched toward me, grabbing my arms.
 
   “No, Honeybear, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way.”
 
   “What way am I supposed to take it?” My voice was strained, forcing the overpowering emotions from pouring out of me. Everything was upside down.
 
   His eyes scrunched closed, teeth bared as he squeezed me tighter.
 
   “I somehow thought I wasn’t a bother to him any longer. All our therapy toned down my fears, and I forgot and was happy. I convinced myself we could have a future, a family, and grow old together.” My heart broke at the tortured expression on his face. “Everything that consumes me is you, and I want you in every way, but the one thing I don’t want is you hurt because of me. Marrying you tells them how much you mean to me. They can take you away from me.”
 
   I swallowed hard, then reached out and grabbed hold of the lapels of his jacket. “You told me to stay away from you over and over again. You said you weren’t worth my life, but you were wrong. You are my life. If I hadn’t met you, I’d still be a zombie.”
 
   His forehead fell against mine, and he cupped my face before kissing me hard. “I’m sorry. So fucking sorry. I love you so much. I need to keep you safe, for you and for me. Even if that means keeping things from you.” His thumbs caressed my cheek. “I don’t want you to worry. It’s my responsibility to protect you.”
 
   I stared into his eyes as I shook my head. “That’s not protecting me—that’s leaving me vulnerable. Noah noticed it as well and that’s why he got the phones. And I do nothing but worry, because I see how everything bothers you. You can’t hide from me. Not me.” I leaned forward and rested my head against his chest, my arms wrapping around his waist. “Remember what we said, what we promised? We’ll never be free, never have a baby, if we continue on this path.”
 
   He flinched at my words. “There isn’t going to ever be a baby if we stay here, if I don’t get you away.”
 
   I pulled back. “Where are we going to go? They’ll find us.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’ve been getting emails, pictures of us, for a few weeks.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   His attention snapped back to me. “You know?”
 
   I nodded. “I saw you looking at them when you were on the phone with Tom. After that, I downloaded your email app to my phone and have been checking it.”
 
   He stared at me in stunned silence for a moment before turning and kicking a half-packed bag. “Jesus fucking Christ! Who the fuck are we?”
 
   I sat back down on the edge of the bed and let out a sigh. “We’re two people in a shit situation, and all we want to do is protect each other.”
 
   He turned, hands on his hips. “Fuck lot of good that’s done us.” He ripped off his jacket and threw it on the ground. He stared off, his face relaxed, almost as if an idea struck him. “Once I take you somewhere you’ll be safe, then I need to hunt him down and end this once and for all.”
 
   “What? That’s crazy! He’ll have a dozen guys with him all carrying guns.”
 
   “Then I’ll get a grenade and we’ll all go down.”
 
   My jaw dropped open as I stared at him and the determination setting into his features. I got back on my feet and slammed my hands against his chest with all my might. “No! Don’t even fucking say anything like that.”
 
   He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me tight. “If it’s the only way to end this…”
 
   My eyes watered, and I swiped away the unshed tears. It was sinking in that there might not be a tomorrow.
 
   Our last night on earth.
 
   The thought hit me like a punch to the gut. My whole body began to shake.
 
   I pulled his head down and bowed up to press my lips to his. The surprise, followed by reluctance, threatened to crush me, and he almost did when his hands wrapped around my wrists. He pushed me back, head shaking.
 
   Tears streamed down my cheeks. “I need you. Please, please.” Nothing could be more true. I needed him, our connection. It felt like I would rip apart without it, the torturous fate ahead of us burying me in crippling grief.
 
   “We have to go.” My own agony reflected in his features.
 
   “If tonight is all we have, give me one last moment with you.”
 
   It hit him as well—understanding flashed across his face. His lips met mine again, fierce and desperate, as he reached down and lifted me up by my ass. I moaned into his mouth, a gasp leaving me soon after as we fell onto the bed.
 
   Harsh hands ripped open my shirt as he bit down on my bra-covered breast. He sat up and pushed my skirt up, grabbing my hips and pulling my pussy against his cock. His mouth was parted, lids heavy as he looked down at me.
 
   “Tell me.” The lust in his eyes faltered, exposing the fear and sadness beneath.
 
   I reached out, my fingers brushing against his chest. “I love you…more than my own life.”
 
   His fingers deftly worked his belt, then moved to his zipper. “More.”
 
   “I’m yours for this life and the next.” His fingers pushed my panties aside, then he rubbed the head of his cock against my pussy, making me burn and melt around him. “I will always be yours.”
 
