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    For my fellow erotica writers, thank you for the corruption and inspiration. I am humbled to be amongst you, and thankful to call a few of you friends.
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    "Fucking ride it," he ordered, digging his fingers into my hips. I took in his lusty gaze as he eyed my bouncing chest. His wavy, dark brown hair glistened with a small amount of moisture from his exertion, sweat trickling down the front of his tuxedo shirt. His dilated pupils were a far cry from the dark blue depths that normally mirrored a stormy deep sea. He licked his full bottom lip as he thrust up hard, making me scream out. "This is what you wanted," he chided as he battered me with his cock, pounding it in from underneath me as I whimpered through the intensity of his thrusts. He made use of the leather chair he sat on, using the firm cushion to piston his hips upward and bury his length inside of me. He was beyond a skilled lover, and when Devin wanted to punish you, you damn sure knew it.


    Feeling him on the brink, I moaned in protest as he pulled out quickly and ordered me to my knees. "Suck me off."


    Kneeling in front of him now, I looked up to see him eye me expectantly. Without waiting for me to fully open my mouth, he pushed to the back of my throat as he came in hot spurts, and I choked it down willingly. "So fucking dirty," he murmured, massaging up and down my throat with his fingertips as his pumping slowed. He pulled out, rubbing the last drop over my lips.


    "Every drop," he demanded, pushing his tip back slightly inside my mouth, forcing me to take the last of it in. "Nothing better than you, Nina," he whispered sweetly, though the words were anything but. The truth was, I hated this beautiful man. I hated that I wanted him so desperately. At one time, he’d meant everything to me. Now I longed for the day I could break free, but I craved him like a drug.


    I fed his need for dominance; he fed my inner whore.


    I pulled up my dress that was now wrinkled from the burden of my knees and looked him over. As usual, he withdrew without a second thought, completely apathetic. This was sex for him, a fix for me. I didn’t ask him for more and he had no intention of giving it. I was a game he had played and won, and I knew it. It had been over months ago when I caught him fucking his wife. That’s right, his wife.


    He fixed his jacket and ran his hands through his hair, looking flawless as he turned to me with a wicked grin.


    "Something on your mind?" I asked, quickly pretending to admire my new eighteen-carat tennis bracelet.


    "Why haven’t you moved on?" he asked curiously. I knew secretly that was the last thing he wanted me to do. Though he could not care less about my wellbeing, owning me was still a priority to him. He made sure of it with every heart stopping orgasm.


    I walked up to stand by his side then turned my head as I leaned in. "What makes you think I haven’t? It’s only your cock I crave now, Devin. The sex I still have nostalgia for, and obviously the feeling is mutual."


    "No longer in love with me?" His smirk made my blood boil, but I had learned to hide it well.


    "No longer willing to do more talking than fucking," I said dryly as I made my way out of the room. The truth was, I wanted to turn around and beg for the man I met to somehow reemerge, but it would have been pointless. The man I met had always been a shark, had always bared his teeth, but had done it so subtly that by the time he had sunk his teeth into me and brought me down to the bottom, it was way too late.


    He was the very last nail in my naive coffin.


    Devin was another price I paid for my wealth, another reminder that with each dollar earned a part of my humanity was stripped away from me. I had joined the elite like Devin when I had still believed in the good in people.


    Fucking people.


    Rejoining the party, I made my way toward Devin’s wife, Eileen, purposefully meeting her eyes as I lifted a flute of champagne off the tray closest to her. She appraised me greedily, her deep hate showing in her eyes. She was perfect in every way: a petite blonde with a tight...everything. I hated her. Not because she belonged to Devin, but because of what she represented. She was the very definition of pretentious.


    "Nina, how good of you to come," she bit out as she eyed me over her tipped glass of Krug, the same champagne I had spit out when Devin introduced it to me. He decided it would be better used to shower me in, before fucking me mercilessly.


    Good times.


    "You have no idea," I replied with obvious meaning as I brushed past her, leaving her to draw her own conclusion. I couldn’t resist a look over my shoulder and was rewarded as she gaped at me openly. I gave a smug smile and looked behind me to see Devin’s eyes grow cold as he realized our word exchange would cost him the latter part of his evening.


    Their argument wouldn’t be the confrontation that a wife should have with a cheating husband. She wouldn’t cry about her broken heart or his complete lack of respect for their marital vows. No, there would be no love lost between them. For that to happen, the relationship would have to be based on love itself. No, this argument would more than likely be a tongue lashing with a few tsk, tsks on the etiquette of extra marital affairs and a repeat of the do’s and the don’ts. And when she says don’t, she means me.


    I gave Devin a sly wink then quickly made my exit as he rushed to his wife’s side to mitigate. Their heated whispers faded into oblivion as I walked down the dock and away from the hotel-sized yacht towards my town car. I texted my driver, Carson, and saw that he was already waiting for me with the door open. I gave him a warm smile.


    "Carson," I said with a nod as I made my way into the plush, leather backseat, kicking off my heels with a satisfied groan.


    "Ms. Scott, how was the party?"


    "Uneventful," I said quickly before he shut the door.


    I had taken a huge risk tonight confessing to Devin’s wife. I’d never purposefully started a fire where Devin was concerned, and I was sure the outcome wouldn’t be a pleasant one. I tried to ride the high of my deceit, but couldn’t manage to keep it.


    Nothing, I felt...nothing. I purposefully thought about the fact that my latest evil deed might have cost me Devin.


    Still...nothing.


    Maybe I had finally rid myself of my addiction after all. I didn’t have to worry about facing his wrath tonight, assured that whatever the outcome of my play, the circumstances would never change.


    So the question remained: Why hadn’t I moved on? The answer was always right behind my mind’s eye, a whisper in my ear, a tap on my shoulder.


    I had become one of them. I had no soul to save. I found pleasure now in what used to disgust me. I had begun mingling with the shark’s years ago and had the choice to sink or swim.


    I had chosen to swim, and it cost me everything.
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    I wasn’t born rich, and I worked for everything I ever had. My wealth had come to me later in life with a simple idea. Once upon a time, I was a housewife to a veterinarian. Sound boring? It was. It wasn’t until it all fell apart that I realized that I could have wasted the rest of my life in that cell without knowing any differently.


    I no longer had the desire to confine myself to that type of prison, having never felt validated when I was married. It took me years to discover the bigger picture, and it had nothing to do with marriage.


    I was a coupon clipping, Pinterest stalking, hobby enthusiast with entirely too much time on my hands. I was always doing what was trending, and eventually that enthusiasm led me down an insane road: a fast track to wealth I could never have imagined.


    I was born in Charleston, South Carolina, where I still lived. My parents were blue collar. My mother was a flight attendant for nearly thirty years, while my father worked as a crew chief for a general contractor. My brother Aaron and I never really hurt for anything, but we didn’t live large. My mother’s idea of extravagance was dining out on steak. I wasn’t gifted a car on my sixteenth birthday. I had to work to buy my own car and was rewarded with an affordable, used truck while my friends paraded around in their gifted BMWs.


    I could not have cared less about designer jeans back then, or what labels I wore. Now I had a personal shopper, wardrobe consultant, and I wouldn’t be caught dead in a BMW.


    The fine lines of class and stature were made clear to me when I was young. The elite of Charleston would shun my mother publicly, though she tried desperately to fit in where she could. One of my first memories was my mother taking me to a community pool in a posh neighborhood a few miles away from our apartment.


    I remember walking into the clubhouse and all eyes landing on my mother. Being the proud woman she was, she grabbed my hand and quickly started to introduce herself to the women gathered. The shrewd women quickly picked her apart as they sipped their martinis in their designer swimsuits. My mother became embarrassed quickly and was on the verge of tears. She guided me out to the pool and let me swim for as long as she could handle their hostile glares.


    "Come on, baby," she prompted as what looked like the clubhouse manager approached us.


    "Ma’am, if you’re not a member—"


    "We’re leaving," she snapped at the woman who seemed satisfied with my mother’s reaction. She quickly wrapped me in a towel, pleading with her eyes. "Let’s go to the beach, Ninabelle," she said, drying me quickly. With a smile, I nodded and saw my mother’s relief when I didn’t throw a fit. When we got into the car, my mother sniffled and I saw a lone tear trickle down her cheek. She wiped it away hastily then turned to me.


    "Promise me, Nina. Promise me right now that no matter what happens, you will be nice to everyone, unless they give you a reason not to be."


    "I will, Mommy," I answered back eagerly.


    "You are such a good girl," she said, grabbing me and hugging me tightly.


    That night I heard my parents fight for the first time as I was tucked in my bed, reading Shel Silverstein with my Strawberry Shortcake nightlight. It was my absolute favorite thing to do, my little indulgence. I was memorizing the poem "Clooney the Clown" for book day at school. I had never heard so much anger in my mother’s voice and was too afraid to shut off the light.


    "Jesus, Jennifer. What the hell is your problem!?" my father yelled, sounding exasperated.


    "This! It’s ten o’clock and you are just getting home! We haven’t seen each other in weeks. We both work our asses off and for what? Bills we still can’t afford to pay!"


    "What do you want me to do?" I heard him say as he shut their bedroom door.


    That fight was only the first of many. Their arguing was a constant occurrence that stayed consistent until I finally left home the minute I turned eighteen and could get the hell out that house. I hated the way my mother looked at my father, as if she blamed him for the life she was living. To this day, I had a hard time spending more than a few minutes with the two of them. They would never have to fight about money again, but years of arguments had led to a mutual resentment that refused to dissipate.


    Money had ruined their marriage. Money had ruined mine as well, but not for lack of. It was just the opposite.


    My husband had decided that new money and philandering went hand in hand. Once I had earned my first million, he had made it his mission to let me know he had supported me for years. It was if he assumed I would leave him. It was a total...fucking...nightmare.


    My ex-husband Ryan had taken what he wanted off the top and invested it as he saw fit, so much so that there was only middle left by the time I had put a stop to it. Once he was completely cut off from me financially for pissing away hundreds of thousands of dollars, he began to resent me, though I kept him in a lavish lifestyle. I divorced him quickly and found out the hard way that I would forever be in debt to him for those few years he allowed me to stay at home while he worked. I was still paying him alimony.


    Bastard.


    The day I finally left him, he accused me of letting the money go to my head. I swore then, no matter the circumstances, I would never legally bind myself to another man. If it was love, it would last, regardless.


    He never once apologized for the hurt his infidelity had caused, nor did he try to save our marriage in any capacity. He wanted my money, he made that clear. Ryan made it impossible to be excited about my new wealth. He left me jaded and bitter in less than a year of striking gold, and I would forever be wary of trusting anyone else with that much power over me.


    And I have rarely been kind to anyone since.


    I may have turned my back on the girl who grew up in this beautiful, hidden gem, but I could never turn my back on Charleston. The city filled with cotton candy sunsets, rich history, and natural beauty never grew old to me. No matter what exotic destination my wealth afforded me, I had only one home.


    Charleston in its own right was definitely a playground to the wealthy. There was no shortage of culture, nor was there a shortage of places that catered to the rich. I considered it my little, comfortable corner of the world. It was my territory, and though the sharks had their cove, I still entertained the nooks and crannies to escape the world I was now drowning in. On nights specifically like these, I would make it a point to revisit the places that made me feel most humble despite my success.


    I pushed the button for the security glass.


    "Carson," I smiled in the rearview mirror. He was the one person in the world who deserved what was left of my kindness.


    "Right away, Ms. Scott."


    Carson was a kind, older man in his sixties with gentle eyes and an easy disposition. I had enough testosterone ramped men in my life, so I welcomed the way he regarded me. He had no personal opinion and his eyes never offered any judgment against me. He simply did his job well and with ease. His intuition to suit my needs didn’t hurt, either. We had a simplistic relationship that was mutually beneficial. It was the only uncomplicated relationship I had in my life. Pulling up to my favorite secluded spot, I slipped on my flip-flops as the sun was making its way down, knowing I only had an hour or so before it slipped beneath the horizon. I quickly made my way down the quarter mile of asphalt that led to the large sand dune that had to be tackled before I reached my view. This hour is what photographers called "the magic hour," and it was aptly named. The sky was painted perfectly in soft pinks and varying hues of blue with an underlying burst of brazen yellow. Staring out toward the Morris Island lighthouse, I sat in the sand in my five thousand dollar, Valentino dress without an ounce of concern. A few years ago, I would have never even looked at such an expensive piece of clothing.


    I was the woman who swore she would never wear anything so costly, that I would do so much more with that kind of money. I chuckled now at the thought. Just out of spite, I might order a dozen of the same color tomorrow.


    Nestled on the beautiful, white sand beach staring at the old, picturesque lighthouse, I could actually feel a familiar pull of something. Something that felt right and different from the everyday heaviness I had grown accustomed to dealing with. Instead of being consumed with thoughts of my next evil deed, or a way to one up the money driven predators in my circle, here I simply basked in the peace that surrounded me. The lull of the waves, the serenity, and infinite wisdom that the sea shared with me was one of the only constants in my life.


    Nothing in the game of life really mattered, at least, nothing that I had grown to care about. I was just another hamster spinning the wheel. The world didn’t give a shit about my agenda, good or bad. And while money might buy me a better view of the ocean that humbled me, my money didn’t matter to the ocean one way or another. How I fared in life’s Monopoly game didn’t make one damn bit of difference.


    Calm and clarity washed through me in that moment. I no longer wanted to be a one of them.


    I was wasting my life.


    I let the air seep through my lungs and reveled in the sand that grew colder as the sun sank beneath the horizon while the tide quickly engulfed the small amount of sand that surrounded the base of the lighthouse. I loved this spot more than any other in Charleston, though I had never been able to pinpoint why. The strange and misplaced bone yard of old, pale tree limbs enclosed me in comfort as I noted the seagulls’ cries.


    The sudden strum of a guitar interrupted the serenity of my Zen-filled spot, and I looked toward the direction of the intrusion. I heard a deep chuckle and squinted in the direction of it. Shielding my eyes from the setting sun, I saw the bare feet and tan, muscular legs first then moved my eyes up to a pair of cargo shorts. The white t-shirt was as far as I got before the sun completely blinded me from him as the strumming picked up and he began to sing.


    "I keep pretending this is all a dream," he sang softly. My mouth fell open at the sound of his voice. I quickly scrambled to gain my senses and mask my shock by retreating in the direction of the sand dune in favor of hearing more. His voice was amazing and whispered over the expertly plucked guitar chords. What was even more alarming was his lazy stance against a tree stub, and the fact that he didn’t even seem to be trying. With the sun still blocking the view of his face, I mourned the soulful lilt in his voice as I made my way back to the car. His last artfully sung words brought a shiver down my spine.


    "Your misery makes you beautiful," he rasped as I stood at the top of the dune to try for one more look. I had walked too far and was unable to see him from where I was now perched, but stood there anyway, listening to him finish his song. Deciding that what my songbird looked like was better left a mystery, I turned away, having felt enough disappointment for one evening.


    For a lifetime.


    It was very close to dark when I made it back to the car. Carson simply nodded, needing no explanation as to where I wanted to go. I thought it sad my routine had become predictable. Then again, it was what kept me safe and away from those who posed the biggest threat to me.


    Pulling up to my circular drive, complete with an obscene sized water fountain, I smiled to myself. My home was the one thing I could never complain about. I had the most spectacular beach house imaginable. There wasn’t one room without a view, and I basked in the fact that I had designed every single one of them, with the right hired help, of course. I had lived in my dream home for two short years and not a day went by that I didn’t appreciate every detail put into it. It was rather ostentatious in size. The marble floor of the foyer, the obscene amount of crown molding, the dark metallics and rich woods all contributed to my need to have something tangible from my fortune. No one needed this much room, but the girl who was forced to share a bedroom with her little brother most of her childhood had no issues with the extra space. In fact, she had actually ramped up the original design to make sure there was enough room in every room, even the closets.


    Stripping naked in my seven hundred square foot bathroom, I slipped into a whirlpool of soothing bubbles. My phone buzzed with an incoming message, but I ignored it. The good part about being completely independent was that I had the luxury of answering to no one. After a relaxing soak, I slipped on my robe and covered my skin in silk then lay in bed thinking about the orgasm Devin had given me.


    Now that was worth mulling over.


    When I walked into the party, he made no attempt to hide his smirk. I knew right away I would get what I came for. Making no attempt to talk to him, I made my rounds, never once looking his way. I felt his eyes on me, and the small goose bumps that accompanied my awareness were present with every move I made. He had an effect on me like no other man I’d ever met. I was wet with need for him before he ever came within a few feet. After an hour of being polite, I excused myself to the restroom and was barely able to shut the door when it was pushed open, forcing me back. He stood in his tux with his hand on the frame, and that knowing, smug smirk on his lips. I drank him in, because I had no choice. Tall, lean, and built to perfection, he filled his tux out nicely. His wavy hair was tamed and styled as usual. His deep blue eyes pierced me as he roamed my body with his stare.


    "Pretty bold of you to come," he mused as he took a step in and closed the door.


    "Actually, it’s not. I have more of a right to be here than you do," I said, opening my purse and turning to face the mirror. I plucked out my lipstick and looked over my shoulder, trying to mask my arousal as I carefully layered my lips.


    "I think you knew my wife planned this event," he said, straightening his tie behind me.


    "Well, then you better get back to her," I said, careful not to meet his eyes as I tossed my lipstick back into my clutch then snapped it shut.


    I shrieked in surprise as he gripped my hips, lifting me so that my knees were straddling the sink. Once kneeling in front of the mirror, he placed my hands on either side of it and quickly lifted my skirt. I could no longer see him as he pulled my panties down until they were stretched taut on my thighs. I began to pant and arched my back, pushing out my ass, silently begging for it.


    "You have to ask," he growled as his heavy hand come down, marking me with a slap as he locked the door.


    "Devin," I panted, arching my back further to encourage him.


    "Ask, Nina. Isn’t that why you’re here?" He took a single finger and swiped it through my sex, pausing on my clit only long enough to make me miss its absence. "You’re dripping for me, and so fucking warm." His voice was lower, rougher. I could tell he was equally as turned on, but like with all other things Devin, he was disciplined as well as thorough.


    "Fuck me," I ordered. Another slap to my thigh had me gripping the mirror tighter as a small sheen of sweat covered my forehead.


    "That’s not asking," he said, taking a step back so he met my eyes in the mirror as his hand came down again. "Say it."


    "No," I hissed, feeling the sting, and bit my lip in an attempt to stifle my moan. I crouched slightly to meet his eyes in the mirror.