   He thrust forward, and I convulsed. My eyes rolled back as my nails dug into his forearm. Everything centered around the connection created from his cock being inside me. He leaned over me and wrapped his fingers with mine as he pinned my arms against the bed. Desperation fueled his kisses as my hips met his.
 
   “I would die for you,” he whispered against my lips. My heart fluttered in my chest. “I would kill for you.” His voice was airy, and he grunted as I clamped around him. “My life is yours.” His thrusts picked up, harder, deeper. He stared into my eyes, burning with so many emotions my chest clenched. “My body is yours.”
 
   I whimpered, every muscle tense, my body bowing toward his. His name tumbled from my lips in a mantra.
 
   “Forever. In this life and the next, you are mine.”
 
   I crumbled, the world exploding around me as I came. White nothingness washed over me, my body pulsing as each wave of pleasure ripped through me. Nathan let out a roar above me, his hips slamming against me. His cock jerked inside me, and I writhed beneath him, knowing he was filling me.
 
   His breath was harsh above me, and he leaned forward, resting his forehead against mine. Unshed tears sparkled in his eyes.
 
   “I love you, my beautiful wife.”
 
   A tear slipped from my eye, my bottom lip began trembling. “I love you, so much, my husband.”
 
   We stayed like that for a few minutes, hoping the danger would disappear and we could remain lost in each other. It couldn’t last, and we got up, moving to the bathroom to clean up the mess.
 
   Sex helped to relax Nathan enough to slow down and think a little more rationally, but we still got ready to leave. Silence remained over us as we changed our clothing. He made a noise, drawing my attention.
 
   “I can’t believe we’ve been walking around unprotected all this time when we should have had your gun on us.”
 
   I pulled up my jeans and buttoned them. “That’s not entirely true.”
 
   His stared at me for a moment, stunned, before his gaze became angry, nostrils flared. “What?”
 
   I grabbed my purse from the floor and pulled out the Ruger SR22. His eyes were wide as he stared at it.
 
   “When did you start carrying it around?” He held out his hand, and I gave it to him, making sure the safety was still engaged.
 
   “I got it a few weeks ago.”
 
   His head snapped up. “A second gun? How? And why the fuck didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Drew helped me.”
 
   He cursed under his breath. “Motherfucker.”
 
   “We went over lunch. And I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want you freaking out and stressing any more than you were.”
 
   “Where’s your other gun?”
 
   My eyes widened, flickering briefly to the closet. “Nate, I don’t—”
 
   “Where?” His jaw was locked, anger radiating from him.
 
   I walked into the closet and sighed as I pulled out the black metal case.
 
   Nathan watched me as I exited and set it on the bed.
 
   “How do you open it?” He set the Ruger down.
 
   I lined my fingers up and set them down. “It’s a biometric fingerprint lock.” After a moment, the lock sprung and the case opened. “Glock 19.”
 
   He reached forward and grabbed the gun along with the clip that was sitting beside it. He looked at it for a moment before sliding the clip in.
 
   “Have you ever used a handgun before?” I stared at him, and he shook his head. “Any gun?”
 
   “A shotgun long ago.”
 
   I held out my hand. “Give it to me.”
 
   He glared at me. “No.”
 
   “Nate, you don’t know how to use it.”
 
   “I’ve seen it used enough.”
 
   “When? On television? This is serious. I went through training classes. It’s not as simple and easy as you think.”
 
   “Aim and fire, right?”
 
   I huffed and rolled my eyes. “There are safety precautions so you don’t shoot someone by accident. You need to know how to use it.”
 
   “Then show me. That’s why you got a second gun, right?”
 
   “I got it to protect us. I’ve never had to use it, let alone to kill anyone.”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s not killing if it’s self-defense, and they’re coming to kill us.”
 
   “Nate…”
 
   “What? Why else would you buy a gun?”
 
   I continued to look at him for a moment before focusing on the two guns I owned. The main reason I purchased the Ruger was for its size and easy portability. It didn’t detract from the reality of why I purchased the smaller firearm.
 
   I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.
 
   “I’m tired of being afraid of the monsters that hide in the dark, of evil things in the form of humans.”
 
   He nodded and handed me the Ruger while he stuffed the Glock in the back of his pants.
 
   “Then it’s time to end this.” He held out his hand, and I slipped mine in.
 
   Together. Live or die, it would be together.
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   When we got down to the parking lot, Nathan popped open the trunk to my car and not his own. I glanced at him in curiosity, but understood. Switching to mine could buy us some time, because we were always in his car.
 
   The air was heavy as we made our way through downtown to Meridian Street and north a mile to pick up I65. We were both stiff, unable to relax. I watched the Indianapolis skyline disappear in the rearview mirror when the interstate angled west. The IMA sat off to the right overlooking the White River as we passed, streetlamps filling the car with alternating light to dark.
 