    His breathtaking smile was his reply before he ran his hands from my hands on either side of the mirror down my bare arms. "Nina, I’m running out of patience. Do as I ask." His hands trailed my sides, down my thighs and gripped my panties. He slowly started pulling them back up when I whimpered.


    "What’s that?" He leaned in, his breath in my ear. "You have something you want to say?" I let out a slow exhale.


    "Have it your way."


    "Please, fuck me." His response was instant and I was full of his fingers as soon as I took my next breath. He was far from gentle as he thrust his digits inside of me. I rode his hand furiously as he gripped me around the waist, plunging them in and out and finding rhythm.


    "I love this pussy," he hissed, pulling me back so my head rested on his shoulder. I watched him fuck me furiously with his skilled fingers as he showcased my sex to me. He stopped suddenly, pulling his soaked fingers to his mouth and we watched together as he cleaned them with his tongue. I turned suddenly, snaking my arms around him for support and taking his mouth in a fiery kiss. He obliged, just as hungry. I wrapped myself around him, my bare ass on the vanity as I heard his zipper. I swatted his hands away, only too eager to play my part, and gripped him, finding him hard and ready.


    "You can’t deny me, Devin," I said boldly as I ripped my mouth away, planting my feet firmly on the ground while keeping my eyes on his as I gripped him with my fist. "You want me just as much." His menacing chuckle only worsened my desire to get the best of him. I should have known by now it would never happen. He had never let me win.


    "I can stop anytime I want," he fired back, zipping up his pants and taking a step in retreat. God, how I hated him.


    "Fine. That’s fine, Devin," I replied, pulling myself together quickly. "Gabriel offered to escort me home. I’ll be more than happy to see what game he wants to play." I turned back to the mirror, fixing my smudged lipstick and lifting a brow. Devin showed no emotion whatsoever as he grabbed a towel, wiping the evidence of our kiss in the mirror off smoothly.


    "Suit yourself," he whispered before placing a tongue filled kiss on my back and leaving the room. I stood staring in the mirror. All those hours in the gym, all of those fucking fillers, creams, all of those months drinking lunch. What the hell was the point? I could fuck a man like Devin but I could never keep him. A man like Devin had the attention span of a gnat when it came to women. I was a fool to think I was the only one in our six months of dating. Not only was I fool enough not to know he was married, but I was also sharing him with other women, or so I was told when his wife confronted me.


    I didn’t have to question why I was still fucking him. I wanted him no matter how bad he was for me. I needed to feel the way he made me feel.


    And a part of me loved him...still.


    That made me a fool. It made me completely blind. I was lovesick and dickstruck. Judge away, but unless you’ve been the center of Devin McIntyre’s attention and the woman underneath him, you could never understand. Self-respect took a back seat to those few moments with that perfect cock. And before our relationship became only sexual, he’d had me convinced that he was much more than an amazing fuck.


    I took one last look in the mirror and made my way out of the bathroom where Gabriel was waiting for me. He was a prime definition of tall, dark and handsome, and I had every intention of carrying out my threat. I was tired of being the one who abstained for a man who no longer pretended to care.


    "Nina, you look beautiful," Gabriel offered as he lifted his arm at the elbow toward me.


    "Nina, a moment," I heard behind us. I couldn’t help my smirk as we both turned to face Devin.


    "Don’t keep her long, Devin." Gabriel winked at me as he kissed my hand and strode confidently down the hall. I watched him walk away then turned to Devin.


    "A bit dramatic, don’t you think?"


    "Get the fuck in here, now," he ordered as he walked into the room he came from, which looked to be an office.


    "I don’t think so," I countered, turning in Gabriel’s direction.


    "Nina." His voice was ice. As much as I wanted to stand my ground, I wanted him more. I took a tentative step in the room and was jerked inside.


    Last time, Nina, I promised myself.


    "You’re not fucking him," he hissed as he pulled my back to his front and gripped my breast, squeezing hard enough to bring tears to my eyes.


    "Why not?" I asked shakily.


    "You said please. I forgot my manners." He turned me around then lifted my skirt before pulling me with him to the couch where he sat down. He plucked my panties away easily and positioned my pussy next to his mouth so I was forced to straddle his seated body, my sex hovering over his face. With my hands braced on his shoulders, I watched as he buried his tongue inside of me, making me moan loudly. My whole body shuddered as I rode his face, his tongue taking me furiously with long vicious licks.


    "Oh, God," I cried as he sucked me greedily. "Fuck, Devin," I praised as he brought me close. I felt my release start just as he pulled away and beat furiously on his shoulders. Ignoring me, he pulled me over his lap face down, lifting my ass up to resume his lapping. I parted my lips, taking in all the air I could when I heard his zipper. My sex clenched at the noise, and seconds later, he was sliding his girth into me inch by inch, filling me from behind. I moaned loudly as he grabbed a handful of hair, pulling me off the couch and into his lap as he again sat, impaling me. Leaning back, his shoulder cradled my head, we both gasped for air as he sank deeper inside of me. He gripped my hips, pounding into me furiously while I pushed off his thighs with my hands to match his thrusts. Feeling completely full, I cried out in praise as he tore into me.


    "Nina," he breathed as he continued his assault. Turning my head, our eyes connected as I noticed the difference in his regard for me. His eyes had softened considerably, and for a brief moment, I saw the man who had first approached me nearly two years ago.


    Don’t look at them, Nina. He’s a liar.


    Devin leaned in to kiss me and I turned my head hastily to avoid the intimate connection. He gripped my throat in anger and squeezed. I came instantly, my limbs shaking uncontrollably until I went limp like a ragdoll.


    "Thank you," I murmured into his neck as I regained my senses.


    "Turn around and ride it," he hissed, his contempt for me returning.


    Ignoring my phone again, I took up residence in my favorite chair on the balcony that sat just outside my bedroom, listening to the waves roll in and the distant cries of beachgoers.


    Summer was approaching and I gave a small smile at the thought of wading through the waves. The familiarity of the act gave me a small amount of hope. I’d done it every year for as long as I could remember.


    Maybe I could be her again one day. Maybe I could be the woman who found pleasure in the little things, the woman who didn’t now crave corruption as a pastime, a woman capable of being nice to everyone.


    I had treaded too far out into a world I had no business entering. I had become part of a circle where genuine smiles were scarce and the sharpening of claws was a daily occurrence, an active participant in a soulless lifestyle that seemed to have no fucking point at all.


    Poor little rich girl, it’s lonely at the top.


    This was what people wanted? This was what I wanted?


    That night, on the verge of sleep, the words my songbird sang to me replayed in my mind.


    "Your misery makes you beautiful."
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    Sitting at my desk at home the next morning, I cringed when I opened the email from Devin. To my surprise, it was simply my typical morning report of my stock progression. He governed both my corporate and personal portfolios, but I had no intention of keeping it that way. I might’ve been hard up for his cock, but there was no way I would continue to give him the power to shit away my fortune if he was so inclined.


    Step One: Dissociate


    I wrote him back, requesting all my stocks be temporarily frozen and transferred to a new firm I had previously arranged. He would be forced to abide.


    And I knew this move would be the beginning of the end for me. My phone rang immediately.


    "What the fuck are you doing?" he hissed.


    "Listen to me carefully, Devin. You’ve made enough off of me. I want to be free of you...completely."


    The silence on his end of the line was deafening.


    I started to speak again, but the phone went dead. A knock at my door twenty minutes later had my heart pounding. I closed my robe tightly and looked through the peephole.


    Shit.


    "Open the fucking door, Nina. I can see your silhouette," he barked.


    I opened it quickly and he barreled past me.


    "Devin, listen..." I trailed off, realizing he had no right to be angry. We were over and had been for months. He had omitted a wife, and everything I’d thought about him was a lie.


    "What is your excuse?" He whirled on me suddenly.


    "I don’t need one. You’re the most dreadful bastard I’ve ever met. You knew I was new money and you took advantage and you won. You made a small fortune off of my investments. I won’t apologize for anything. I want nothing more to do with you. You need to leave."


    "I can afford to lose you, Nina, but why now?" I did my best not to look at him. Somewhere inside of me weakness lingered for him. But he’d come a hell of a long way from the man I met to the man standing before me. The memory of his mouth all over me less than twenty-four hours ago would have to wait.


    "I want to move on," I said quickly.


    "Your pussy is not my paycheck," he said, taking a step toward me. "It’s my pastime."


    "Well, find another pastime. I’m done. I should’ve washed my hands of this as soon as I found out about Eileen."


    "Always back to that." He took another step forward, the anger rolling off him in waves.


    "I know, how indecent of me to bring up your wife, forgive me," I snapped. He took another step toward me, his blue eyes blazing as he attempted to corner me. If he got close enough, we would be fucking in a matter of minutes. I walked toward my kitchen, putting the counter between us. He said nothing as his chest heaved. He looked genuinely hurt, which confused me, but I was too fed up to care.


    "Just what the hell were you thinking last night with that little stunt you pulled?" he asked carefully.


    I shrugged, feigning indifference, then changed the subject. "If you can afford to lose me then what is the big deal?"


    "I can’t watch—" he cut himself off.


    "Watch what...? My money?" I was certain that was the case; that I meant nothing to him. He’d spent the last few months proving that fact to me.


    I received no reply as he ran his hands through his hair, all the while silently assessing me.


    "So last night was a goodbye fuck?" he asked with no emotion on his face. I didn’t even recognize him anymore. Secretly I was hoping for some show of emotion, but I knew better.


    "Yes," I said quickly. "You may not have morals, but I’m trying to salvage what’s left of mine."


    He laughed bitterly as his brows rose. "If you aren’t mine to play with, you will be someone else’s. No one is going to take you seriously."


    "Wow, now you are insulting me. Seriously, Devin, is this really you?" I couldn’t believe his audacity. I crossed my arms over my chest, no longer willing to let his cool demeanor or my lingering feelings toward him get in the way of what had to be done. We were over.


    "I need a few days," he said, making his way toward the door.


    "No, I want you to do exactly as you’re told. Freeze it all … now. I will have my attorney on this within the next fifteen minutes," I threatened. He turned back to me and I walked in front of him to the door, my hand on the handle.


    "Nina, I’m asking you nicely here. I just need a couple of days," he pleaded.


    "I really don’t give a shit what you need, Devin. It’s done."


    He took a step toward me, his intention clear and evident in his pants. Our little exchange was turning him on. Either that or he thought he could manipulate me with sex. Not anymore.


    "Fuck you," I hissed, turning to open the door. He slapped his hand against it, stopping me, his body enclosing mine as he whispered in my ear. "What’s wrong, Nina? You want to be my Mrs.?"


    "Never," I said harshly. "I just want out Devin."


    "You’ll never be out, Nina."


    I braved a look into his dark blue eyes and saw that look again: soft eyes paired with a gentle voice. It looked like concern. This man confused me to no end. I braced myself for his clean scent, the familiarity stirring me. My nipples tightened as he stood still staring into my eyes. I mustered every last bit of resistance I had.


    "What do you want, Devin?" He continued to stare at me, leaving me completely confused because I was sure that I had no effect on him. Had I really been that weak? He leaned in and very gently brushed his lips across mine. It had been so long I’d almost forgotten how gentle he once was with me.


    "Please don’t...just don’t," I begged, my resolve slipping slightly. I forced myself to remember everything that had transpired since the fateful day I walked in on him and his wife.


    I can do this.


    Devin seemed to catch on. His hand slid down the door as he pushed away and released me.


    "Let yourself out, Devin. I have work to do," I snapped, tearing my eyes away, too exhausted to fight him further.


    He gripped my wrist and pulled me sharply to him. "Watch yourself, Nina."


    My lips parted in surprise. "What the hell is that supposed to mean?"


    "It means pay special attention to what you do next," he said quietly. "You want to be free of me, fine," he bit out as his fingers dug into my flesh. "But know you are on your own."


    "Get out of my house," I said with a shaky voice. His grip loosened and that look returned, the look that told me he cared; the deceptive look that led me to this place. I let him see the very last tear I hoped to shed over him and I felt his body visibly flinch though his face remained impassive.


    "Goodbye, Nina." He let go of me and quickly shut the door behind him. Tears threatened, but I was done. He had come into my life when I was vulnerable and looking for acceptance. At one time he had treated me better than any man ever had, fucked me harder, and kissed me longer. But I could only swallow so much poison before I got sick. And that’s exactly what Devin was: poison packaged in a gorgeous smile and a mouth-watering cock. Our beginning was false and our end was inevitable.


    I decided against working the rest of the afternoon, tasking my assistant Taylor with a long list of things that had to be addressed. Of all the people in my life, she had the last small part of trust I had to give. She worked tirelessly to keep me a legitimate force to be reckoned with. She had an MBA from Harvard, and instead of running her own empire, she had opted to help me run mine. She was a savior and a saint, showing endless patience with me when it came to the details. I was a college dropout without a clue, and she was a powerhouse, a wealth of knowledge, and I would do anything to keep her.


    In the last two years I’d attempted to remedy my complete lack of knowledge by paying attention to the details. Though I would never fully grasp the majority of it, I was getting there.


    "You sound sad," she noted on the phone. I looked up at the ceiling and took a deep breath.


    "I’m fine," I answered after a short pause.


    "Bullshit."


    I laughed at her candor. She was a straight shooter. I guess if I had a single friend left in the world it would have to be her, though we didn’t spend much time together on a social level. I pictured her now behind her desk, multiple monitors cued up, feeding her greed for information. Her beautiful red hair would be perfectly pinned up and her dress impeccable. Her phone lines were probably lit up with important calls as she ignored them to weigh my mood.


    One friend left in the world, and I paid her handsomely.


    With a deep sigh, I resigned to get back to business. "I’m fine, Taylor. It was time to take out the trash."


    "Aye, aye, and hear, hear! Finally!" She hated Devin with a passion.


    "I moved all the accounts to the Garrison firm. Please follow up and make sure it’s taken care of by day’s end."


    "Already on it," she said, typing at a sorcerer’s pace.


    "I never fully trusted him," I said under my breath.


    "You got out easy. It could have been so much worse," she said simply. "I’ll email you tonight."


    "Taylor, why do you stick with me?"


    She paused since my question was atypical. The first year of our relationship, I had kept it completely professional. The truth was, she had intimidated me a bit at first.


    "I’m not ready to gamble yet," she said after a beat. "Besides, I like to think we are in this together."


    "We are," I confirmed as my eyes burned with fresh tears. I needed to hear that more than she would ever know. She must have heard the emotion in my voice because shortly after she offered to come see me. Taylor rarely made house calls.


    "I’m fine, I swear. Hold it down for me, okay? I’ll be back to it soon. I want to go over the list of properties."


    "Oh, have something in mind?" she asked, sounding genuinely curious.


    "Not yet, but I’m thinking about it."


    "Talk soon. Proud of you, boss," she clipped out before hanging up.


    I quickly called my lawyer, and within an hour I received confirmation from Taylor that Devin had indeed complied with my demands. I would spend the next few weeks with my new firm, pouring over my holdings and real estate investments. I wanted to keep things simple, and although Devin used my money wisely, he had diversified me too broadly.


    A minute later I got an email. It was a list of the properties Devin’s investment firm had purchased with my permission. I looked at the list briefly, deciding to get back to it later. My heart wasn’t in it today.


    I wanted to be hands on. I had no desire to waste my days away at the spa or fake my way through luncheons with false smiles with friends I didn’t have.


    Once I was uncovered as Devin’s whore, I was kicked out of every circle I had so desperately weaseled my way into the last four years. Now free of Devin, I had nothing. I wasn’t sure exactly where to go from here, but anything was better than the life I was living.


    This wasn’t living. I was surviving.


    Making my way upstairs to shower and change, I felt my heart constrict once or twice, but refused to humor it. Once dressed in designer, loose fitting slacks and a tight fitting, bust-enhancing blouse, I reached for some pumps. As I was artfully applying my makeup, I was suddenly disgusted with the stranger reflected in the mirror. I went back into the closet, opting for jeans and a t-shirt.


    Watch yourself? What the hell did he mean by that?


    I brushed my long, dark brown hair and scrubbed my freshly painted face off. I settled for a light dusting of bronzer on my imitation tan, some lip gloss, and a layer of mascara to accentuate my gray-blue eyes.


    So this is thirty-one.


    Reaching for my favorite pair of Chucks, I picked them up then slid them on. Deciding to drive myself, I relieved Carson for the day. I needed to disappear. I needed a drink. I picked my most inconspicuous car, my Mercedes, and let the top down. It was one of those seventy-degree weather days, not a cloud in the sky. They weren’t a rarity in Charleston, but winter had lingered a bit too long. I reveled in the feel of the sun on my face as I drove over the two-mile Ravenel Bridge, observing the beautiful Charleston harbor with Sia singing in the background.


    I drove out to Folly Beach to get some much-needed space from my usual scenery. The circle I had just alienated myself from wouldn’t be caught dead here. Smiling to myself, I made my way down the busy Folly Road, delighting in the burst of new tourists who were bustling about, taking note of a few changes and recently opened storefronts. Breathing in deep, I caught a whiff of air from the vendor serving fresh boiled peanuts next to me. Folly was to me the essence of a little surfer town, with old school tourist shops at every corner. Local bars buzzed with live music as I drove past. The smells were heavenly wafting through the air. The strip seemed like a small carnival of color and texture.


    This was home.


    Pulling into the parking lot next to the Tides Hotel, I quickly made my way toward the strip. I walked a few minutes, noting the amount of bodies I had to dodge. Charleston was growing, no longer the hidden gem of my childhood. I stood and watched a young street performer tear up the saxophone like he had been playing for well beyond his years and clapped whole-heartedly when he was finished. I leaned in and gave him a large tip, refusing to put it in clear sight. He took the money and shoved it in his pocket with a smile, not realizing the size of it. I winked knowing that later he would get a decent surprise out of it.


    I walked into The Mystic bar and quickly took a stool. Having never been there, I noted the cool atmosphere. There was a small stage in the corner with room enough for a small crowd on the dance floor. The bar top itself was shaped oddly and took up the entirety of the rest of the space. It was the longest bar counter I had ever seen, starting at the entrance and leading in a series of waves out to the dance floor with stools on either side. The bartender smiled at me as I looked around. Somehow it worked. He took my order and I continued to look around as I waited for my drink.


    "Wow," I said as he handed me my Blue Moon with an orange slice.


    "Yeah, it’s different," he said then chuckled.


    "Your place?" I asked as I noticed the color scheme of navy, light gray, purple, white and lime green. Four floor to ceiling lava lamps cast dancing shadows around the bar, creating a glow that surrounded the space. Plants were strewn out everywhere. It looked like I had wondered into a pothead’s paradise. All that was missing was the incense.


    "No, not mine," he answered. I looked up at him and he was grinning at me. He tapped his fingers on the bar and quickly offered up, "Dave, holler if you need me."


    With a smile, I thanked him before giving him a twenty, waving my hand when he offered change. He was young, maybe early twenties, with blond hair and blue eyes. I was sure when he wanted to hold a woman’s attention he was more than capable. The bar was practically empty, but it was only 3 P.M. on a Tuesday. The majority of the patrons seemed to be on vacation by the way they were talking. I tuned them out to listen to the music playing. I sighed and took a long sip of my ice-cold beer. Delicious.


    No matter how familiar I was with this city, there was always something new popping up. I settled in at three beers and noted the music being played was an amazing mix of old school and new stuff that I enjoyed.


    When my next beer was served, I asked Dave to turn up the music.


    "What station is this?"


    "It’s the owners mix," he said. When he registered my appreciation, he agreed. "I know, he’s got incredible taste and has playlists for days. It never gets old."


    I smiled and accepted my beer before passing him another twenty. He raised his brows at me quickly. "You sure? I mean, I appreciate it, but you’ve tipped me enough to drink for days."


    Ah, a good guy too. I’d have to tip him more.


    "Yes, I’m sure. I’m on the last day of my vacation," I lied. "I didn’t spend nearly as much as I’d saved."


    "Cool, thank you, really." He seemed relieved. It’s amazing what money could do.


    "Where are you from?" A voice sounded behind me. Shit. I really didn’t want to have to deal with this. I decided to handle it quickly as the stranger slipped into the chair next to me to await my reply.


    "I’m really not in the mood for company," I countered as I took him in. He was decent looking, a good build with dark brown hair and a big smile, but I immediately brushed him off. "I’m sorry to seem so curt, but I just came to relax."


    "You don’t have to do it alone," he said quickly.


    "It’s my preference," I assured him, my tone growing impatient. He nodded, still holding his smile though it didn’t reach his eyes before wandering off. Four beers quickly turned into six as I watched the bar grow darker around me, all the while entranced by the lava forming and shifting in the large lamps. Realizing I was buzzed, I ordered a few things off their limited menu to try to sober up in lieu of calling Carson for my car. For some reason, I wanted to keep up my rouse to my new bartender friend Dave, and didn’t want to break the illusion by being picked up in my town car. I was someone else today. No longer Nina Scott, successful entrepreneur. I was just Nina.


    As the night continued on, the bar grew more crowded and I found it harder to avoid unwanted conversation. Making my way to a small table in the corner next to the stage, I watched a trio of men in my age range set up their instruments. The stage was dark as they tested their sound. When I realized I was sitting next to a speaker, I moved to gather my food as the first strum of a guitar rang through it. I looked up to see the stage light and knew my gasp was audible when I saw the man in front of the microphone. He was nothing short of drop dead gorgeous. I cleared my throat, trying to mask the fact I was choking on the carrot covered in hummus I had just taken a bite of.


    "Check one...two." He nodded at the band and they started playing at his cue. Reaching for the fresh beer Dave had just dropped off, I quickly downed it as I tried to pull myself together. I looked through my glass at the man mere feet from me as he started to play.


    Jesus...Jesus! Sweet Jesus, he was beautiful! His body was toned and his white t-shirt and cargo shorts clung to him like they worshipped him, a pair of well-worn Chucks completing his outfit. His slightly long, blond hair was styled in a spikey mess. I let my eyes drift over his perfectly sculpted tan calves, slowly up to his muscular arms gripping his guitar. A leather cuff decorated one wrist and what looked to be a half sleeve tattoo adorned the other, partially hidden by the arm of his t-shirt. My eyes drifted up further to his neck and I could see the strain as he began to sing.


    That voice. I knew it. I sat frozen in complete and utter shock as he began to belt out an old Pretender’s song that I loved.


    God, help me.


    Closing my eyes, I downed the rest of my beer as Dave approached with another round.


    "A shot, anything, something …" I trailed off as the voice and amber eyes focused on my table. "Strong, Dave," I said as I averted my eyes. Dave chuckled as he noticed me visibly crumble.


    Who knew I was a groupie?


    "Dave." I stopped him as he started to walk off. "Who is that?"


    "That’s Aiden, the owner," he said, nodding in his direction.


    "Don’t look at him!" I said, quickly forgetting myself. The bar was still slightly empty and I couldn’t stop staring at the stage. I felt my cheeks flame.


    For fuck’s sake, Nina!


    Dave took in my expression. "He plays on Tuesdays and Thursdays."


    "Oh, um, cool," I tried to add with an air of nonchalance, even though it was anything but. Every word sung put me in a trance as I watched his skillful fingers pluck at the strings. After several minutes, I braved another look at his face. Luckily, he was roaming the bar with his eyes before closing them as he sang. When he reopened them, they met mine and I grabbed my beer again, needing a distraction.


    So much for sobering up.


    He gazed down at me with eyes the color of freshly kindled flames. I’d never seen eyes of that color and was immediately transfixed by the fire smoldering within them. His face was perfect, cut from a cloth the likes of which I had never seen. The small amount of stubble on his jaw suited his style. He smiled at me then, causing my beer to slip out of my hands before landing loudly on the table. I corrected it quickly, managing to keep it from spilling. He smirked then looked away, working the filling bar with ease. He seemed completely comfortable in his skin, making me wonder what that must feel like. I took in his long lashes as he again closed his eyes, harmonizing effortlessly over the chords.


    Dave delivered my shot and I downed it without hesitation before handing him a stack of twenties.


    "Look, I really can’t keep taking these insane tips," he said, attempting to push the cash back into my hand. I nodded absently, taking the money back without argument. I had no time to talk. I was busy...lusting after a guy singing at a bar.


    What the hell, woman?


    Quickly coming to my senses, I turned to Dave who seemed confused by my behavior.


    "I was a bartender a long time ago. This is a good day for you. Take it," I said sternly, dismissing him as I grabbed my phone to alert Carson that I would in fact need him. I set my phone down, ignoring the two missed calls from my mother. I was in no mood to listen to her rants, choosing instead to do the responsible thing and finish my plate as the band started a new song: Nirvana’s "Heart Shaped Box."


    Aiden...I wanted him.


    When he finished the song, he thanked Dave, who handed him a beer. I watched the entire performance, mesmerized as he wrapped his full lips around countless melodies I adored. His set was a mix much like the music played in the bar, a mingling of everything old and new with some songs I assumed were his. I loved every single thing that was played. The music seemed to drag people into the bar, but when the female patrons noticed the man singing, their reactions were always the same: a dropped mouth and increased proximity to the stage. I chuckled at my stupidity. This man probably got ass on the regular from any woman of his choosing. The whole situation seemed ridiculous and sobering.


    Yeah, Nina, you’ve officially hit bottom.


    I got up suddenly, refusing to entertain my stupidity any longer, and walked over to the bar, handing Dave one last tip. He shook his head in exasperation, while thanking me profusely. At least one of us would go home smiling.


    As I walked out of the bar, I felt foolish, my heart pounding and my face heated from the alcohol. I’d asked Carson to pick me up in his personal car to keep heads from turning and was about to slip in when I heard that lethal voice.


    "Wait, excuse me."


    Turning toward the source, I saw Aiden was fast approaching me, and I had to fight to keep my mouth from dropping open.


    "Hi, you left your phone on the table in the bar," he said with a smile. The man was devastating up close. I couldn’t help the lightening streaking through my every limb, making me even more aware of my attraction.


    "You were playing," I said, sounding confused.


    "Yeah, well, they still are," he chuckled. He held my phone out for me. His voice was deep, and tickled all my senses. I grabbed my phone as he held it out to me and could feel my limbs growing weaker.


    Nina! Get it together.


    All I could think about was fucking him, him hovering above me, my legs wrapped tightly around him as his amber eyes burned a hole through me as I moaned beneath him. I wanted to say something about his voice, to compliment him, but I couldn’t help my verbal outburst.


    "I think about fucking," I said sincerely.


    Oh...my...God.


    His eyes grew wide and he burst out laughing as I attempted to keep the vomit from erupting out of me.


    Shaking my head quickly, I tried to deny the words I had just spoken. I chose my next words carefully as he stood with his hands in his pockets and a huge smile on his face, still laughing softly.


    "I don’t quite know what to say to that."


    There was no rock to crawl under, and absolutely no way this conversation was going any further. At least he didn’t know my name.


    "I’ve had a lot to drink," I offered, the humiliation in my face burning. "What I meant to say is, I think you’re fucking amazing, really. Your voice is incredible. Excuse me, good night," I managed, stopping Carson from exiting the car by opening the passenger door. He stared at me oddly but stayed put.


    "Don’t leave," Aiden said quickly, holding the door open for me as I got in. He looked at the older Carson with a question in his eyes, but didn’t ask.


    "Seriously, your band is in there without a front man," I said with a smile. I saw a few girls clamoring out of the bar, disappointed until they noticed Aiden in front of my car. They turned on their heels and headed back in, making me laugh. I nodded over his shoulder as he smiled wide at my sudden laughter. "I really think you are needed back in the bar."


    "Let me buy you a drink," he said before I could close the door.


    "I’m all set. Goodnight," I said, closing the door. Carson drove away while I looked in the rearview to see Aiden looking at the car, perplexed, as he slowly walked back into the bar.


    "Interesting evening, Ms. Scott?" Carson asked, amused.


    "Carson, how long have you been married?" I asked, changing the subject. Never in my life, not even at my most vulnerable point, had I ever screwed up my verbiage so badly.


    "Thirty-seven years, ma’am," he answered without hesitation.


    "Wow, impressive," I said with a smile. We sat in silence for a few minutes before my stomach started rumbling loudly. I turned to Carson with sudden excitement. "I haven’t eaten a carb in two years. Take me to Wendy’s."


    Carson looked at me with surprise.


    "Wendy’s!" I ordered enthusiastically with my fist in the air.


    "Yes, ma’am," he replied with a chuckle.


    "Sorry to burden you on your night off," I apologized sheepishly. "You can take tomorrow."


    "Oh, that’s alright. Wasn’t in the mood for a TIVO’ed marathon of Dancing with the Stars," he said, letting me know I had saved him the trouble of arguing with his wife on what to watch.


    "Married life, I remember that," I said, recalling fondly just the simple act of watching TV with Ryan when we were first married. That seemed light years ago.


    Maybe I should just get away from Charleston for a while. I had already been to every single bucket list destination I’d wanted to visit. I hadn’t exactly been a world explorer, but I had seen enough to be satisfied.


    "If I may say, Miss, you seem...off," he said.


    "Carson, I’m so screwed up," I conceded, "and it’s more than a beer or two. I don’t know what the hell to do. My old life disappeared and my new one doesn’t suit me, either. I’m not sure where I belong anymore." I didn’t know why I was confiding in Carson. Maybe I just needed to verbalize the truth.


    He glanced over at me as if he understood, but stayed silent for several moments.


    "Maybe I should take a trip," I muttered absently.


    "You’ll end up back home," he said, taking the turn into Wendy’s. I understood what he was trying to say: my issues would still be waiting for me when I got back. Instead of answering, I opted for clapping in excitement.


    "The biggest, I mean biggest cheeseburger possible. Fries. Large, Carson." I tapped on his shoulder excitedly. Why had I denied myself for so long? "And a big ass frosty! Yes! And whatever you want!" I couldn’t believe my excitement at ordering fast food. When we got to the window, I checked my pockets, realizing I had given Dave all my cash and that my credit cards were in my soon to be towed car.


    Shit.


    "This one is on me, Miss," Carson said with humor as he grabbed the bag then handed the cashier a twenty.


    Yep, it’s amazing what money could do.
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    I moaned, still buzzed, and completely fascinated with my cheeseburger. I groaned minutes later when my feast was finished. My phone rang as I walked into my house and I answered, not bothering to look at the caller ID in my carb stupor, then heard my mother’s voice.


    "Hey, Ninabelle, how are you?"


    "Mom, I’m tied up in a meeting, can I call you tomorrow?" I asked, feeling bad for my lie, and quickly adding, "Everything okay? Dad okay?"


    "Yes, baby, we’re fine. We miss you," she said sadly, tugging at my heart.


    "Let’s do lunch on Friday. I’ll take you both," I offered.


    "Your father has a tee off time around lunch, but I can come." I knew it was bullshit. She didn’t want him to come, plain and simple. I would have to make a point to spend time with him separately.


    "Okay, I’ll pick you up, and call before I come," I said, adding an I love you before hanging up. Drunk on the phone with mom and lusting after a bar band, front man...what a day! I laughed as I undressed and crawled into bed in just my underwear, reveling in the ridiculously comfortable sheets.


    My phone rang again from my bedside table, but this time I hit ignore, freezing in place when I looked at the screen.


    Missed Call: Aiden.


    Slick.


    I couldn’t help the slow smile that graced my lips, or the quickening of my heart.


    A text came through a few moments later.


     


    Aiden: You ignored my call. That’s just wrong. You wouldn’t even have that phone if it wasn’t for me.


     


    Sitting up, I crossed my legs Indian style as I contemplated whether or not to call him back. Just that morning I had rid myself of a man who had been just as tempting. The pain that shot through my chest was enough to make me drop my phone, and I swallowed the lump that was threatening to emerge. I had cried for months over Devin. I had just freed myself.


    Climbing out of bed, I turned off the lights and opened the door to my balcony, listening to the now familiar and soothing sound of the waves. It was just cool enough to keep me sated. Half an hour later, I once again lay in bed, but sleep would not come and I sat up, staring at my phone. Aiden may be nothing like the bastard I had just freed myself from, but I learned a long time ago I didn’t have to have a Mr. Forever. It made absolutely no sense whatsoever for me to deny myself. Devin sure as hell hadn’t shed a single tear over me. Aiden could be a welcomed distraction from my aching heart. Deciding not to dwell on a simple text, I typed a short reply then hit send.


     


    Nina: Sorry, I was on a call.


     


    I exhaled and sat back, waiting to see if he would respond. What the hell was I doing? Moving on, I guess?


     


    Aiden: I have to know your name.


    Nina: Why?


    Aiden: Come on, it’s a name. I already have your number.


    Nina: Well it wasn’t given to you.


    Aiden: I only had time to program mine in and text myself. I didn’t have time to snoop around. But I will track you down.


    Nina: There were at least twenty females in there tonight willing to give you more than their number. I’m sure they would be happy to give you their name and chant yours over and over.


    Aiden: I saw you yesterday at the beach and then tonight at my bar. Are you sure you aren’t one of those women?


     


    I knew I had heard that voice. My songbird, of course!


     


    Nina: Nina


    Aiden: Finally. For someone who thinks about fucking you sure are hard pressed to give up your name.


    Nina: Funny.


    Aiden: Where are you? It’s only ten o’clock.


    Nina: In bed, safe, thank you, and very comfortable.


    Aiden: Come see me on Thursday.


     


    I laughed. This man really thought he had game.


     


    Nina: I’ll think about it.


    Aiden: You should...you know, after you’re done thinking about fucking.


     


    I laughed out loud again.


     


    Nina: Are you going to let that go?


    Aiden: I’ll think about it. See you Thursday, naughty girl.


     


    Cocky too, nice.


    And for a few minutes before I drifted to sleep I did think about fucking. Those eyes, those amazing eyes and that voice...But those eyes, they weren’t orange but...amber, the color of a low lit fire. His lips were perfectly plumped symmetry, and his smile was insanely boyish, yet his body language screamed all man. My God, just looking at that man had me completely unraveled. I felt giddy and excited, having butterflies for the first time...well, since Devin.


    I immediately wished I hadn’t texted him.


    It was just word play. It meant nothing.


    But that voice, it had a hint of southern drawl and was so deep, not baritone, but just right. Up close, he had strong features, and was so completely beautiful. Way too flawless. I needed to find one. Next time I saw him, I would make sure to find one.


    Next time?


    I prayed for sleep to take me. Then I prayed harder that Devin was in some strange universe, sad about the end of us, though I knew better. Was I that insignificant? My husband shed me so easily. Then a man who I’d been screwing for the better part of a year didn’t care enough about me to say one word to keep our fucked up arrangement going.


    I let the tears finally fall, exhausting myself. That’s what I had to do to finally get some sleep.
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    Wow, it had been a while since I’d been hung over. I sure as shit could not get away with drinking so much anymore. I cursed as my doorbell rang then answered it in my soft suit of sweats.


    "Wow," Taylor said, quickly pushing past me with two coffees and a paper bag in hand.


    "Taylor, I told you I was fine," I said, turning to look at her after shutting the door.


    "Why don’t you have a butler or something?" she asked as she rounded my kitchen counter and pulled up a stool.


    "I like my privacy," I said, taking the cup she offered as I approached her. I had a service come once a week, but my choice to have a house this size without a staff was out of pure paranoia. Devin and I were very indiscreet sexually and often we would meet in my home. I was too afraid we would have an audience.


    Don’t have to worry about that now. And now my house is tainted.


    "Well, I figured when we got off the phone you would hit the bottle hard." She chuckled as she slathered cream cheese on a bagel before taking a bite. She pushed the bag toward me and I cringed.


    "No thanks," I said, taking a large sip of my tasteless, non-fat latte.


    "You know the saying to get over one man you need to get under another?" Taylor said, absently sipping her latte as she eyed my reaction.


    I smiled and shook my head in astonishment. "Is that what works for you?" I asked, curious.


    "There is absolutely nothing a man can do for me but get me off, and even then he has to contend with me on quality, because I can do that for myself as well." She winked. I stood there open mouthed as she laughed before taking another sip of her coffee.


    "Wow, you’ve never been attached?" I asked, completely awestruck.


    "I’ve never met my equal, but I look for him," she said in a tone, as if to dismiss the conversation. "Now, I would love to tell you that I will leave you in your misery, but besides the obvious suicide watch, I am here on business." She opened a large folder and pulled out a stack of papers requiring my signature, eliciting a frustrated groan from me.


    We spent the better part of the day pouring over it. I never signed a damn thing I didn’t fully understand.


    After Taylor left, I lay in bed the rest of the day, telling myself that it wasn’t a pity party, that I was simply recovering from a horrific hangover.