   “Shit.”
 
   I turned to him. “What?”
 
   His jaw clenched tight, eyes flickered between the road and the mirror. “They’ve already found us.” The engine revved as he pressed on the gas pedal.
 
   I looked into the rearview mirror, but only saw the bright headlights from all the other cars. My heart fluttered in my chest, the beat seeming to increase with our speed. Every time I took a breath, it echoed in my ears. I kept watching, waiting to see what he did. A few miles flew by, and we approached the exit for I465.
 
   Then it became clear, as traffic moved over to the exit lane, and one car accelerated toward us. Nathan’s knuckles were white as he gripped onto the steering wheel and hit the gas again as the speed limit increased. The words “Thank you for visiting Indianapolis” flashed by, and we were out of the city. My hands trembled as the safety of population was replaced by the unknown of Indiana’s famous corn fields.
 
   Someone had to know. If we didn’t make it, someone had to know what happened.
 
   Nathan cursed again and swung the car hard right over two lanes, barely missing the grassy median as he took the exit. Lebanon was written on one of the signs, and the tires screeched as we turned left at maximum speed.
 
   Why is he taking us off here?
 
   I torqued my body at an awkward angle to see if we were still being followed, and I caught their car swinging hard, barely missing the metal guardrail. If nothing else, there was a bit more space between us and them.
 
   I dug my burner phone out of my pocket and pulled up my text messages. A hard jostle of the car from a pothole sent the phone flying from my hand and slipping between the door and the seat.
 
   “Shit!”
 
   My gaze flickered to the rearview mirror—the second set of headlights was much closer.
 
   I shoved my hand in the tight space to get my phone. There wasn’t much time left. My fingers clasped around the plastic and pulled it up. I looked for another sign when we took a hard right and typed frantically, hoping he understood.
 
   Lafayette Lebanon CR1300. Chased. Help.
 
   I sent it off and clasped the phone between my hands in a silent prayer. When I opened my eyes, headlights shone back at me. The car honked, long and loud, and we swerved.
 
   No matter which way we zigged or zagged, the car after us kept up.
 
   I was jostled into the door, cringing in pain. The sound of screeching metal filled darkness. We couldn’t get away and were hit again, pushed several feet over in the lane.
 
   The metal made a sickening crunching sound as Nathan veered off and took the car into the grass that separated the road from the field. I screamed when he barely missed a mailbox.
 
   The car behind us was undeterred. It kept at us, hell-bent on catching its prey.
 
   Nathan’s eyes were focused and his grip on the wheel firm, yet he somehow seemed relaxed. Like he’d done this before.
 
   An eerie chill slid down my spine. He had done this before.
 
   The lawyer sat next to me, not my husband, working it all out in his head as he drove. Asking himself questions. Going over past evidence, reliving past mistakes, and trying to come up with a different outcome. I stared at him and could almost see his mind spinning faster than the vehicle we were travelling in.
 
   What was I supposed to do?
 
   Nothing. All I could do was keep my death grip the on the door and count each second, waiting for the ride to stop.
 
   “What are we going to do?” I asked, my voice shaky and feeble. The car jostled again as they slammed into the bumper. I shrunk into my seat, holding on to the seatbelt and trying not to freak out.
 
   “Away from them. Away from everything.” His voice was clearer than mine, yet it spoke volumes about where he was at in his head. He was far, far away from here. Imagining some place where he could lock me away.
 
   The wheel jerked as they slammed into us again. The back end of the car swung out, but he kept control, the car rocking as it maneuvered back into a straight line.
 
   Every heartbeat passed in what felt like hours, not seconds. Slow motion in fast forward—a strange sensation.
 
   I wanted the car to stop.
 
   I wanted it to go faster.
 
   I wanted the world to melt away and take my fear with it.
 
   Another minute, hour, lifetime with Nathan.
 
   I wanted to catch a fucking break in my shit life and have the future we deserved.
 
   A tear slid down my cheek and time caught back up.
 
   The tires lost traction on the road as they hit us again, sending us careening into a field. My head slammed into the window as we bounced around on the uneven ground. I held on tighter as the car spun out, narrowly missing a tree.
 
   I exhaled, expunging the air from my aching lungs. How long had I been holding my breath?
 
   Nathan pried his hands from the wheel and turned to me. “Are you okay?”
 
   I nodded, unable to voice any of the hundreds of emotions boiling. His head whipped around, searching for our followers. He turned the key, but the engine wouldn’t turn over.
 
   “Fuck! We need to get out of this car.” He reached out, pointing across the field to a large wooden barn. “There. We have to run.”
 