    I no longer had lunch at the anchor club on Thursdays. I no longer had Fridays at the Preservation Society. There would be no charity functions to collaborate on. And though I had dreaded most of those events, I now had a completely clear social calendar and nothing to look forward to.


    Well, maybe one thing.


     


    Aiden: See you tomorrow. Any requests?


     


    Aiden.


    I fell asleep with a smile on my face.
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    The next morning, I awoke feeling refreshed and renewed. I spent an hour in my own personal hell—the gym—working off the prior evening’s indulgence. I had worked incredibly hard on my body the last three years, losing twenty pounds and toning it into a figure I was proud of. It was one habit I refused to part with, and though I hated every minute, I loved the results.


    Around nightfall I slipped into a sexy, light blue, slink dress and matching heeled sandals after spending a large amount of time lathering my skin in clean smelling moisturizer. I left my hair down in soft waves, dusted my eyes with a smoky, dark brown shadow, and finished with a simple clear gloss.


    Walking into the bar, I was a complete and utter bundle of nerves as soon as I heard Aiden’s voice. He was singing Eric Clapton’s "Layla." I made it a point not to look at him as I walked in, taking the closest seat to the entrance and glancing up to see Dave.


    "Decide to stay a little longer?" Dave asked with a smile, though his eyes raked me with inappropriate appreciation.


    I did wear this dress.


    "Something like that," I said absently. He turned to pour my draft and I shook my head quickly. "How about a vodka, soda with a lime, please."


    "Sure thing." He looked at me oddly, as if he wasn’t seeing the same person. That made two of us. After taking two very big sips of my drink, my eyes wandered to the stage. Aiden was sitting on a stool playing guitar, and completely surrounded by eager women. As soon as I drank in his black, long sleeved, cuffed shirt, dark jeans, and motorcycle boots, my eyes shot up to his face. He was staring dead at me as he sang. I smiled and drained my drink, letting the hard liquor soothe my nerves.


    I could think of worse reasons to overindulge on drink, but I decided enough was enough and kept my eyes on him. I wasn’t some teenage girl with a crush.


    I was Nina fucking Scott, whoever that might have been.


    When he had done a complete number on the women in front of him, he approached me where I sat at the bar without hesitation, grabbing the beer Dave offered.


    "Nina," he said as he appraised me before taking a sip. "I vow to be a perfect gentlemen, but your dress tells me to act otherwise."


    "Is that a compliment?" I asked with a grin.


    "Well, you had to have seen what you look like before you left the house," he said, leaning in close. He smelled like heaven: a heady mix of clean man, his own special scent. My body responded instantly though I had been trained over the last few years to hide it well. "What are your intentions with me?" he asked in a whisper.


    I leaned back, taking in the soft platinum, spiky tips of his hair, his scruffy chin, and perfect lips before losing myself in the intensity of his eyes. This man was walking sex.


    "You assume too much," I said coyly, tilting my head and staring at the stool beside me. He shook his head quickly.


    "Drink up, we aren’t staying." He motioned to Dave who nodded. I reached into my purse to grab some money and Aiden put his hands on mine. "Don’t insult me." The feel of his hands had me jerking my head up to look up at him. He was much closer now and I felt my sex twitch.


    For fuck’s sake!


    "Okay," I replied softly. His answering smile had me trying my best to not slide off the stool.


    "Okay." He leaned in closer. "That was most definitely a compliment on your dress. And to think you had me at jeans and a t-shirt." He leaned back as my lips parted. His eyes brightened with my smile and I realized he was still holding my hands resting on my purse. He pulled one close to his face and kissed it softly, caressing it with both of his before setting it back down.


    "Let’s go." He gestured as I stood up.


    We walked to the Tides Hotel and were immediately seated in the restaurant, BLU. I was sure he thought this was impressive to me, and I played the part as we both ordered without difficulty.


    "So, Dave said you were on vacation. Where are you from?"


    Aha! He thought I was just some tourist he could have a fling with. Perfect!


    "And if you lie to me right now, I’ll know it," he said quickly.


    "What do you mean?" I asked, confused.


    "Your area code is 843, Nina. It’s a Charleston area code," he said, watching my reaction carefully.


    Shit.


    "So, I guess the question is," he said, gripping his beer, "why did you lie to my bartender?"


    "I..." I looked down at my napkin, folding it over and over, then braved a look back at him. He frowned, stilling my hands.


    "I lied," I said, meeting his fiery gaze across the table.


    "Okay," he said, lifting the last part of the word and awaiting further explanation.


    "The reason is completely ridiculous," I said, grabbing my wine and taking a sip. "I just...for one day wanted to be someone else, that’s all. God, it sounds sad, doesn’t it? Anyway, I never planned on coming back to your bar."


    "But you did for me," he said with a confident smile. "I like that, little liar." He dropped the subject then and I breathed out a sigh of relief. I stared at him, my own curiosity getting the best of me.


    "Why are you singing in a bar?" I asked, then apologized quickly when I realized how demeaning the question came across. "I mean, not that there is anything wrong with it. It’s just that you could be on a real stage somewhere. You could be really successful at it." He smirked before taking a bite of his perfectly cooked steak as I awaited his reply.


    "I had the chance once. I passed it up." He didn’t seem upset at all about that fact in the slightest. Wow.


    "Well, I’ve never heard a voice quite like yours," I said, forking a bite of fish.


    "Maybe you just like me," he said, dismissing his talent. I looked up to find him watching me.


    "Maybe you are putting the cart before the horse," I said slyly. "Are we on a date?"


    "I certainly hope so," he said with ‘isn’t it obvious’ humor.


    "Well, what are your intentions with me?" I asked boldly, putting my fork down and matching his steady gaze.


    "Not sure yet, but when I know, Nina, you will too," he said seriously. After paying for the bill, he grabbed my hand and led me to the tiki bar adjacent to the restaurant then steered me down towards the sand. He bent over, removing my sandals then held them in one hand as he laced our fingers together with the other.


    We walked in silence for a few minutes until we reached the edge of the water. The moon was only half full as we strolled through the chilly sea foam.


    We walked and talked for what seemed like hours and I spoke freely about who I was before I became a millionaire, blood-seeking adulteress. We talked a lot about music and our preferences, and I told him how impressed I had been with his bar playlist. He kept our hands firmly clasped as we made our way back toward Tides.


    "So, divorced?" he said sadly, as if he knew the pain I’d gone through.


    "Yes, but it was really for the best," I said, trying to hide the effect of his thumb sliding over the top of my hand.


    "Then why are you so sad, Nina?" he asked as he turned to me, his hands stroking my bare shoulders.


    "I’m not...sad. Or if I seem to be...I’m fine, really."


    "Why am I so comfortable with you?" he asked, his back toward the water. He peered down at me while towering over me, and I damn near gasped at the hunger in his eyes. "Everything in me wants to take your mouth, stroke it with my tongue, snap that dress off with my fingers and bury myself inside of you, but something else is telling me not to."


    Holy...Mary...Mother of God! Please listen to the first voice of reason.


    "I’m not sad," I repeated.


    "You’ll have to convince me," he said, reaching in to stroke my chin and lips. I kissed the tips of his fingers and saw him visibly inhale. I no longer felt like talking. Leaning up on the tips of my toes, I brushed my lips against his. He leaned in to kiss me further, but I stopped him with a hand on his chest.


    "Thank you for dinner, Aiden. But I don’t have to convince you of shit." I heard his laughter as he followed behind me on the walk back to the hotel. I stomped through the sand, certain it was Devin’s voice I had just heard demanding that I adhere to him. Another arrogant man, who assumed I would bend to his will.


    Well, fuck that.


    "Nina, stop," he said, still chuckling. "God, you are a pain in the ass already." He laughed, picking me up so I was cradled against him. "Hard to get your name, lying, and now you’re making me chase you...again," he added as he hugged me to him.


    I pushed at his chest again and swung my legs down. I was forced to look up into his beautiful face to confront him, but I would not let it sway me. "Let me make something perfectly clear to you. A pretty face and good fuck, I’ve grown immune to those as a way of manipulation. So you might want to do yourself a favor and save yourself the trouble."


    "Wow," he said animatedly, and with a hint of a smile on his lips.


    "I know how I sound right now, but I’m serious, Aiden. If you can’t show me something different, treat me differently, I’m walking. I don’t need some demanding horse’s ass telling me what to think, how to feel, and when to come."


    There you are Nina fucking Scott!


    He charged me, backing me up against a post underneath the pier before clamping his hand over my mouth. I uselessly fought him as he whispered in my ear.


    "I have a filthy fucking mind, Nina, and I won’t apologize for it. The possibilities are endless when I look at you and your ridiculous body. I want you." He ground his hips into me so I felt his erection. "It would seem right now you have all the power." I closed my eyes, trying to stifle my moan as he continued. "But I won’t let you ruin an almost perfect first date because of what some asshole did before me. I’m not him." I opened my eyes as he lifted his hand, still holding our bodies tightly together. "I will most definitely never tell you when to come. I won’t have to," he rasped out as his breath hit my neck. My entire body molded to his as I slumped against the post, all of the fight in me exhausted.


    "And I haven’t even kissed you...yet," he said, feathering his fingers through my hair then cupping the back of my head. "Tell me, Nina, when is the last time a man made love to you?"


    I laughed nervously as my heart pounded in my chest, his lips a whisper away from mine.


    "I thought so," he said before brushing his lips over mine. He pulled away then grabbed my hand, and I immediately felt the loss of his body and groaned inwardly.


    It took me the length of a football field to find my voice. "What would have made this date perfect? You said it was almost perfect."


    He chuckled. "Out of all that, that’s what you ask me?"


    I shrugged as we got to the parking lot. He turned to me and said, "I was pretty disappointed you don’t like Rush. Seriously a great band."


    I laughed loudly as he put his arm around me, walking me back to his club.


    "I have another set in about twenty minutes. Will you stay?" he asked, sounding hopeful, as we stood outside the entrance.


    I almost answered yes, but didn’t want to see women ogle him. I wanted to keep the intimacy of belonging to him for just one night a bit longer.


    "I have a long day tomorrow. My vacation is officially over." I could see his disappointment and it thrilled me.


    "Hey, I never actually asked you what it is you do," he said, taking a step forward and placing his hands on my hips.


    "I cater to the wealthy. I feed their greed," I said with disgust.


    "Wow, that seems like a far shittier job than singing in a bar," he chuckled.


    I opened my mouth to apologize again but he silenced me with his finger, then replaced it with another infuriating brush of his lips. When we separated, I was panting, and disappointed, while he wore a satisfied smirk.


    "If I kiss you, Nina, I won’t be able to stop." I looked around the busy street with an eyebrow raised. "I don’t think you would get away with that here."


    "Should I be flattered you want to kiss me, or do you want to test my theory and be fucked in the street?" he asked, smiling wickedly.


    Wow.


    "Goodnight, Aiden."


    "Goodnight, Nina." He leaned in, running his hands up my back and gripping my neck with his fingers, stroking the skin softly. I was instantly warm. He did this for several seconds before leaning in one last time and giving me that same chaste kiss. When he pulled away, he said nothing and simply smiled before turning to head into the bar.


    I had no idea what I was expecting, but I certainly got a lot more than I bargained for.


    And I wanted more.
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    "Well, this is beautiful," my mother noted as we stepped out of the car to make our way out onto the rooftop at the Pavilion bar. I quickly ordered a mojito, officially declaring myself an alcoholic. I’d had a drink every day this week.


    "I can’t believe you’ve never been up here," I lied, knowing my mother had been in hiding the better part of her life. I took in her expensive designer dress and perfectly manicured hair and was happy that the latter part of her life had changed because of my success.


    "Nope, not once," she said, taking in the three hundred and sixty degree view of Charleston. We made small talk as we ordered lunch and I was working on my fourth mojito when she decided to drop a bomb on me. "I’m glad you made time for me¸ honey. I wanted to talk to you."


    Shit. I just wanted to eat my salad, drink some rum then leave. Come on, Mom!


    "I’m divorcing your father," she said, staring at me as if weighing my reaction. I sat, mouth gaping, as the sun began to burn the crown of my head.


    "Can we get an umbrella?" I shrieked at the empty hole in the center of our table. The waiter stared at me as if I was insane before turning to retrieve one.


    "Ninabelle, listen, I haven’t been happy for some time," she said.


    "Trust me, Mom, you have made everyone aware," I said dryly. My poor father, this would crush him.


    "Don’t take that tone with me," she snapped viciously. I simply nodded, knowing there was no winning this argument. She was the victim, always the victim. I slurped my drink, my anger building.


    "I won’t buy you another house and you are not forcing my father out of his," I warned.


    "And why is that, because I am finally trying to make myself happy?" she hissed.


    "I’m not your meal ticket, Mom. I set you both up for the rest of your life. Make it work," I said, placing my card on the table for the bill.


    "Why are you doing this to me?" she asked softly, trying to keep her voice weak so I would be sympathetic.


    "No, Mom, why are you doing this to Dad? He’s put up with your abuse for years just to be able to stay married to you. Now because you finally have nothing to blame him for, you want to leave him? I solved your damn problem." She gaped at me as I greedily sucked any remaining alcohol from my ice cubes.


    Numb. Numb. Numb.


    "I will not finance this divorce," I said, resolute.


    "Fine," she said, closing down on me the way she always had.


    "What happened to you?" I said, staring at her. She simply looked at me blankly. "I remember who you were before you became obsessed with money, and you were a cool lady." My mother stared at me for a beat before she burst into tears. I looked around us, horrified.


    "Mom, I’m sorry, but you have got to stop this. You are the parent."


    She refused to look at me as I threw my arm around her shoulder, leading her to the elevator. She cried the entire way back to her house while I apologized profusely. I knew better than to pick her up. Our relationship had soured years ago, and even more so when the calls started coming in about what I could "do" for her. It made me resent my money all the more.


    She refused to acknowledge me when she exited the car. That’s when I knew I was in for it. She rarely forgave me easily. Her love wasn’t unconditional, and I had just purposely provoked her. I cursed my stupidity for the wrath I would be forced to endure. I would forever be sorry for hurting her, but not for what I said. My father deserved better. I may just give her what she wanted after all to save him from any more suffering.


    I put my head in my hands in defeat as Carson drove away.


    Fuck. My. Life!


    My phone vibrated and I looked at it, praying for a distraction.


     


    Aiden: Plans today?


     


    I couldn’t help my smile at my answered prayer. Then I thought about the state I was in. I had already unleashed on him unnecessarily. He didn’t deserve to have to deal with it again.


     


    Nina: I’d make poor company. Another time?


    Aiden: 2001 Palmetto Way. Half an hour.


     


    I smiled as I gave Carson the address. I didn’t give a crap about appearances. I wanted to drink in those amber eyes, hear his chuckle. I simply wanted him.


    Pulling out my mirror, I fixed the smudges beneath my eyes and smoothed down my one-piece, black silk pantsuit. I had on killer heels that wrapped around the cuffs. I was dressed for execution, and that was my plan. I wanted this man. I’d spent the better part of my morning fantasizing about him. I was less than satisfied with my whisper of a kiss.


    We pulled up to a large beach house about forty-five minutes later. There was no way around Carson pulling up in my town car. I’d told Aiden I catered to the rich. I could easily say the car was borrowed. My wealth should have no bearing on our dating, but I wasn’t ready to come clean just yet.


    Yeah, Nina, believe that lie all you want.


    His home was beautiful, though it was far more modest than mine. I admired it immediately. It had much more of an ethereal feel. It was surrounded by palm trees and what looked like a private walk to the beach. I climbed his porch steps and shooed Carson away, making sure he was out of sight before knocking.


    As soon as I knocked, the door opened. Aiden was standing, bare chested, and in swim trunks, his confusion clear as he took in my appearance. I was equally as stunned seeing the sleeve of tattoos that covered his right shoulder and most of his arm. It looked like half of a suit of armor. After a minute of appraisal, he smiled warmly.


    "Hi," he said, ushering me inside.


    "Hi, back," I flirted.


    I looked around as he closed the door. The house was tastefully decorated in dark woods and pale accent colors, similar to mine. It was nice, far too nice for a bar owner. My curiosity was piqued, but I refused to pry, praying secretly for the same courtesy.


    "I was just about to make margaritas. I didn’t know if you would show," he said, grabbing my hand and leading me into his spacious kitchen. He had a door open and I could hear the waves as I noted the spectacular view. The kitchen was slightly messy and had that lived in look.


    Now this was a home.


    I noted Lenny Kravitz singing "Again" from his docked iPod. Aiden watched me carefully from across the counter as I picked it up, scrolling through his library. I loved every single song he had programmed. After placing it back on the docking station, I turned up the volume a little.


    I shook my head and looked up to him with a smile. "It’s uncanny. It’s like you know exactly what I love."


    "Does it make you nervous?" he said with a smile. I opened my mouth to answer, but he started the blender. I made a face I’m sure was less than alluring and he stopped the blender. "What was that?" I started to speak again, but he turned the blender on a higher speed. I rolled my eyes and took a seat at his comfortable breakfast nook overlooking the water.


    "Sorry about that. We can’t have your sassy mouth ruining another date," he said, bringing me a freshly filled margarita glass.


    I licked the salt then took a sip. "I said I was bad company today."


    "Oh, but you look so damn beautiful, Nina," he whispered in my ear before grabbing my hand and leading me out to the deck. I sat in his oh-so-damn-comfortable-where-the-hell-do-I-get-one-of-these-lounge chairs and watched the waves with my feet crossed at the ankles. Aiden picked up my discarded Louboutin and raised an eyebrow.


    "Fair warning, I’ve already been drinking," I said, ignoring the obvious question in his eyes, and taking a huge sip of the perfect frozen concoction. "And I plan on drinking more."


    "That bad?" he asked sincerely, placing my shoes underneath his chair.


    "I don’t think you would believe me if I told you everything," I replied, staring into my drink. "And I don’t want to ruin this...This is amazing," I said, looking around me. I hadn’t actually braved a long look at Aiden. I knew if I did it would be impossible not to touch him. I couldn’t shake his stare. His eyes were on me, roaming every inch of me.


    He’s obviously fond of silk pantsuits.


    "This could be a bad pairing, you know. A bar owner, a newly ambitious alcoholic," I said, laughing as I finally turned to him.


    "Jesus, you’re beautiful." His sincerity had me sitting straight up in my seat. I was beyond stunned as he washed me with his stare.


    I fought hard to keep in my chair as I made a joke. "Have a few of these before I got here, huh?" It was anything but comical. I was having a hard time breathing as I let my eyes trail down his sculpted chest to the sexy light patch of hair just above his drawstring.


    Fucking...yum.


    "Well, Aiden, thank you, and you aren’t so bad yourself." I lowered my lashes and batted them as I took another drink.


    "Okay." He grinned, as if he knew I was trying desperately to clear the air. He grabbed my empty glass and came back minutes later wearing a t-shirt. He gave me a wink as I moved my head back and forth to Lorde.


    "So I thought I would take you surfing in the morning," he said, taking a sip and settling in the chair next to me. I set down my drink and turned to face him, leaving my head on the cushion and tucking my legs behind me.


    "I forgot my toothbrush," I said, clearly not giving a shit.


    He chuckled and looked at me again. "What’s wrong, sad girl? What can I do?"


    "Just be here," I said, smiling. "This is good," I said, honestly.


    He exhaled loudly but dropped it as we sat soaking up the sun.
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    I woke up as the sun was setting, and hadn’t realized I’d dozed off. Aiden had covered me in a blanket, and I shook it off quickly to look for him to apologize. I found him in his kitchen sautéing vegetables. He had showered and his hair was still damp and lay loosely over his forehead. I watched him for a few minutes. His outfit was the same: a white t-shirt, shorts, barefoot, and completely and utterly fuckable. He smirked as he noticed me watching him.


    "Sleep well?"


    "I’m so sorry," I said, mortified. I knew I must look like a mess and suddenly had an unbearably full bladder.


    "Restroom?" I asked.


    "Around the corner," he said, still smiling. "By the way, you would make a terrible drunk."


    "I said ambitious, not experienced," I reminded him, smiling in return. I walked into the bathroom, noting my horrible, mangled hair and the dark smudges underneath my eyes.


    First things, first.


    I reached behind me to pull the zipper down on my pantsuit and found it was snagged. I started jumping around, back and forth, clenching my insides desperately as I tried over and over to work it down. This was bad. I was certain one more minute would have me mopping his floor.


    After several minutes, I opened the door, calling for Aiden. He came to my aid with a laugh as I danced around like a lunatic.


    "Please, hurry." I exhaled, using all my willpower to keep from losing control.


    "It’s stuck pretty bad," he said, carefully trying to tug at the zipper. After a few attempts, I felt the dam about to burst.


    "Please, Aiden," I said, my voice in agony.


    "Let me go get—"


    "Bust it. Please rip it open. Seriously, please just rip the fucking thing open," I begged. He laughed hysterically as I damn near started crying. He finally relented, busting the zipper and pulling it apart with his fingers. I thanked him by slamming the door in his face.


    A few minutes later, while I was trying to get the scraps of my outfit around my body, Aiden cracked the door, tossing in a t-shirt and jogging pants. Once I was dressed, I braved my way back into the kitchen, my pantsuit no longer a clothing option.


    Aiden was spooning out vegetables as he looked up at me. We both burst out laughing as he made his way toward me.


    "Never a dull moment, Nina," he said, taking my pantsuit from out of my hands and throwing it on the counter. He pulled me into his arms then picked up a piece of fajita meat and put it into my mouth.


    "Oh, so good," I mouthed around the bite.


    He smiled as he released me to continue his task, but I stopped him by thrusting my hands into his hair and pulling him toward me. "Thank you," I said softly before brushing my lips against his. I pulled back and watched the fire light in his eyes. We stood there staring at each other for a brief moment before Aiden finally took my lips in a kiss.


    Finally...oh my God.


    Aiden didn’t just kiss me, he disintegrated my planet. The minute his tongue swept my lips asking for permission, I gripped him to me, opening up as far as I could go so he could get his fill. Our tongues melded together perfectly and I moaned into his mouth. He instantly lifted me to sit on the counter, never breaking our connection, only stoking the heat as he nestled himself between my parted legs. I moaned again as he ground himself against me, gripping my neck and pulling me closer to him. When he pulled away, we were both panting.


    "Fuck, woman, why did you have to declare that you needed a nice guy last night?" he whispered as he leaned in again, taking me completely. I was on fire when he pulled away.


    "I only said it to even the scales. Fuck me...right now."


    He froze then pulled away to study my face, quirking an eyebrow. "Interesting."


    "Aiden, just trust me on this," I said, frustrated. "I’m not innocent."


    He gently lifted me from the counter and put me on my feet. "Let’s eat," he said, grabbing a platter of food.


    "Are you serious right now?" I asked, exasperated.


    "Are you going to elaborate?" he asked quickly.


    "No," I responded firmly.


    "Then let’s eat," he said, pulling out a chair for me. I stalked over and took a seat. I wasn’t going to beg the man to fuck me.


    He sat next to me and started to build his fajita, and I followed suit, watching him with curiosity. Did I have no effect on the man? I was still ready to combust.


    "Would you be offended if I opted to go home this evening?" I asked, piling steak onto my tortilla.


    More carbs, great.


    "Absolutely," he said, taking a mouthful without looking at me.


    "And why is that?" I said testily.


    He set his food down and turned to me, forearms on the table, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. "Because, naughty girl, you aren’t throwing a fit with me. I won’t allow it. And I can’t take care of that ache between your thighs if you flee."


    This time my brow quirked as I watched his lips form into a full, panty-dropping, megawatt smile. I couldn’t help but to mirror his expression.


    The food was amazing. I loved that he could cook and asked him where he learned it.


    "Food Network," he replied as he pushed his plate away.


    "Really?" I said around a mouthful of my second fajita.


    "No," he said with a grin and turned to me. "Who exactly are you, Nina? Because from what I can tell, you haven’t been honest with me much at all."


    I froze mid-bite, no longer hungry.


    "Pardon?" I said, wiping my mouth and fidgeting with my beer.


    "The first time I saw you, you were on the beach in a dress worth thousands, then you show up to my bar wanting to be ‘someone else’ dressed for a Grateful Dead concert. Last night you came to our date in a fuck me dress fit for a high-class call girl, and today you show up in a limo dressed like Ivana Trump. It’s obvious you don’t cater to the wealthy, you are wealthy. I guess my question is, why are you trying to hide it?"


    I sat stunned and completely...busted.


    "Aiden, I—"


    "Before you say a word, I want you to think about it, okay? Just think about it. You don’t have to answer me tonight," he said, gathering our plates and walking them to the sink.


    I remained seated, feeling like I had just been lectured by my father. I couldn’t believe he had just done that to me. I picked up my beer and grabbed another, then headed out to his porch. I had no idea how long I sat out there thinking.


    Damn it! All I wanted was a distraction! I had no idea why I hadn’t left his house yet. A simple text to Carson would clear me of having to explain myself, or having to explain the woman I’d become and why I was running. I didn’t know how Aiden would look at me if I told him the truth. The fact that I cared what he thought was even more disturbing. When I finished my second beer, I headed inside to find him and wish him a good night.


    After a few minutes of searching, I found him in his garage waxing his surfboard. The mere sight of him had me reneging on my decision.


    "Running?" he asked as he stroked his board.


    "Not yet," I said, making my decision in the moment.


    "Good," he said, lifting the board. "Nina, I want to know you. It’s not a crime."


    "I just can’t figure out why."


    He shrugged, coming toward me and taking my hand.


    Always taking my hand.


    "We are waking up early. Let’s go to bed," he said, leading us up his stairs to his bedroom. His bed was huge and he seemed to take his comfort seriously. It sat in a large, tastefully and simply decorated room with an adjacent balcony. He opened the door and I could hear the faint crash of the waves. I stood, stunned, loving that his routine was eerily similar to mine. "Extra toothbrush in the medicine cabinet," he said, taking leave of the room. I walked into the bathroom, taking a few minutes to clear my head. He had questions? Well, I had some of my own. Like what the hell did he want with me? Why the hell was he so guarded himself? I thought about his kiss in the kitchen and took a deep breath. The man kissed me like he was desperate for more, yet he’d backed away so easily from going any further. I felt the ache growing inside of me and did my best to temper it before I opened the door. Aiden was laying there, his perfect bare chest peeking out beneath the sheets. He eyed me with a smile and lifted the covers on the opposite side of the bed. I slipped in next to him and he turned his body toward me so we were facing each other.


    "Thank you for dinner," I said softly.


    He reached out to stroke my face and his fingers trailed across my lips. I kissed them lightly as I got lost in the fire in his eyes and he pulled me closer to him.


    "I don’t think I can hang on much longer," he said, stroking my collar with his thumb.


    "Why are you?" I whispered.


    "You need me to," he said softly.


    "Why is that?" I asked, my pulse kicking as his hands caressed me.


    "You told me so," he said, taking my face in his hands and leaning in to kiss me. The kiss was gentle and reassuring. He wanted me as much as I wanted him, that I was sure of.


    When he pulled away he whispered "goodnight" then turned off the light next to him. I spent an hour staring at the dimly lit ceiling before the waves’ melody lulled me to sleep. I woke up hours later in Aiden’s tender grip. I held his arms firmly around me and stroked them with my fingertips. I hadn’t been held like that since I was married. It was the most comfortable I’d felt in years. I’d damn near forgotten what intimacy was like. Devin had never spent more than a few hours with me, and it was never overnight. Did I really think that bastard had treated me well? This man had let me into his home and his bed and was somehow trying to be virtuous. I couldn’t help the tears that escaped me. I cried softly, mortified of waking Aiden.


    You are seriously fucked up, Nina.


    Lonely, was more like it. I’d made my fortune and built my castle, and then exiled myself in it.


    If Aiden wanted the truth, he would have it. I wanted to trust again, though I had no reason to trust a single soul in my life. But what I was most sure of was I didn’t want to be alone anymore.
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    "Wake up, naughty girl," Aiden said softly. A brief whiff of coffee had my eyes opening. Aiden sat on the bed next to me, a steaming cup in his hand. "Surfs up," he chuckled.


    "I’m horrible on the board, bra," I said, quickly burying my head under his pillow.


    He laughed loudly as he set the coffee on the nightstand beside me. He pulled the pillow away from me and I peeked up at him. "Seriously, Aiden, this is the most comfortable bed in creation. Can we just hang out here?"


    "I’ll make you a deal," he said, lifting me to a sitting position. "You come with me for a few hours this morning and we will do whatever you want today."


    I nodded with a smile. Aiden was already dressed in board shorts, his hair styled to spiky perfection and sunglasses tucked into his t-shirt collar.


    "I have nothing to wear, unless you want me to surf in this." I pulled the waist on his sweats to show him how much wiggle room I had.


    "I have a wet suit. The water is still a little cold," he said carefully.


    "And you just so happen to have one in my size?"


    "I got it off of what’s left of your outfit. The shop opened at 4 A.M. I’ve already eaten breakfast, too."


    I grinned. "I would applaud you but honestly, it’s a fool’s errand. I seriously have no skills."


    "We’ll see. The suit’s in the bathroom. Hurry up!"
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    "Son of a bitch!" Aiden roared behind me, "You little liar!" I’d stolen another wave and rode it out. I laughed and lost my balance, diving into the surf. Aiden paddled toward me, cursing.


    "You have no manners," he said, sounding agitated. It was the fifth wave I’d taken from him in the last half hour.


    "Oh, I have no doubt I lack etiquette seeing as it’s six in the morning! Besides, a baby could surf these!"


    I straddled my board as he paddled toward me. He was grinning as he waded through the water. He sat up on his board and tilted his head. He looked gorgeous in a wet suit, his hair scattered around him, his eyes bright and his lashes thick and wet.


    "Now is the time to come clean. What other hidden talents do you have?" He smirked and I splashed at him.


    Now or never, Nina.


    "I made two hundred million dollars off of a body care program I created." I looked up just as his face went completely blank. I decided just to throw it out there; the worst was over.


    "I was sitting at home one day watching that old movie Cocktail. You know the one?" He nodded, still absorbing my admission.


    "Well, I got to that part where he explains about the need for the little drink umbrella, and how the man who made it was a millionaire. And it got my wheels turning. You know, create a need, or at least something that people may think they need. I Googled the most lucrative businesses, pharmacy companies, and—"


    "Fitness, a multi-billion dollar industry," he finished, urging me to go on.


    "I majored in nutrition in college and thought I would try to put it to use. At first, I was just doing it for fun. I was a bit of a hobby enthusiast, you know, just passing the time and then it hit me. When I told you I catered to the wealthy, it wasn’t a complete lie. I researched the habits of the wealthy and learned that at least seventy percent of them exercise. So I narrowed it down even further and decided to design the program for wealthy women. It took me eighteen months to develop. One amazing meeting with the right woman and a few modifications later, and we introduced it to the general public. She convinced me that working class women would spend just as much on their vanity. She was right. Within a year, I was a millionaire."


    "That’s incredible," he said, running his fingers through the water.


    "No, Aiden, it’s not," I said with a sigh. "I haven’t been the same woman since. This wave is yours," I said, nodding toward the rapidly rolling water.


    "It can wait," he said, waiting on me to finish. Instead, I took the wave again as he cursed me.


    "Well, I am obviously not going to get any surfing done today!" he screamed as I made my way to shore. I gave him a smug smile as I lay on the sand, teeth chattering. A few minutes later, Aiden joined me. We lay staring at each other, our fingers playfully dancing.


    "I think I know what my intentions are now," he said playfully.


    "Oh, yeah, now that you know your new girlfriend is loaded," I said in jest.


    He frowned. "Is that why you didn’t want to tell me?"


    "Well, my last boyfriend, and, oh, my ex-husband didn’t fare so well," I said, looking at our linked fingers.


    "Who says you’re my girlfriend, naughty little liar?" he said, leaning over to brush a kiss on my lips.


    I tried to hide my embarrassment by turning over on my stomach and running my hands over the sand.


    "Aiden, what do you want from me?" I whispered. He pulled me so I was lying on top of him.


    "First, I just wanted a date, then I just wanted to have a margarita, and then I just wanted to take you surfing. Honestly, now, I would just love to spread your legs and lose myself for about a day, maybe two."


    His mouth was on mine before I had a chance to reply. His tongue stroked mine repeatedly as I moaned into his mouth, hearing his answering groan. When we finally broke away, we sped to the car, racing back to his house. He carried me upstairs over his shoulder as I cried out loudly in surprise. When we got to his bathroom door, neither of us hesitated. He turned me away from him, pulling the zipper down on my wet suit and I turned around and did the same for him. We both pushed them off our shoulders and let them hit the floor, me naked beneath mine, him in swimming trunks, which he lost quickly. Every single part of him was carved to perfection. His beautiful cock captured the rest of my breath as my teeth began to chatter. He stood, appraising my body. I reveled in the way his eyes lit, burning embers searing my goose bump covered skin. He reached behind him, turning on the shower, then pulled me to him, quickly filling my mouth with his tongue. I traced the contour of his chest with my hands, anxious to get the sand off him so I could explore him with my tongue.


    He pulled me into the steaming shower as we worked furiously between long kisses to get the sand off. It was everywhere as we repeatedly shampooed each other’s hair, still coming up with a handful of sand. We began to laugh hysterically as we used an entire bottle, finally coming clean. When all traces were gone, Aiden slid his thumb across my lip and I captured it, sucking mercilessly. The fire was back and there was no longer a smile on his face. It was replaced with need. He backed me up against the tile wall and held my hands on either side of my head.


    "Leave them here," he ordered, pressing my hands against the tile. He took special care, tracing every inch of my body with his hands before replacing them with his lips. He took my nipple into his mouth, sucking with thirst as I arched my back, offering more. When he pulled away, he massaged my other breast in his hand as he spoke.


    "Spread your legs." I obliged immediately. He reached up and pulled my hair gently so my throat was fully exposed to him as his other hand slid between my thighs. The brush of his fingertips on my clit had my knees buckling. He pushed me back up against the wall with force as his mouth covered my exposed throat. He stroked my neck with his tongue as he slipped his fingers inside of me.


    "Aiden," I gasped as he stroked me without mercy, his fingers thrusting in and out while his thumb circled me. I felt the friction of his fingers as he roamed my neck with his kiss, overwhelming me. Tension built unbearably until I came with a cry as he pulled away from my throat, watching me come.


    "Fucking beautiful," he said, slowing his strokes as I rode out my orgasm. He leaned in and kissed me before turning off the water and stepping out of the shower. He wrapped me in a large towel and carried me to his bed. Still reeling from the pulsing in my body, I was in a daze as he laid me down and began to wipe the water away. He started at my legs, swiping at the moisture, then planting hot kisses on the newly dried skin. I writhed beneath him, aching for his cock. He pushed my hands away as I reached for him, taking special care to dry me and then torture me with long silky kisses on my thighs. He spread my thighs wider as he cupped my ass, pulling me to his waiting mouth. My body jerked, my clit already sensitive from his touch. But his tongue made a fool out of his hand.


    I moaned his name as he licked at me long and leisurely. I fisted his beautiful, blond hair, circling my hips as my orgasm built. He looked up at me as he tongued me, the heat in his eyes bringing his name across my lips in a prayer.


    "This..." he said, sliding more fingers into me then licking me off the fingers he’d buried inside me. "This is so fucking good," he murmured.


    "Coming," I said softly as my body shuddered. My orgasm seemed to last forever as Aiden continued to bathe me with his tongue. I gripped his hair and forced his head up when he made no move to stop.


    "Please, Aiden," I begged. He leaned down, filling my center with his talented tongue, pressing my stomach as he pushed it in further. I fisted the sheets, my body spilling again for him. When he was satisfied, he brought himself back to me and I kissed him with so much fever he had to pull away to take a breath. Panting heavily, he looked down at me with so much need in his expression. I gripped him tightly in my hand, reveling in the naked feel of his impressive cock.


    He reached over and dug through his nightstand, coming up with a condom. As soon as he was fitted, his body covered mine once again. He kissed me deeply and thrust himself inside as he invaded my mouth. My entire body arched off of the bed as he pulled out halfway and spread my legs further. He thrust again fully then stopped, letting me feel all of him. He stilled, so my eyes shot to his as he hooked my leg and pushed in deeper, filling me to the brink.


    "To be deep inside this perfect pussy is what I want, indefinitely," he said, circling his hips as he pulled out of me and thrust in again. I came, digging my nails into his arms, begging for more. He kept his pace slow as he filled me over and over, his lips caressing my skin, sucking my aching nipples. I gripped his ass, pulling him to me as I wrapped my legs tightly around him. He moaned as I met his thrusts and I felt him quicken and swell inside me. He gripped the headboard behind me, grinding himself into me as I tightened again beneath him.