   I reached down to my purse for the Ruger and opened the car door. The darkness made it hard to see anything, but the moonlight created enough light to make our way across the overgrown grass. As we approached the barn a light flipped on.
 
   “Shit.” I hissed.
 
   We slid onto the ground behind a stack of hay. Nathan’s head popped up to see where our stalkers were. A car door slammed and he turned back to me, sadness and fear flooded his features as he stared at me. His hands grasped the sides of my face and brought my lips to his.
 
   “I’m sorry, Lila. I’m so sorry.” His expression broke my heart. “Baby, I need you to do as I say.”
 
   I shook my head violently from side to side.
 
   “Please!” He rested his forehead on mine. “Baby, you have to run. I’ll buy you some time.”
 
   I gripped onto his shirt, fisting it and holding on tight, unwilling to let him go. “You mean your death will buy me some. No! I can’t live without you. Please, Nate. Don’t leave me.”
 
   He let out a shaky breath. “I can’t watch you die, and their intent is to kill you.”
 
   “Then don’t go. We can still make it out of here.”
 
   “Come on out, Thorne!”
 
   I gasped, and Nathan froze.
 
   I swallowed hard and looked down at the gun in my hands. “They don’t know where we are. We can take them out now.”
 
   His eyes went wide and he nodded, pulling the gun out from his pants. “Together.” He leaned forward and kissed me, then turned back to the direction they were coming from.
 
   There was a small space between the stack and I peeked through, but it wasn’t enough. I popped my head up enough to see that there were two guys, both dressed in suits. Another set of headlights headed down the road toward us.
 
   My eyes widened as I recognized a guy wearing a knit cap—I’d seen him before. Many months before in the dress shop. He was the one I’d told Nathan about—Mack.
 
   “Shit.” Nathan hissed as he ducked back down, pulling me with him just as a shot rang out, flying through the hay and past us into the barn. A small amount of light poured out from the new hole.
 
   Another shot whizzed by, and I peered through the small space again. The chubby one was in view and I pulled the gun up, lining up the sight. My finger sat on the trigger, my chest heavy with anxiety and the weight of what I was about to do. I closed my eyes, blew out a breath, and squeezed.
 
   The gun fired, the force of the kick-back and surprise of the shot made me lose sight of him for a moment. A scream of agony pierced the air, and I knew I’d hit my target somewhere.
 
   Nathan shook me and I looked at him, but he sounded like he was in a tunnel.
 
   “What?”
 
   He pulled on my arm. “Come on.”
 
   My hearing cleared, and their yells came through. We skirted around the edge of the barn, out in the open, and a bullet barely missed us. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking, even when I fired off another round at our attackers.
 
   He pulled me through the large, wide doors of the barn for some cover, just as one of the men came into view.
 
   “Stay down!” Nathan shot off a round just as one of them ran around the corner. The guy screamed out as the bullet clipped his shoulder.  
 
   I shook my head at him and kept at it as he began to close the door. If he was going to protect us, then I would, too. We were a team.
 
   He pulled the lever down into its footing in the ground. “Fuck…” He looked around behind us, realizing we were trapped within the barn’s large walls, the only other exit being a regular-sized door next to the large one.
 
   A loud bang with some splintering wood filled my ears before Nathan screamed out and clutched his arm. I grabbed hold of him and led him over behind a tractor. He hissed when I pulled his hand off to see—the bullet grazed his arm, but he was fine.
 
   They tried to get through the doors and started firing off, punching through the wood planks.
 
   I gripped his shirt and pulled, yanking us toward a ladder that led to a loft.
 
   Before we could reach it, we were tackled to the ground. Two men began kicking Nathan, and another hauled me up from the ground by my hair.
 
   I dug my nails into my attacker’s hand as I screamed in pain. He turned, pulling me by my hair and slamming me into one of the barn’s support beams. I fell to the ground, the world spinning and blurry for a moment as my head rang. The need to move was strong, but I couldn’t.
 
   “Don’t fucking touch her!” Nathan yelled from a few feet away.
 
   Whoever stood over me turned toward him, leaving me on the ground and heading to Nathan. I squinted and saw that the men who’d been kicking Nathan were laying at his feet. In the next moment, Nathan hit the one who attacked me and sent him to the ground, blood gushing from his nose.
 
   I stood, my legs shaking and my head still spinning. The guy in the hat also got up and picked up his fallen gun, raising it in the air.
 
   “No!” I jumped onto him, the force enough that the bullet missed Nathan and fired off into the distance.
 
   He grunted, cursing as he pulled me off. I stumbled back, but before I could right myself, something hard collided with the side of my head, sending me down to the ground. Pain exploded through me, my vision blurring, ears ringing.
 