    "Fuck, Nina, baby." He let go as I shuddered with him. He collapsed in a heap on top of me as I took the opportunity to explore his perfectly toned arms and back. I caressed him as he gathered his breath then he looked up at me with a heart-stopping grin. I smiled back as he took my lips in a soft kiss.


    He disappeared into the bathroom and came out with baby wipes. I gave him a questioning look.


    "If it’s good enough for a baby’s ass, it’s good enough for ours," he said with a chuckle.


    "Sexy pillow talk," I said with a grin.


    After a wipe down with the baby wipes, we both collapsed in bed. He wrapped his arms around me.


    "You like this," he said holding me tighter to him.


    "How do you know?" I asked.


    "Last night, when I held you," he said softly.


    "You don’t miss anything, do you?" I said coolly, burying my face in the pillow, knowing he had heard me crying.


    He pulled me onto his chest and held me tightly to him. "I like it, too." I nodded, trying to stamp down the emotion building as he looked at me so sincerely.


    "Just do me a favor, don’t say things you don’t mean," I said, nuzzling his neck.


    "Such a cautious woman, but at least I know why," he said, his fingertips putting me in a daze. He leaned in and whispered, "Thank you."


    "Oh no, sir," I said, placing my hands under my chin on his chest, "I should be thanking you."


    "That’s not what I’m talking about," he said with a smirk.


    "I know," I said, planting a kiss on his chest.


    We ate dinner on his deck that night. This time I put my skills to use and he was more than appreciative. I stayed another night at his urging, not that it took much effort to convince me. Before we went to sleep and after he’d had his way with me, he wrapped my arm around his waist. I guess it was his turn.
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    The next morning I woke to an empty bed. Apparently Aiden was an early riser. I had no obligations but knew it was time to make my exit. Freshly showered, I walked downstairs in the oversized t-shirt Aiden had laid out for me. I could only imagine the questions that would be circling around Carson’s head as I joined him at the car in sweats and high heels.


    "Aiden?"


    "In here," he called from the kitchen. The Red Hot Chili Peppers sang "Give it Away" as I observed him plating pancakes.


    "Morning," I said with a smile. He looked up at me with a brilliant smile of his own, his eyes roaming me in his oversized t-shirt. The amber globes heated as I stood there thinking delicious thoughts of what we’d done last night. He seemed to be thinking the same.


    "It’s about time," he said, rounding the counter. "I’ve been slaving away," he scorned.


    "It looks amazing, really, but I don’t eat carbs," I said as he crashed into me, kissing me with a greedy tongue.


    "I don’t give a fuck right now," he said, taking my lips again.


    Whoa, he must be fond of t-shirts as well.


    He walked me over to the breakfast nook and pulled off my t-shirt. He took a single finger and rubbed it between my thighs, feeling me ready for him.


    "Are you on birth control?" he hissed through clenched teeth.


    "Yes," I whispered back.


    "I want to come inside you," he said as he plunged one, then a second finger inside me. My desire was audible as I panted. "I’m safe, Nina, but I’ll wait."


    I shook my head. He instantly turned me around to face the table then lifted my leg so my knee rested on it. His hands roamed my back as I waited to be filled, aching and burning for him.


    "I woke up craving you. I should have just taken it." I was instantly full as he slammed his cock inside me. He fucked me viciously as I braced myself on the table, moaning uncontrollably.


    "I want to be the only man who gets this, Nina. The only one." He groaned as his thrusts picked up speed. I came loudly, begging for more as he thrust again and again relentlessly until he came minutes later, filling me in hot spurts. He wrapped his arm around me, rubbing his orgasm all over me, between my lips and up and down my drenched pussy. He circled my clit over and over, continually rubbing his cum on me and into me as he whispered, "I want you with me, Nina. I really want you with me," he said as he kissed my neck and I gave into his skilled hand. "I’ll worship this perfect body as long as you’ll let me." His hand slowly stopped and he led me upstairs so we could both wash off. I stayed silent as I thought about what he asked me. Yesterday I’d practically declared myself his girlfriend. Is that what I wanted? And just because he wanted to exclusively fuck didn’t mean he wanted a relationship. It was too soon.


    I could be sexually exclusive...with Aiden.


    "I’ve called my car. It’s probably waiting for me downstairs," I said, pulling on the jogging shorts I’d taken up residence in. Well, besides the nearly twenty-four hours I’d spent naked.


    "Leaving?" he said, wiping off his chest.


    "Yeah, I have to get home," I said, refusing to look at him. The truth was, I had absolutely nothing to do, but he didn’t need to know that. When I felt strong enough to see him naked without dropping to my knees and thanking him for the weekend with my tongue, I kissed him goodbye. He insisted I wait until he dressed so he could walk me to the door.


    "I had fun," I said, kissing him slowly and pulling away with a smile.


    "Me too," he smiled. "Talk soon, naughty girl."


    "Bye," I rasped out, finding my trusted driver right where he should be. I smiled at Carson and turned back to smile at Aiden, who was looking at me from the door. I sat back in the limo, laughing at my clothes.


    "I was getting worried," Carson said. I was touched at his concern.


    "Sorry, Carson, I should have texted."


    "It’s alright if you’re alright, Miss."


    I smiled broadly at him in the rearview mirror. "Never better."
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    "Good Morning," Taylor chimed on the phone.


    "Sure is," I replied happily. Her sudden pause on the phone made me giggle.


    "Well, someone had a good weekend," she said, not hiding her surprise. Had I really been that dreadful lately?


    "I did," I agreed, stretching in my bed as I put her on speaker and walked to my closet.


    "I have a few things to discuss with you. Do you have a few minutes?"


    "I’m coming in today," I said, feeling guilty for having been so absent. "I’ll be there in an hour. Can it wait until then?"


    "Sure. The most pressing is an offer on one of your properties. The Garrison firm said they have been pushing for a quick sale."


    "Really?" I asked, intrigued. "Send me the outline and I’ll see you shortly."


    "Sure thing," she said then hung up. I stood in my closet in a daze, still deliciously sore from the exertion of this weekend. Aiden and I had spent hours familiarizing ourselves with each other’s bodies. He hadn’t pressed me further about anything personal, and I realized I hadn’t asked much about him at all. I didn’t even know the man’s last name.


    I stood, surrounded by the world’s most accomplished designers, as I thought of how he’d kissed me, roamed my body with his touch, and promised to worship it as long as I let him.


    My phone vibrated as I settled on a Donna Karen sheath dress and smart shoes. I looked to see the object of my intrigue was thinking about me too.


     


    Aiden: Before you go rule the world today, just know I meant what I said. I want to rule your body.


    Nina: Well I have to admit your résumé is impressive.


     


    I carried out the quick task of a shower and couldn’t help but to glance at my phone after I dressed. He was already getting under my skin. His hands and mouth lingered on me deliciously.


     


    Aiden: I’ll see you soon, naughty girl.


     


    He was both a sensitive and extremely dominant lover. I marveled at that thought alone. I spent the entirety of my time at my vanity, makeup in hand, thinking about his perfect cock and how amazing it felt to be completely full of him.


    I wanted more.
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    On the way to my office downtown, I opened the email listing the properties Scott Solutions held. I scrolled through them, familiar with most of the addresses. I opened a new email and saw the address I had an offer on was in Savannah. Puzzled, I looked at the list Taylor had originally sent me. All of the addresses were in or around the Charleston area. I walked into work and greeted Taylor, who followed me into my office. She looked flawless in a pinstriped pencil skirt and white blouse, her hair perfectly combed into a sleek ponytail.


    "This property has an offer?" I said, pulling it up to get a better look on my monitor.


    "Two now, actually. I researched it some and it looks like it’s never been developed." She looked at me just as puzzled. I scrutinized the picture and saw it was basically a riverfront patch of grass with a small shed that sat under an old Spanish moss covered tree.


    The office phone rang and Taylor answered as she sat across from me by pressing her headset. She looked at me and rolled her eyes, and I knew instantly it was Devin. I was in far too good of a mood to have him ruin it, but Devin rarely called without a purpose.


    "Good morning, Mr. McIntyre," I said as Taylor took her leave and shut the door behind her.


    "Regretting your decision yet?"


    "Sure am, I knew better than to pick up the phone," I said dryly.


    "I need to speak with you privately," he said, as if he wasn’t alone. I could picture him now, staring out his office window in a perfectly tailored suit, ignoring some client vying for his attention.


    "Sorry, I’m on my way to Savannah," I said, texting Carson to bring the car around.


    There was an extremely long pause before he replied. "Oh, what’s the reason?"


    "Well, apparently I own some land there and have very interested buyers. You should know all about it, right? It was your purchase?"


    "It was," he replied sharply.


    "Devin, what can I do for you?"


    "Meet me right now. I can be at your office in twenty minutes."


    I sighed into the phone before replying, "No."


    "Listen to me, Nina. I need to talk to you, just wait there." His tone was urgent and demanding.


    "I don’t take orders from you anymore, Devin." I hung up, not giving his silver tongue a chance to work its magic. I’d already been that fool.


    There was no way in hell I was waiting for him. I gathered Taylor and minutes later we were on our way to Savannah.


    "I called the realtor. She is meeting us there," Taylor said, obviously miffed at having to waste a workday accompanying me.


    "Perfect," I said, pulling out my phone to answer my emails. Savannah was an hour and a half away from Charleston, and I was quite fond of the city. They were similar in origin and build, but very different in atmosphere. Savannah had always seemed a bit more mysterious to me.


    Taylor and I spent the time in the car being productive. We poured over an endless list of things I had neglected in my last week. Feeling accomplished with what we’d done in the short amount of time, I let my gaze drift out the window. I saw nothing but the golden haired, amber-eyed, wet dream that was now consuming all my imagination.


    A short time later, Carson announced we had arrived. When we exited the car, I was shocked at the complete understatement of the picture. We seemed to be on the outskirts of the city and the deserted plot was absolutely gorgeous. Taylor’s audible "wow" confirmed what I was thinking. The view of the Savannah River was remarkable and the land was completely untouched. The only likeness between the picture and what we were seeing was the small shed sitting underneath a live oak tree dripping with Spanish moss.


    I was absolutely taken with it.


    This is not for sale.


    "Hello, ladies," a pretty blonde greeted as she walked toward us, hand outstretched. "Mrs. Scott?" She questioned.


    "Ms.," I answered, my hand grasping hers in reply. She nodded and turned to Taylor, extending the same courtesy as Taylor addressed her. "You must be Mrs. Volz."


    She nodded and shook Taylor’s hand. "Please call me Violet."
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    "Well, I have to say, I have been curious about this place for a while now," Violet said, surveying the land with us.


    "Why is that?" I asked, intrigued.


    "I have brokered the sale of this property six times in the last two years," she answered, looking directly at me. "It always sells quickly and for a decent percentage more than the previous sale. No one has ever taken residence. I’ve always been a bit curious as to why, though the commission never hurt." She winked.


    "See that for sale sign?" She continued nodding over at a rusty, old and barely visible sign. "That never comes down. I see so much potential here. I’m glad to finally see someone interested in more than flipping the property for a profit."


    "That’s funny you mention that," I said, turning to Taylor whose wheels were spinning. "I’ve gotten a few offers on this land in the last few days."


    "Oh, well maybe I spoke out of turn," Violet said quickly.


    "No, no, I think you’re absolutely right. There is something great about his place." She smiled as we walked around briefly. She technically had no property to show aside from the shed no one was interested in.


    I asked Violet to lunch with the two of us in a gesture of thank you for rescheduling her day around our impromptu visit. She insisted it wasn’t a problem, but agreed to join us. I liked her instantly. Like Taylor, she seemed to have thick skin and a tell-it-like-it-is air about her.


    A lunch with the two of them might have been exactly what I needed.
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    Four hours later, we were laughing hysterically as we emptied our fifth bottle of wine. We sat, relaxed on couches on the patio at Opal, a Greek restaurant I frequented when I visited Savannah. A glass chandelier hung between us as we sampled the wine list, filling up on rich dishes. Even Taylor’s demeanor had completely relaxed as we wasted the day away.


    "Excuse me, ladies, it’s my husband." Violet excused herself, lifting her finger up, indicated she would only be a moment.


    "Well, this was fun," I said, beaming as I turned to Taylor who sipped her wine while nodding in agreement.


    "I like her," Taylor said. "She’s real."


    I nodded as she made her way back to the table. "I’ve misbehaved. My husband is coming to pick me up," she said with a wicked smile and a wink.


    "We could’ve dropped you off," I offered, noting it was time to head back to Charleston.


    "Oh, I’ll be fine," she said with a smirk. I looked over at Taylor who had a brow raised at Violet. I excused myself to the restroom and checked my phone after washing my hands, finding several missed calls from Devin.


    Not a chance.


    He never called me this often. Maybe this time I had actually convinced him I was done. Because, for the first time, it was the truth.


    When I got back to the table, Taylor and Violet were talking in whispers and stopped abruptly when I approached. I was about to inquire as to what was being withheld from me when a drop dead gorgeous man approached our table.


    "Ladies," he said, his eyes fixed on Violet. She beamed up at him as Taylor caught her gaping mouth.


    "This is Rhys, my husband," Violet proclaimed proudly.


    "Taylor Ellison," she cooed as he smiled at her before turning to me. The man was beautiful, but had absolutely no effect on me. At that very moment, I craved Aiden for the first time.


    "Nice to meet you," I said, briefly shaking his hand.


    "If you ladies don’t mind, I will be relieving you of my wife." Violet turned to us and we said our goodbyes. I promised I would be in contact regarding some future investments in real estate in the area. Taylor watched with piqued interest as they walked away.


    "Taylor," I admonished, "as many beautiful suits as you have seen coming in and out of our office, your reaction to this one surprises me." Waving our waiter over, I gave him my card and compliments on his service, remembering all too well the nightmare of serving people for a living.


    "It’s not him, I mean, it is him, but..." She stood suddenly and excused herself, her phone in hand as if she was taking a call. I narrowed my eyes but let her have her leave.


    Taylor insisted on spending the night in Savannah, stating she would be able to find her way back. Hesitantly, I left her there after she claimed she was meeting an old acquaintance. I suddenly wished we had socialized a bit more. I felt very protective of her. I just couldn’t demand answers, though. I rode back to Charleston, thinking about the property and what I could possibly do with it. It was much too picturesque to do anything rash and too far away from civilization to industrialize it in any way, though I wouldn’t want to. A camp maybe?


    I smiled as I picked up my phone. "Hi."


    "I’ve never thought myself a perverted man until today. I can’t stop thinking about coming on those beautiful tits," he rasped out. I felt the heat radiate through me and immediately put up the partition, as if Carson could hear.


    "What, no confession of love? No recited poems? Just a promise of defilement?" I said breathlessly.


    "We both know you have an appetite, Nina. You just haven’t shown it to me yet," he said.


    "Why, sir, I don’t even know your age or your last name," I said in mock offense.


    "Come over and I’ll spell it out for you with my tongue," he commanded.


    I looked out my window as we approached my driveway and saw Devin standing next to his Audi, arms crossed. He was furious.


    "Shit," I said, breaking our playful mood.


    "What is it?" he asked, concerned


    "Irate ex stalking my house," I said. "Hold that thought, okay?"


    He was quiet for a beat then spoke quickly. "Where are you?"


    "Pulling up to my house. My driver is with me. Don’t worry, Aiden, okay?"


    "You can’t expect me to just sit here, Nina," he said calmly, though he was anything but.


    "Not your place, Aiden," I said softly. "I’ll call you back."


    "Fuck," he ground out. "Okay." He hung up and I knew our next conversation would go a little differently.


    Carson pulled around and I addressed him. "Carson, I would never ask you to put yourself in harm’s way, and I don’t think there will be an issue, but will you please just keep an eye out?"


    "Say no more," he said, eyeing Devin with disgust. No one liked the man.


    I stepped out with a smile. "Devin," I said in greeting.


    "Where the fuck have you been? I told you I needed to talk to you!" He was beyond angry. In fact, I’d never seen him so upset.


    "I’m here, talk," I snapped. "And just so you know, you have no say now or ever in anything that goes on in my life, including knowing my whereabouts and who I’m fucking. We broke up, and we were never really together," I said, looking up at him.


    It still hurt. His deep blue eyes studied me.


    "Nina, I don’t blame you for ending it. I don’t blame you for hating me, but this is important," he pressed as he pulled me by the shoulders so I was standing closer to him.


    "What?! Damn it, Devin, spit it out!" I said, exasperated.


    "The land you saw today, you need to get rid of it. My firm has made an offer. We want to buy it back." In his face, I saw fear quickly replaced by anger. "What the fuck were you doing there, anyway?"


    "That would be none of your business," I said defiantly. "The land is not for sale."


    He jerked me up by my arms, bringing me close to his face. "Listen to me, sell it to me. I’ll pay double."


    "No." I jerked my hand away. "What are you hiding, a dead body? I know that land has been sold and resold several times. What exactly is your issue with it?"


    "You cannot own it, Nina. It’s dangerous for both of us," he said, taking a cautious step toward me. "It belongs to Eileen’s family and when she finds out I flipped it for a profit and you are the current owner it will be hell for the both of us."


    "Oh, God, of course the wife." I rolled my eyes. "So this is why you needed a few extra days?"


    "Yes," he hissed, bringing me closer to him. I looked up into his eyes and was immediately transfixed. Devin was beautiful in any mood, but especially when he was angry. It turned me on the most. A whispered thought of Aiden drifted through my mind but I ignored it as the deep blue sea encompassed me. Devin leaned down and brushed his lips against mine, renewing my arousal.


    Still a shark, Nina?


    "Who you fuck is none of my business," he said, digging his fingers into my shoulders. "I’ve lost you."


    I snorted, quite unattractively. "Don’t play concerned now."


    "For a smart woman, you really are so naive."


    "Well, how about for just once you enlighten me!" He leaned in and bit my lip, sucking mercilessly before covering my mouth and taking it completely. I pushed at his chest and he didn’t budge as I kissed him back. His kiss deepened and gentled slightly as he fully tasted me. I moaned into his mouth as his arms trapped me to his body, a body I’d seen a thousand times and would never tire of.


    "Nina, ask me inside," he said, lifting me slightly so I felt the bulge in his pants. "I’ll be more than happy to enlighten you."


    "No," I said, pushing him away and taking several steps back, putting much needed space between us. "I am with someone else, fucking someone else. We are over, Devin. Stay away from me."


    His face twisted in rage as he took menacing steps toward me, making me flinch. Seeing my fear, he stopped where he was and stood, his hands on his hips, shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe my confession. I was no longer his possession. With a deep breath, he looked up at me.