   “Stupid bitch.”
 
   I turned over and tried to get up, but I was weak. I tried again, but it was too late.
 
   The asshole pushed on my back and I lurched forward. One of his other guys had his gun on me, and Vincent stepped forward for the first time.
 
   Vincent stared at me with an eerily happy smile—it was intense. “Hello again, Mrs. Thorne.”
 
   He stood in front of me and motioned for his men to stand me up. I turned to look for Nathan as they hauled me up, and he was being held by two men, blood dripping from a large split in his lip. He pulled against them, still fighting. One of them punched him in the stomach until he stopped.
 
   Vincent turned to Nathan, his wide smile becoming even more malicious. “I really wanted to kill you. I killed your wife and son, and at the time I thought that the life you had left was punishment enough. Then, all of the sudden after so long, you’re happy, and they tell me you re-married.” He sneered at Nathan. “All the while, my daughter is miserable in jail. I cannot allow you to be happy when she is in such a state.” His nostrils flared, and his arms opened wide. “So, here we are again. I’ll kill your wife in front of your eyes and watch the misery take hold of you again, making me very happy. Restoring the balance back to the way things should always be.”
 
   There was only an instant that passed—a click followed by a loud bang that bounced around the metal walls of the warehouse. Something pushed my shoulder back, hard. Nathan howled behind me, but it took a second to register why.
 
   Searing pain ripped through me, time delayed by a few heartbeats as my brain received the signal. My face scrunched up as a scream exploded. My mouth hung open, whimpering, shrill gasps coming through.
 
   As the shock settled, I looked down. Thick, dark red liquid was coloring my shirt and seeping from the open wound. My left arm was cold, hanging limp at my side. I didn’t even want to try and move it, afraid of the pain it would cause.
 
   My knees gave out, and I fell to the ground.
 
   “Oh, I missed.” Vincent’s malicious smile told me it was intended. Torture me to make Nathan suffer more. “Aren’t you going to beg for your life? Or to kill you and spare him?”
 
   “No.” My voice was steady despite the fear and pain I was in.
 
   “No?” he asked. He seemed a bit shocked by my response.  “And why is that?”
 
   “Because even if you don’t kill both of us, whoever survives will kill themselves.”
 
   Stunned, Vincent’s eyes widened, and he stepped back from my kneeling form. My shoulder was throbbing, sticky blood seeping out.
 
   “I will ask, though, if you are going to kill us both, kill him first.”
 
   “Oh, but I want him to watch you die. I want him to suffer more.”
 
   “But for him to suffer, you would need him alive. And if you leave him alive, he’ll just kill himself before dawn breaks.”
 
   Vincent continued to stare down at me, and then his gaze flickered between Nathan and me.
 
   “Lila, baby, please,” Nathan begged from behind me, struggling hard against his bindings and the men holding him.
 
   I smiled up at Vincent. “Death can’t stop us. We’ll be together on the other side, because we were born for each other. So do it. Kill me. End this nightmare.”
 
   Nathan begged for me to stop, but there was no stopping. Not now. We were at the end of the line. I couldn’t live without Nathan, and I knew he couldn’t live without me.
 
   Vincent raised his gun and pressed the still-warm steel to my forehead. Nathan thrashed behind me. It was violent—fighting with all his might. The sound was breaking my heart, but it would only be until the trigger was pulled. A tear escaped and ran down my cheek.
 
   “I love you, Nathan,” I whispered, his wailing filling my ears. 
 
   “A pity to kill a woman such as you, Delilah,” Vincent said as he cocked his gun.
 
   I closed my eyes and waited for the last sound I would ever hear. My muscles unconsciously tensed in anticipation, my thumb twirling my wedding bands on my finger as I counted the seconds.
 
   Then the shot rang out, along with Nathan’s screams.
 
   I felt no pain.
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   My eyes were still sealed tight, waiting for the pain, waiting for the nothingness to consume me. The concussive sound of the gun firing exploded in my ears. Warm droplets landed on my skin.
 
   I waited.
 
   One heartbeat…
 
   Two heartbeats…
 
   The beating continued on.
 
   The ringing grew louder, making me cringe, then was gone, replaced by the thud of something heavy dropping to the ground in front of me.
 
   My breath was ragged as my heart raced, still waiting for the bullet to hit me. I forced my eyes to open, half expecting to see the nothingness of death or the shiny leather shoes of my killer splattered with my blood.
 
   I saw neither.
 
   Vincent Marconi’s body lay sprawled out in front of me, his eyes open, the light fading from them. Blood seeped out of his chest, pooling beneath him. I wiped my hand against my forehead and found no hole, but thick, sticky, dark red blood instead.
 
   It wasn’t mine.
 
   Everything was silent, or seemed to be. I began to shake, my body trembling and convulsing. Pain radiated from my shoulder as I slumped to the ground, my head falling onto the packed dirt floor. Nathan called out to me.
 
   “Drop your weapons!” someone yelled.
 
   Men stormed into the barn, filtering in and disarming Vincent’s men. Shots fired off again, echoing in my ears.
 
   Everything moved in slow motion, the sound muted by a tunnel. I saw the vision of a terrified Nathan sliding to the ground in front of me, then nothing.
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   My eyes flew open, and millions of blinding lights assaulted me.
 
   Warm, large hands brushed over my forehead and then drifted through my hair, calming me. “Shh, it’s okay, baby.”
 
   I groaned, my brow furrowed as my brain tried to wake from its groggy state. Where was I? The florescent light above me was familiar, and not in a good way. My heart raced, confusion and fear moving through me. I needed to run, flee…didn’t I?
 
   “Nate?” Was he okay? What was going on?
 
   My teeth clenched, and I hissed as a throbbing pain in my shoulder zinged into a sharp one. I blinked, my eyes straining to adjust and focus. Tiny caresses to the back of my head drew my attention and fuzzy mind.
 
   I turned my head and found Nathan’s blue eyes staring at me. He was a mess.
 
   “Hi.” His swollen and split lip twitched up into a smile. Added to that, there were bruises on his face, and it was also puffy.
 
   The anxiety running rampant through me began to calm—he was all right. “Hi.” There was a twinge in my jaw as I tried to stretch it out.
 
   “How do you feel?”
 
   I frowned, still trying to remember how I landed in the fashionable blue hospital gown I was sporting. “I hurt. What’s going on?”
 
   He pursed his lips. “Do you remember what happened? You’ve been out for almost twelve hours…I’ve been freaking out that you weren’t coming back to me.”
 
   My shoulder hurt. It hurt a lot. “We made it out? How?”
 
   His lips moved into a thin line, and I gathered he didn’t like my response. “Well, I have some news.”
 
   I froze, unable to read from his expression if it was good or bad. “What?”
 
   “For once in a very long time, it has a happy edge to it.” His thumb stroked the back of my hand. “Vincent Marconi is dead…I’m finally free.”
 
   My eyes popped open wide. “Free? As in, he’s gone for good?”
 
   He smiled and let out a relieved sigh. “Yes, gone. Never to return.”
 
   “How?” I was still reeling.
 
   “Noah. He shot him…just in time.” His jaw clenched and tears welled in his eyes. “Fuck, baby, for a split second I thought I’d lost you. I owe him everything.”
 
   Noah? There was a vague memory of him standing in front of me, worried and knuckles white as he held a gun, but most of it was a blur after Vincent put the gun to my head.
 
   “What happened after that? I mean, he’s dead, but what about the rest of them?”
 
   He blew out a breath and tightened his grip. “Vincent was the one with the vendetta, and he was the leader. Between him being dead and the legal actions against his organization, I’m the least of their worries. The fighting over who becomes the new head will ensue and become the focus.”
 
   I wasn’t sure I believed him or his bravado. It seemed sincere, the relief evident in his body language, and he wasn’t lying or putting on a front. My gaze moved around the room, and I noticed a cop standing outside the door. “Then why do we have an armed guard?”
 
   “Noah did it just in case, but I’m not worried. One of Marconi’s guys got into a shoot-out and lost, and the other two are in custody.”
 
   “Was it the one that followed us? Mack?”
 
   He nodded. “Yes. He was Vincent’s favorite. They also caught Vincent’s son, Giovani, in a third car. Both had warrants out for their arrest and are in custody. Which is another reason I know we’re free.”
 
   “Really?” Could it be true?
 
   “You passed out from shock before that all went down. Paramedics came. It was a mess.” He let out a chuckle. “You missed all the bullshit of explaining what happened.”
 
   “I’ll still have to.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   We were silent for a moment, simple comforting touches and light kisses.
 
   “I’m tired of seeing you in a hospital bed.” Nathan’s voice was hoarse and he sighed. 
 
   “I’m tired of waking up in them.”
 
   His lip twitched, and he placed a kiss on my hand. “I only want to come back here when you’re having my babies.”
 
   I smiled. It hurt, but not as much as the pain from wanting to be in his arms. “How about we start now?”
 
   He let out a scratchy laugh. “God, baby.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead.
 
   “Get me out of here. I just want to be with you—only you.” I kissed my way down his jaw. I didn’t know if it was the meds or the situation, but I needed him.
 