    "Sell the property. Please just get rid of it. Save us both the hassle," he pleaded as all the fight left him.


    "Why do you stay with her?" I asked for the millionth time since the night I discovered them together.


    "Goodnight, Nina," he said, turning from me and getting into his car. He sat staring at the wheel before looking back up at me one more time and turning the ignition. I realized then that Devin was just as infuriating to me in his refusal to answer my questions as I had been to Aiden.


    Aiden. I needed to call him back.


    Devin sped away as I drug myself up to the door, dreading the conversation. Devin would always have a certain effect on me if I let him. And I had just let him. I couldn’t in good conscience call Aiden with my head swimming with Devin, his kiss still fresh on my lips. I opted to text.


     


    Nina: Wicked fight, I won. Call you tomorrow.


    Aiden: Not good enough.


     


    My phone rang and I considered ignoring it. But Aiden deserved better. He had been nothing but good to me.


    "Hi," I whispered, throwing my purse on my kitchen counter.


    "Do you love him?"


    "Don’t ask me that," I said with a sigh. "You won’t like my answer."


    The silence on the line lingered.


    "He was nothing but a damn bad idea. He’s the bad guy and in some fucked up way I’m drawn to it. He’s a shark and I let him turn me into one as well. I saw the signs and ignored them. I know that’s not what you want to hear. I don’t think I’ve ever made a good decision when it comes to a man. I kissed him, Aiden. But I won’t do it again."


    More silence.


    "Look, Aiden, if you don’t want to see me again, I’ll understand. I didn’t realize how much baggage I was bringing into this."


    "Come see me tomorrow," he said and hung up.
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    I spent the next morning thinking about my next move. I should just sell the land. I didn’t want to give Devin any more reason to approach me. I was confident Violet could find me a similar plot. After all, Savannah was beautiful and full of similar places just as captivating. I fancied the idea of owning a small part of it, of developing, contributing something.


    That’s very unsharklike, Nina.


    I smiled.


    I texted Devin.


     


    Nina: Have your office send over the paperwork for the sale. One condition, you NEVER contact me again socially or otherwise.


    Devin: I’ll miss you, Nina.


     


    I laughed as I read it. Prick.


    All at once, I felt free. I spent my day at the gym thinking about Aiden and the apology I owed him. I didn’t want to lose the small connection we’d made. The sex was phenomenal so far and I was craving his touch. I hadn’t lost sight of how often I smiled when I was with him, how much more of myself I bared to him when we were together. I fucked up kissing Devin. I might have lost the only real shot at a relationship I’d had in years.


    But Aiden was still a mystery to me.
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    I walked into The Mystic and immediately spotted Aiden. He was chatting up a beautiful blonde as they sat in the table next to the stage. I was unsure whether or not to approach him. I opted to sit at the bar and greet Dave.


    "Nina," he said with a wink.


    "I live here," I admitted.


    He laughed loudly. "I assumed as much," he said, grabbing the twenty I handed him as he sat my beer down. "I won’t ask."


    "Thanks." I smiled, my heart not behind it. I waited ten minutes, only looking over at Aiden once. I refused to let the jealousy seep through me. I had no right. Letting out a sigh, I finished my beer then picked my purse up to leave when I heard his voice behind me.


    "Naughty Nina," he greeted with contempt in his voice.


    I turned to look up at him. "I’m not playing games tonight, Aiden. If you are angry with me then just say so. You don’t have to parade around, flirting with other women. I am well aware you have the power to get laid anytime you want."


    "Aiden," the blonde from the booth whined as she walked up. "I didn’t think we were finished talking." She glared at me as I stared at her blankly.


    I braved a look at him and my lips parted. His eyes were fire, his jaw set like he was ready for war.


    "Karina, I will call you," he dismissed her as he kept his eyes on mine. She stomped off, grabbing her purse from the table and pushing past us as she left.


    "I’m sorry, Aiden," I said softly, "it was just a kiss. I am sorry, though. Excuse me." I stood to leave, knowing I wouldn’t be back.


    Seconds after I walked out I felt his hand take mine as he led me around the corner in the alley behind his club. He positioned me against the brick wall as he stared at me. I looked up at him, completely weak.


    "It really is ironic that you think you are a shark, Nina Scott," he said before backing me up, his fiery eyes ablaze with need.


    Well, he knows my last name.


    "I know I made it clear to you that I wanted to own this body, maybe I should have included this sexy fucking mouth, too," he said, sliding his hand up and cupping my chin. "But you never did give me an answer, did you?"


    My panties were soaked. I moaned as his breath hit my skin with every word.


    "No," I answered. "I didn’t." His smirk was full of menace. He wanted me to pay, of that I was sure.


    "Allow me to clarify which parts I want to own," he said, lifting my skirt slowly inch by inch. A group of people walked by laughing and turned our way. Aiden didn’t stop as he lifted it up further, exposing my white silk panties.


    "This." He cupped my sex roughly and I gasped out as the onlookers quickly walked past us. I stood, completely frozen, both mortified and absolutely on fire. I reached up to pull him to me to cover myself as he reached around, gripping my ass and squeezing with both hands. "This," he said pulling me to him and grinding into me slightly before thrusting me back against the brick.


    He pulled open my blouse button by button as I quickly looked around us, realizing we were being watched by every single passerby.


    "Aiden," I said, giving him big eyes.


    "I don’t give a fuck. I’m not finished," he said, completely oblivious. Once he finished the task of opening my blouse, he gripped my breast roughly. "These," he said as I moaned, arching my back into him.


    "And most definitely these," he said, biting my lips hard and punishing. I cried out, my eyes watering as he bruised them. He pulled back and ripped the silk of my panties completely away. I slid down against the wall and he brought me back up. "I think it’s time you gave me an answer," he said as he unzipped his pants. He turned us around quickly so his back was against the wall and lifted me up so my legs wrapped around him. I frantically looked around us until I felt the thick head of him invade me. Then nothing else mattered. I bit his shoulder as his slid his rock hard cock into me. Once fully connected, we both stared at each other in awe. My body vibrated around him.


    "So fucking good, Nina. Did you forget?" he slammed into me hard as I heard a gasp or two pass us by. I couldn’t stop him and I didn’t want to. Aiden slid down to the ground with us still connected.


    "I need you to give me an answer, Nina," he said, cupping my head and bringing me in for a kiss. Anyone who saw us now would simply see me straddling him, my skirt covering our indiscretion. He was deep as I writhed on top of him, but he wouldn’t move.


    "It was always going to be yes," I said quickly. Aiden had just completely claimed me. I didn’t need any more reasons to give in. I wrapped my legs around his back against the brick wall as we began to move.


    "Fuck, you feel so good. This pussy is so fucking perfect," he said as he eyed my chest. "Still, I’m so fucking mad at you," he warned, gripping my hips and slamming himself into me. I gasped as his eyes lit with satisfaction. He clenched my neck tightly, bringing my lips to his. His tongue traced my mouth before invading it as I got lost in his cock buried deep inside of me. "When you come all over my dick, naughty Nina, just remember you don’t deserve it, not tonight." He slammed into me again by gripping my thighs pulling me rougher to him. He licked his index and then stuck it into my mouth. I sucked it greedily as I rose and fell on his stone dick, the fire in his eyes spurring me on. "But I can’t help myself tonight, and I think I might have started a slight addiction of my own." He slipped his hand beneath my skirt, cupping my ass, spreading moisture over my back entrance. I gasped as he plunged his finger in without warning. I buckled and came with a scream as he clamped his hand over my mouth, bucking furiously as he spilled into me as we both rode it out. When we had both caught our breath, he slowly started buttoning up my shirt as we stayed connected.


    "You fucked me in the street," I breathed out, open mouthed and dazed.


    "Maybe it’s time you start taking me at my word," he said with a sardonic smile.


    "Maybe I will," I murmured as he got to the last button and kissed me gently.


    "So what’s your last name?" I sighed as he placed a soft kiss on my chin.


    "McIntyre."
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    Danielle Lefave, your enthusiasm for me and my writing makes every single headache worth it. I love you dearly, woman!


     


    Daizy Zorman, you rock my socks off. Thank you for loving me and my dysfunction.


     


    Beatriz Perez, what would I do without you? Thanks to your watchful eye, I never feel alone and


    I thank you for that.


     


    Sue Bee, Christy Baldwin, Beverly, Kelli C, Pam, Louise, Milasy, Sabrina, Allison, Cathy, Michelle, Suzanne, Marie, Lisa, Linda, Cindy, Patty, Heather and Robert — Thank you for giving this new one a whirl and for all your support on the last one. I’m so grateful.


     


    And to all the bloggers who have given this new series a chance and have taken the time to post a review, thank you so much. I really can’t believe how lucky I am.


    


    

  


  
    



    Did You Like Violet?


    Violet And Rhys Story Begins in Sexual Awakenings Series,


    Book 1 – The Waltz


     


    Available Now on Amazon


     


     


    [image: ]


     


     


    I lit candles all over the house in only the scents he would tolerate. I covered our topiaries with soft, clear lights, and arranged fall flowers and large cornstalks into vases around the living room and porch. I loved fall, and by the way the house now smelled and had been transformed, it showed. Grabbing my pumpkin spice latte, I sat in my reading chair on the porch, watching the leaves sway in the cool breeze. I was already cold, but refused to go inside, soaking up the last of the sun as it made its way behind the trees, basking in the feeling in the air. Everything seemed clearer, crisper, and cold days were rare in the south this early in the season. Receiving an incoming message on my tablet, I tapped it, finding nothing new. He wouldn’t be home for dinner. It was a good thing I hadn’t bothered to cook. I knew better. A year straight of eating alone will do that to a woman. I opted for another night of wine and my vibrator.


    Once inside, I chose my favorite bottle of red and poured a healthy glass. Surveying my beautifully decorated home, I rolled my eyes. What was the point? Maybe he was right. The last time I had decorated for the holidays, my husband had asked that same question.


    “We don’t have any children. We hardly have company. Why even bother?”


    Prick. We didn’t have children because he had a vasectomy three weeks after our wedding without telling me, only for me to find out in the first of many viscous arguments that ensued. We didn’t have company because he was too occupied keeping his own, busy with his constant need to stick his dick in their throats. It wasn’t enough for my husband to have one affair; he was in the midst of two.


    I was not a woman scorned. Fuck that. I was a woman who had been freed, and too lazy to leave him, having no desire to start another relationship or leave my beautiful home. Alex was never here, ever. What was the point of giving up my life for a ghost I barely lived with? I took my wedding ring off months ago. He never noticed because, in all honesty, I couldn’t remember the last conversation we had.


    And then I remembered.


    “You never loved me did you?” I asked as he entered the house after another late meeting.


    “Sure, I love you. Why are you acting so out of sorts?” He ran his hands through his hair, a signature move on his part that I used to find sexy. A stranger to me at that point when we had originally been so close, he stared at me as if I disgusted him, and I returned it. We had been best friends before we were lovers. We’d shared everything. I didn’t even recognize the man who now took his place. There was not a damn thing wrong with me or the way I looked. All of his fucked up issues of infidelity were his own.


    “I’m not an idiot. Don’t play innocent, Alex,” I snapped.


    “Drink your wine, honey,” he said dryly, pushing past me.


    That was our last conversation. When he was home, he called his mistresses from his office. I heard every word, because I listened. I listened to strengthen my resolve. I had already decided to ask for a divorce after Christmas. New Year, new life, I guessed. He would let me keep the house and I would let him keep most of his money. He had plenty of it, due to old money passed down from his parents, and his newfound success at his advertising firm. I supposed he thought that since I wanted for nothing, I should just accept my circumstances as a good little wife, go shopping, get pampered. The truth was, I mourned my relationship with my husband, or at least the man I knew before things fell apart. The most frustrating aspect was he refused to admit anything was wrong; the man that had proposed to me knew something was wrong with me before I did at times. He was attentive and nurturing and…human. My tears saddened him, my smiles and laughter fueled him. He’d loved me.


    I shook off the small amount of pain making its way into my chest. I had no more room for self-pity. I had done it all. I had worked out, tried new hair, new clothes. I had even gone so far as to get Botox. The only conclusion I came to after a few months of being refused in the skimpiest of lingerie was FUCK HIM. FUCK HIM. I had tried to make my marriage work. He was more interested in seeing it fail. Our relationship was too far gone from what it used to be. There was no trust, and definitely no lingering love. I had spent hours crying over him, now I just wanted my freedom. And freedom was becoming more important than comfort. I had to get out of this and soon.


    I sipped my wine, thinking how completely unsatisfying it all was. I had waited until the age of twenty-nine to get married. It seemed the sensible thing to do after a few months of dating Alex. I couldn’t even remember the last time we had made love or fucked. My last attempt to keep the home fires burning had failed miserably.


    “We aren’t a couple of fucking horny teenagers living out a fantasy, Vi. We aren’t making a porno, and what the fuck are you wearing?”


    I gave up that day, throwing every single negligee I owned away and burying any remaining hope. Sex with Alex was never exactly hot. It had been enough because I had honestly loved him.


    Drinking the last of my glass, I poured myself another. Sex, now there was something I was tired of living without. I had my trusty toy. God, how I loved that thing. Battery maintenance promised endless minutes of pleasure. The thought alone had me wanting to reach for it.


    I was thirty-two years old, sitting in a big, beautifully decorated house, imagining the next session with my vibrator. I heard the shatter of the wine glass before I realized I was the one who had thrown it in anger.


    This is not my life! This is not who I am. This shit…this waiting, much like my marriage, was over!


    Things were about to change and change today. First, I had to come up with a plan.
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    Sex, or lack thereof, was what set me off in the kitchen. I missed it. I wanted it. I needed it, but why? I’d never really had sex like most adults. Well, those adults who I envied, which included pretty much anyone who was having their needs met at this point. I abstained from having my own affair because, for a short time, I held out hope. Now that my mind was made up on divorce, I no longer had to justify my reasoning. Sex was a necessity for me. I had waited long enough. My body was starving for touch, my lips bankrupt from a lack of kisses. While a relationship didn’t appeal to me, at least not immediately, the thought of a good hard fuck made me insane with want. Not that I’d ever been satisfied sexually.


    My experience consisted mainly of missionary, with a few sporadic moments here and there in various positions. Alex was not well endowed and had by no means made up for it throughout our years together. I wondered what it was like to be with a man with a big cock. I moaned at the thought, never once having an orgasm from a man’s dick. My girlfriend Molly told me that without a vibrator I may never have one. She insisted girls who came with men inside them were either porn stars with amazing acting skills or had been divinely gifted in that department. It was a myth to me, an orgasm from a man’s cock. I’d had fantasies for years about the possibilities of sex. All of it interested me, especially the kink. Alex would look at me as though I was insane when I suggested anything out of our norm. I would get hot and bothered reading all of my dark erotic romances and begged him to try some scenarios with me. Looking back now, I can kind of see his point on why that might seem a little strange. It just wasn’t realistic.


    Do these people really exist, the people that explore the forbidden? Of course they do, but where were they? Certainly not on the outskirts of Savannah, GA. I laughed at the thought. I’d do good to find a decent looking, well hung, hardworking man in this area period, let alone one that would explore my sexuality with me. Then again, what if? I mean, surely the insatiable and erotic sexual cravings of people are not limited to only large cities.


    Where in the hell would I look for something like that here?


    Of course there was the web, but some, or most, of those sites had a virus attached. I’d delved into porn a little when my imagination couldn’t do it for me and I needed a little extra something. That got old as well. I was tired of watching. I wanted the experience. Pouring myself another glass of wine, I ignored the shattered glass on the floor. Who the hell would care about the mess anyway? After all, it was only me here.
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    Hours later, after watching Jimmy Fallon, my curiosity brought me back to the web. Fuck it; I’d been the well-behaved, jilted wife long enough. I wanted to know what was out there, especially those like me who shared the same curiosities. I would love to know if any other women in Savannah had a fascination with kink. After a few hours of searching, I stumbled upon a site advertising a local adults only page. There was a large triple X on the screen and a flashing advertisement of what looked like a bar in or around Savannah, but my excitement was stifled when I realized there was no address. After a quick Google search for the bar, named The Rabbit Hole, I came up empty, and gave up. Yawning, I threw my tablet beside my pillow and laid my head down to watch Nightline when I heard a ping.


    I looked at my tablet to see an incoming message asking for the password. After careful thought, I had nothing. I typed my plea.


     


    Hint?


    Rabbit Hole.


     


    Not helpful at all. Shit. The possibilities were endless. I studied the XXX on the screen and saw an Alice in Wonderland cartoon encased in them. Inside the rabbit hole, in the middle X, was Alice kissing another Alice on the cheek as she held her pointer finger to her lips.


    Making the best guess I could, I keyed it in.


     


    Don’t kiss and tell.


     


    I was immediately brought to the homepage, asked to create a username—Blue_Alice—and started navigating my way around.


    It was a chat room, and from the subject matter floating in boxes around the screen, it was definitely a no holds barred kink fest. Perfect! At least the curious vixen inside me wouldn’t have to show her face for now. I sat for hours in the various chat rooms reading the conversations. Most of them consisted of people hooking up and then agreeing to email in private. Great, hours on the site and I had only gotten a little hot reading what appeared to be an open and unashamed twosome having really kinky message sex. I could read a book and get hotter than this. I was just about to grab my trusty silver bullet and a new erotica book when I got an incoming message.


     


    MadHatter: What are you doing here?


     


    I froze, feeling completely busted. I shook my embarrassment off quickly. I had knocked on the damn door, so far so good, why the hell not? I typed my reply.


     


    Blue_Alice: Looking.


    MadHatter: For what?


    Blue_Alice: Anything but what I’m doing.


     


    There, honesty. Honesty was good.


     


    MadHatter: Why so blue, Alice? Bored housewife?


    Blue_Alice: Fuck you.


    MadHatter: So I’m assuming I’m correct?


    Blue_Alice: Maybe, what the hell does it matter?


    MadHatter: We don’t do married here.


    Blue_Alice: I am getting a divorce.


    MadHatter: That’s not a new one.


    Blue_Alice: Keep your boring ass chat room.


    MadHatter: Temper, temper.


    Blue_Alice: I could do a better job turning people on than this bullshit.


    MadHatter: Wow, you really need a thick cock in that sassy mouth.


    Blue_Alice: And I suppose you’re the one who will be giving it to me?


    MadHatter: Why not me?


     


    I felt my cheeks grow hot and took a deep breath. Okay, now we are talking here.