   His eyes lit up, and he hugged me, but very gently. “We have to wait until they release you.” The thick emotions in his voice seeped through, and he sounded on the edge of tears.
 
   I wanted to squeeze him hard to my chest, but my arm was weak.
 
   “I want to go home. Now.” I released him and looked into his eyes. “I want to be snuggled in bed with you, safe and warm.”
 
   He stroked my cheek and gave me an empathetic look. “Me too. I want that so much.”
 
   “Then let’s go.” I tried to sit up, but he placed a hand on my chest, stopping me.
 
   “Not just yet. The doctor wants to keep you for the day.”
 
   I let out a whine and shook my head, not liking his response. My bed filled with my office god was calling me, and I wanted the hell out. “Why? I’m fine.”
 
   He cupped his hand under my chin, lifting my head up to look in his eyes. “I know you think you are, but my Honeybear is not the expert on this. They just want to make sure they know the extent of your injuries. We were tossed around in the car, then chased down and beaten. Your body’s not meant to be pounded that way.”
 
   I smiled. “And you would know all about what kind of pounding my body can take.”
 
   “Stop it.” He smirked and shook his head. “Rain check until we get you out of here.”
 
   “It’ll be enough for now. A cock a few feet away from me and a man that loves and wants me, even when I look like shit.”
 
   He laughed. “Doesn’t matter what you look like, because you’re mine and I’ll fuck you whenever I want to.”
 
   I sighed, closed my eyes, and muttered, “I wish it was now.”
 
   Nathan’s lips formed a hard line and his fingers flexed. All I wanted was to be surrounded by him. We both needed it, were desperate for it. My skin itched to touch his, to be reminded he was real and we were all right.
 
   The door opened, and in walked a woman in scrubs. As the door closed, I caught a glimpse of a man in uniform standing guard.
 
   “Good to see you awake, Delilah. I’m Annie. How are you feeling?”
 
   I snorted. “That’s a loaded question.”
 
   She nodded and gave me a small smile. “I bet.” She logged onto a computer and recorded some stuff from the machines I was hooked up to. “I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake and get you some food. I’m sure you must be hungry.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   The food came, and Nathan spent the next hour trying to spoon-feed me unappealing hospital food along with the worst lime Jell-O I’d ever eaten in my life. How could they screw up such an easy thing?
 
   “I need out of here now, because if I gag on this shit and throw up, they’ll find it as another reason to keep me here.” I couldn’t express my loathing of hospitals in words. Three times in one year was way too many.
 
   He groaned. “Just humor me.” He tried to give me one last scoop, but I smashed my lips together and refused to take any more of that crap.
 
   A knock on the door interrupted Nathan’s next attempt. We both turned to see a young man standing at the door. “Hi there. I’m Dr. Yeung. How are you feeling, Mrs. Thorne?”
 
   “I’m ready to leave.” My arm hurt, but I didn’t care. I was going to make a good show of being the very essence of health to get myself out.
 
   “Your wound has been treated, and we couldn’t find anything else wrong while you were out, other than some cuts and bruising. Does your head hurt?”
 
   “A little.” I ignored the throbbing at my temples. “It’s good.”
 
   He pulled out his little pen light, lifted the top of my left eyelid and peered inside. He did the same to the other side, and I sat there, holding my breath, waiting. A quick check of my pulse and heartbeat on the many machines that monitored me was next, and he seemed pleased with their results.
 
   “Is she good?” Nathan asked, his voice hopeful.
 
   The doctor slipped the pen back into his jacket pocket. “The bullet shot clean through and didn’t hit any bones or vital areas. You’ll need lots of rest, and once the wound starts healing, physical therapy. Other than that, everything looks good. I would like to keep you for another day for observation. You were out for a long time. There’ll be some bruising and swelling that will go down in a few days.” He headed toward the door and gave us a smile. “I’ll check back in on you later, so relax for now. You’re safe.”
 
   He left, and I sighed in relief, as did Nathan. Though I hated that I had to continue being in the hospital, it didn’t bother me so much, because Nathan was there with me and he was all that mattered.
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   The next day, the ride home was surreal. I was stocked full of pain meds, and my arm was in a sling. I still couldn’t believe all that happened. Everything that crashed down on us, we beat through.
 
   “We made it,” I whispered to myself for what had to be the tenth time. It was still strange to be alive when I thought I was about to die. Now, nothing and no one stood in our way.
 
   Nathan stroked my hair. “Yes, we did. Now relax.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “It’ll probably be days or weeks before that happens.” I wiggled in my seat to try and stretch my muscles out, and got a twinge. “There’s so much tension in my back.”
 
   “From all the anxiety. We can go home, have a nice relaxing bath, and decompress.”
 
   “I can’t get my wound wet yet.”
 
   “True. Speaking of—how are you feeling?”
 
   “The meds are helping with the pain.” I flexed the fingers on my left hand. The sling held my arm close to my chest, gauze wrapped all around my shoulder. A dull pain thumped through my shoulder, but I didn’t mind—it reminded me I was alive.
 
   Nathan’s right hand rested on my thigh, and I gripped onto his pinky and ring finger. The angle was a little odd, but I reveled in the connection.
 
   Stepping into our home was strange. Memories of all the turmoil, fear, and anger flooded me. 
 
   “Our sanctuary doesn’t feel the same.”
 
   He chuckled. “Everything’s changing with each passing minute, Honeybear. The present is different than when we left two days ago.”
 
   “There’s a calm, almost like the turbulence was never here.”
 
   We clasped hands as we walked into the living room and stared at everything with fresh, new eyes. It was an almost foreign environment. All the fixtures were the same, but the atmosphere was different.
 
   We let go of each other and wandered in opposite directions.
 
   My chest ached as I breathed it all in.
 
   A few moments later, Nathan stepped up behind me and kissed the top of my head. “Come on.” He linked his fingers with mine once again and led me to the couch. We sat down, and I leaned my head on his shoulder. Neither of us knew what to do.
 
   Minutes passed, and we sat there immersed in our new reality. No more looking over our shoulders, no more demons in the shadows, and no more need for masks. We’d both been running for so long that we didn’t know how to take a breath, how to stop.
 
   “So what’s the next step? What do we do now?” I leaned into him.
 
   “What would you like to do?”
 
   “Well, after this week, I’m officially out of personal time. That’s about as far as I’ve gotten.” I sighed.
 
   He turned to look at me, staring. “What are you saying?”
 
   “That since I met you, I’ve blown through almost three months of built up personal time.”
 
   “Hmm, I see.” He cupped my face, his thumb caressing my cheek. “And if you could do it all again?”
 
   “While being in a car accident and gun fight wasn’t fun, I wouldn’t change meeting you for anything in the universe.” I pressed my lips to his, but he didn’t deepen it like I thought he would.
 
   He stared into my eyes, a mischievous glint in his. “What if giving me up would stop an alien invasion that would decimate all life on the planet?”
 
   I shook my head. “You’re mine.”
 
   “You’d kill everyone on the planet just to keep me?”
 
   “They’d just have to take me with you, because I’m never letting go.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   His lips met mine, and he lowered me down onto the couch. I adjusted my legs and he settled between them, caging my body in his arms to keep his weight off. I winced a little in pain, but it subsided. It felt so good to have him close that I didn’t care about the discomfort of my injuries. 
 
   “I can’t find words to tell you how much I love you, how happy I am that you’re alive.” He shivered beneath me, his eyes closing as his jaw flexed. “Seconds. If Noah…” He opened his eyes, and tears filled them. “I died the moment I heard a gunshot. Everything in me shattered.”
 
   I ran my free hand against his face, soothing strokes to reassure him I was there. “I’m here. We’re both okay. We’re finally free to live.” My breath caught, and so did my mind. Not because I was free, but because Nathan finally was. After all these years—we were both free from the monsters that hunted us.
 
   “To live, to love, to be happy.” He flashed a brilliant smile at me, and all I could do was swoon. “In fact, I was thinking…maybe it’s time we thought about buying a place of our own. I don’t need a hideaway anymore, I need a home. A place for you and me and our family.”
 
   My hand trailed down his neck, touching and soaking in his body heat, his essence. “The same thought crossed my mind.”
 
   “A house with a yard, maybe even a pool. Kids running around, family stopping by. Can you see it?”
 
   I nodded and fought back a tear as I pictured it all. “It was a dream I once had.”
 
   “We can make it a reality. There’s nothing and no one stopping us.” His lips ghosted mine.
 
   “The hardest part will be getting pregnant.”
 
   “Maybe. We’ve had a lot of stress over the last few months, and stress can hinder conception.”
 
   I bit my lip. “Guess we’ll have to keep having lots of sex.”
 
   “No objections here. Fuck you all the time and knock you up? All around winner.” He licked his lips and winked at me. His fingers flexed against my hips as he pushed his cock against my pussy.
 
   Our lips met, and everything began to slip away as I melted against him. All the fear, anxiety, self-hatred, and negativity seemed to wash away from us both.
 
   “Talk dirty to me?” I whispered into his ear.
 
   He slammed his lips to mine, then pulled back, breathless. “Always.”
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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