     


    Blue_Alice: Fine…talk to me.


    MadHatter: Why are you here?


    Blue_Alice: You already asked me that.


    MadHatter: And you didn’t give me a good enough answer.


     


    I thought about it. Going into this with honesty would be the only way I would truly get what I wanted. But is this what I wanted? What if he was some nasty, fat perv with bad skin and greasy hair? Then again, he may have thought I was some nasty troll with a huge gut and overgrown forest in my pants. I shook my head, indignant at my own stereotyping. Not cool, Vi. This whole scenario meant taking a chance. I had been teetering on the edge of this for years, if I was honest with myself. I wanted to be fucked ruthlessly, worshipped and tortured, brought to levels of sexual awareness I’d only dreamed about. I was sure, no positive, I had an undiscovered fetish or two. Honest, I’ll be honest.


     


    Blue_Alice: I want to explore a part of me I’ve kept hidden.


    MadHatter: Why?


    Blue_Alice: Because I don’t have anything to lose.


    MadHatter: That’s dangerous.


    Blue_Alice: That in itself is why I am interested. I want to be fucked in ways I’ve only imagined and I’m tired of only feeling half full. I have cravings and I’m ready.


     


    A few minutes later, I was sure the conversation had ended, then a ping.


     


    MadHatter: I’ll be in touch.


    Blue_Alice: Wait!


     


    Okay that seemed a little desperate.


     


    MadHatter: What?


    Blue_Alice: Who are you?


    MadHatter: I’m the guy with the thick cock you’ll be wondering about tonight while you play with your toys.


    Blue_Alice: Charming.


    MadHatter: I can be.


     


    And he was gone, if it had even been a he. For all I knew, it could have been a she. This too fascinated me. I thought of women and my sexual boundaries when it came to them and decided one leap at a time. Although women appealed to me from the waist up, I had no desire to explore the waist down. Then again, I’d really never had the opportunity.
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    The next day, I brought my iPad on every single errand with the chat room queued up. He could see me, he knew I was waiting. I looked desperate, but I needed this! I felt it in every part of me. I needed to be sexually free. I’d slept with six men in my thirty-two years. Two one night stands, one when I was in college and the other right before I met my husband Alex. The rest were boyfriends and not one of them was a freak, well not in the sense that I wanted them to be. A few got me off with their mouth, but it wasn’t earth shattering. It was more or less a struggle and an enormous amount of effort with constant murmurs of “Are you close?” during what seemed to be rigorous work. So I rarely got off.


    I had, as the mysterious messenger predicted, taken my toy to bed last night, imagining the man behind our brief chat. I was hot in a way I hadn’t been in months at the possibilities alone. This had to be explored. I felt like I was a sexual creature on the verge of finally introducing myself. Once I was home, I unpacked my groceries, praying for the fucking iPad to ping. Just ping! When I got nothing, I decided to forgo cooking and treated myself to dinner at Tubby’s, a nearby seafood restaurant on River Street. I sat on the balcony watching the boats glide down the river while the sun set. Couples passed by below me on the busy street holding hands and smiling while I dined alone. Minutes later I got my usual message from Alex letting me know he wouldn’t be home tonight and I rolled my eyes. Why did he even bother at this point? God, how I hated him.


    Later at home, I thought about looking up some listings to show. I had a real estate license I rarely used and knew it was getting close to time to put it back to use. I was good at it, and I enjoyed it, but when my marriage fell apart I dropped it completely. I had stayed at home for a month solid after hearing Alex’s first conversation with one of his mistresses. I didn’t need to see anything. The prick had no issue talking openly with her behind his office door. If you are going to cheat, at least have the smarts and decency to hide it. The devastating thought that he didn’t care enough to hide is what really drove the knife into my heart. A few months after I had questioned him about his distance, I realized he had no intention of revealing his indiscretions to me. He was simply that fucking stupid. I heard every word he uttered to those women. It was eerily close to the way he used to speak to me. It hurt me horribly at first, now it just made my stomach turn. Why the fuck was I still here? What more reason did I need? He cheated, our marriage was over. I hated him. Why didn’t I just ask for a divorce? PING!


    A wave of adrenaline shot through me as I looked at the screen. It was an address. It was obvious why. It was an invitation and one that came way too soon for my comfort.


    Well that would be a hell no. I wanted to at least have a conversation longer than a few short sentences before I agreed to a rendezvous.


     


    Blue_Alice: Hello?


     


    No response came. I already knew the address would be my only message tonight. It was a challenge. He wanted to see what I was made of, if I was willing to step out of my comfort zone. All the reasonable reactions raced through me.


    What kind of person barely introduces himself and then gives an address to a total stranger?


    Then again, what kind of person tells a complete stranger they want to be fucked six ways from Sunday?


    I stared at the address for what seemed like an eternity. Okay, I could drive by. What’s the harm? I would just look around, scope the place out. I could do this. Throwing my blanket off my legs and retiring my yoga pants, I took a scalding hot shower. I Googled the address with a towel wrapped around me, fear creeping into my thoughts. My search, of course, showed only results with possible directions. It had to be a home address. He gave me directions to his home? I shook off the towel, covered myself with scented lotion and took in my body. I had long legs and curvy hips, a little extra weight made them even more pronounced. My breasts were pushing a C-cup, and though they weren’t perfectly proportionate to my hips and ass, I was fine with them. I pulled out a thin black sheath dress that collared at the top, hugging my neck snugly, slipped on my spiked red heels and put on my best face. Thick eyelashes and perfectly painted red lips later, I ran my hands through my dirty blonde hair that I’d ironed straight. I was ready.


    Two small glasses of wine and a mini-breakdown later, I corked my bottle and made my way to my car. You can do this, Vi. You can also back out at any time.


    My cell had no issues navigating the address. My screen map timed my trip to thirty minutes, and in thirty minutes I could be in the midst of possibly the best or worst situation of my life. Then again, I couldn’t imagine anything worse than the one I was already in.


    I had enough heart left to give, I just didn’t give a damn enough to use it. This wasn’t about my heart; this was about a thirst I’d fought long enough. This would be good. This could be my something to look forward to.


    Come on Violet, divorce is not death and you’ve got a lot of living to do.
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    I prowl around the club in Florence. I need a release. Something warm to tease, taunt, titillate, tame, and tear up. It is not only the lifestyle I portray, it is truly who I am. It has never been my MO to waste time chatting up some romance novel junkie, saying all the things I know she wants to hear to get laid.


    That is why I came here. It’s not one of my places. I won’t lose the respect of my girls, or my clients.


    Tonight, I seek strange.


    I’ve come to exactly the right kind of place. I know this because I planned it. I plan everything. I take in the leather clad wait staff with piercings and tattoos—some of whom are holding whips—this is a no-last-name kind of scene. All fetishes are welcome here. My eye catches on a tall redhead with a nose ring that’s chained to her nipple ring—totally exposed, for all to see.


    Make that welcome, wet, and waiting.


    Nothing good happens on today’s date. Hell, nothing good ever happens these days, aside from orgasms and creating desire. If not for causing the slow buildup to release, and the inevitable double-edged climax, I would feel nothing. But then, usually I like feeling nothing. For too many years, I felt too much. Rage, sadness, jealousy, obsession, more rage...it was fucking exhausting, caring that much.


    Nowadays, I am a shark, coldly calculating without allowing anything to touch me on a personal level. Ironically, this seems to make me irresistible to the opposite sex. It also makes me notice things that most people are too nervous, too excited, too full of desire, or scared to notice.


    In one corner of the club, there’s a man whose facial expression gives him away as a first-timer to the BDSM scene—eyebrows raised, wide shoulders cocked back defensively, and a scowl on his face that will likely keep any subs from approaching him. The way his eyes flit from side to side, it’s as if he’s trying to figure out how he got here, and what the hell is going on. I follow his gaze, more slowly and casually, expecting someone who works here to greet him, at least help the poor bastard feel welcome. But no one does.


    As a businessman, it bothers me. But as an anonymous club patron—which I am tonight, I remind myself—I couldn’t give less of a fuck.


    I saunter over to the bar, sit down, and order a drink. Manhattan, with rye whiskey—the only kind of Manhattan that counts. When my drink is in my hand, I turn and continue scouting the crowd for talent.


    The majority have not picked their poison yet, and the ones who have are clearly all about being dominated. It seems like the place is crawling with prey, but not so many hunters. Good, I like those odds.


    The ‘out of his scene’ guy comes up to the bar and sits right next to me. He orders a glass of wine, cheap wine. I almost snort into my drink. Rookie move. Feeling generous, I turn to him and offer my hand. “I’m Sabato, how are you?”


    Immediately, his shoulders go up. “Dude, I like pussy. Okay? I’m not sure what the fuck about me screams I’m willing to swing that way, but—”


    “It’s definitely the clothes.”


    “Excuse me?” His attitude is one I am not accustomed to. But then, after all, this is not one of my usual haunts.


    I decide to cut the guy a break, since he’s obviously clueless. “Look around the room.” I gesture vaguely with my drink. “Tell me, what do you see?”


    He shakes his head, looking confused. “Pussy.” He snorts, shooting me a glare. “And a bunch of guys who want to tag my ass.”


    My patience is very quickly running out. “And, what else?”


    He shakes his head again, more loosely this time. The wine must be getting to him already. What a light weight.


    “Honestly, man, I feel like any second, half of these guys are gonna bust out doing the fucking YMCA. I mean....” He gestures agitatedly around the room. “You got the cowboys, the cops, the gay bikers—fuck, we’re just missing the Indians in here.”


    I almost want to laugh, because he is right. “And if they see you checking them out, wearing...what you’re wearing...how do you think they will approach you?”


    He shrugs, looking offended again. I signal the bartender to bring him another wine, before he really gets his skirt in a twist.


    “What the hell is wrong with my clothes?”


    “Nothing,” I tell him. “If you’re going to a different kind of club.” I gesture to his shiny, black silk shirt. “I mean, you have your dancing shoes,” I can’t hold back a mocking smirk, “that match your cute little dancing shirt.”


    “Fuck you, dude.” His eyebrows push together, and he stares at me for a few seconds like he’s seriously thinking about kicking my ass. Then, slowly, he smiles. Shakes his head. Holds his hand out for me to shake. “Zandor Steel.”


     I take his hand and shake it. I like a man who doesn’t take himself too seriously.


    “So, what brings you here tonight, Zandor?”


    He shrugs. “Just thought I’d wander in. I’m not from around here, so....”


    My eyes widen in mock surprise. “Really?”


    “Fuck you twice,” he laughs.


    “Yeah, see,” I make a tsk-ing noise. “You can’t say that kind of thing in here, or one of these guys will take you up on it.”


    “Oh,” he nods. “Good point. I meant ‘Go fuck yourself, twice.”


    I find myself laughing, too, in spite of what day it is. It’s been so long, I’ve forgotten how refreshing it is to have people tell you to fuck off to your face. Eyes narrowing thoughtfully, I take out my phone and send a quick, subtle text to have this Zandor Steel looked into.


    When I look up, I see him staring at me, appraising me with a certain shark-like look to him. My shoulders straighten. I shouldn’t have let my guard down so easily.


    “I don’t know if I should be taking your advice, bro,” he says. “Doesn’t look like you’re any closer to slaying poon tonight than I am.”


    I like the ease of this conversation, but I don’t like the innuendo. I nod to a petite platinum blonde woman who sits across the room, waiting for notice. In a blink, she is at my side. I nod toward the floor, and she drops to her knees in front of me, ready to service my every wish—in the middle of the club—if I ask.


    “Well, fuck,” Zandor says, eyes wide. “My bad. You want to be my Yoda man, I will be your Padawan. Gladly. Just show me how to use the Force like that.”


    I have no idea what he’s talking about, but he looks like he expects me to. I shrug. Shake my head.


    The look on his face is incredulous. “Star Wars?”


    “Let me guess,” I say, taking another sip of my drink. “It’s an American thing.”


    “Actually, it’s kind of the most epic movie series of all...you know what, never mind.” He nods “Carry on, oh wise one.”


    I gesture down to the petite blonde. “What is your flavor?”


    “My thing is pussy,” he repeats, like that is helpful. “Warm, willing pussy, in all varieties.”


    I sigh with impatience. “No, Zandor. You’re in a bondage club. I mean, what is your scene? What fetish are you into? Are you a top, a bottom, a group player? Dominance is not for everyone, no matter how....” I gesture vaguely at his physique. “Physically suited for it they may appear to be. Perhaps you yearn to submit. If that is the case, I can recommend some very talented dommes in the area.”


    Zandor Steel looks at me like I am deranged in some way—even though he is the one with the porn star name, who is wearing a ‘fuck me, daddy’ shirt.


    “Bro, I just like to fuck and not have the bitch so enchanted or fucking needy that she pulls out the old sexual harassment card, trying to teach me some fucking lesson. I’m not into really fucked up. I’ll spank an ass and play with some toys.”


    “So, no blood play? Animal transformation? Figging?”


    “Fuck no.” He looks vaguely nauseated at the thought—even though, I would bet good money he doesn’t know what any of those things mean. “That’s sick.”


    “It’s not about mental health or sickness,” I tell him, more patiently than I should. “It’s about control. Losing it, and feeling free. Or maybe taking it, for the first time in your life. Every day, in all aspects of our lives, control is what we seek. Yet most people have no idea how to control themselves, and they don’t try. They are slaves to their urges, instead of the other way around.”


    A feeling prods me then, something similar to guilt. What right do I have to be preaching to this stranger about self-control? After all, what am I doing here tonight?


    But Zandor seems to consider—genuinely consider—what I’ve told him. “Not sure if you’re being a dick, or sincere, but as I said before.” He points to the blonde at my feet, who is still silently, patiently waiting. “I want something simple. Meat and potatoes. I want ass that goes away satisfied when I’m done and doesn’t sit outside my door banging on it, begging for cock.”


    I can’t help but laugh at the visual image he’s created. “Begging is also a very big part of this scene, my friend. I wonder if you wouldn’t be more comfortable at a nice trucker bar. I hear there is one down by the gas station, near the freeway.”


    “Don’t tempt me,” he says, rolling his eyes. “At least there, no one would have a chance at knowing who I was. Ever since my family came into some money, that shit has seriously fucked up my game. There’s no such thing as ‘anonymous’ or ‘no strings attached’ anymore. Now, they’re telling me I need to ‘lay low?’ That ain’t gonna happen. So, like I said, teach away.”


    I’m intrigued by his story, and want to know more. New money is like blood in the water for a shark like me. But I’m also starting to like this guy, in spite of myself. So I indulge him, for the moment, and play mentor.


    “You have to keep feelings out of it,” I look down at the blonde, finally giving her the attention she craves. She is a textbook sub, willing to wait as long as it takes—because waiting for approval only makes her wetter. I point her to Zandor, and she crawls over, instantly transferring her attention—and adoration—on him. “The only thing you ask of her is obedience, until the game is done. Sexual obedience. Release must be earned, and given like a gift. It cannot be taken.” Zandor slowly smiles, staring at the blonde’s tits. “I definitely like control.”


    I nod to the redhead with the nose-to-nipple piercings, and she walks over to stand before me.


    “Is Cindy to your liking, Sir?”


    “She’s hot,” Zandor says. “So, yeah. I’d like to show her a good time.”


    “No,” I correct him. “You want to take pleasure from her. In return, if she does exactly as you instruct, she will be rewarded.”


    I look down at the girl. “Present yourself.”


    She does as I say, without question. Whether they know my name or not at this place, it doesn’t matter. They obviously know enough to tell a Dom when they see one.


    Leaning back on her heels, Cindy widens her legs slightly, clasping her hands behind her back. The position causes her breasts to jut out, pressing her nipples out against the sheer fabric of her costume.


    “You see how she is dressed?” I ask Zandor. “She is wearing lace, not leather. She will be a good partner for your first time. But make sure you agree to the rules, between the two of you, before anything happens. Her presentation shows her desires. She wants to be treated like a lady, but she needs for you to be in control. Like you, she is not so very experienced.”


    “What?” Zandor looks at me skeptically. “What do you mean? How can you possibly know that?”


    I gesture for the blonde to leave us. “Go over there and wait for your master to claim you, Cindy.”


    Immediately, she goes back to where she was sitting before, across the room.


    “Everything is in the rules,” I tell him. “It’s part of the world we live in, part of the scene. That is the kind of woman who wants a stranger to spank her and fuck her, but still wants the illusion of romance. She needs someone who wants to dominate her full time, and take care of her. If she asked for my opinion, I would have told her to go somewhere else. This is a place for temporary engagements. Whereas this one,” I point to the redhead, who is smiling at me with open invitation. “Is a submissive of opportunity. She wants to lose control, for an hour...a weekend. But she is experienced enough to be comfortable in the scene, which tells me that she will be looking for something...special. A singular experience she can tuck away and revisit later, in her private moments.”


    My eyes burn into hers, and my explanation takes a turn into something else. Something meant only for her and I. “She is looking for an eye-opening, stinging slap that will drive her over the edge at exactly the right moment. She wants a man who will fuck her, mind and body, like pleasure is her only purpose in the world. And when she’s screaming and begging for release, I will pull it out of her reach, at the last possible second. Because, more than anything, she wants the exhilarating feeling of being wildly...totally...helplessly...out of control.”


    By the time I am finished with my description, the redhead is almost panting with desire. I have no doubt that underneath her leather harness, she is dripping with need, ready and waiting for my cock to penetrate her. For my body to conquer hers, completely. I glance over my shoulder, toward the entrance to the private lounge area. I raise an eyebrow. She nods, eagerly.


    I turn toward him with a start. I’d almost forgotten he was there.


    “So...can I go fuck Cindy now?”


    I nod, because I am done mentoring for the evening. I have my target now, and nothing else matters but the slow burn, the build, and the eventual quench.


    “Of course. Just remember that control is a responsibility, not a right. It can be taken away, just as easily as it is given.”


    “Understood.”


    Satisfied that I have done my part for my fellow man, I turn my attention back to the redhead.


    “Go to the cross and wait for me.” I get up and slowly remove my jacket, folding it neatly over one arm. “It was nice meeting you, Zandor Steel.”


    With a nod, I leave him to his fun. I circle the bar and go into one of the side rooms, where a Saint Andrew’s cross waits in the center of a dimly lit room. The redhead is there, on her knees, already assuming ‘the Position.’


    “Get undressed.” I close the door behind me—but not all the way, in case there are any voyeurs who would like to peek in—and hang up my jacket. By the time I turn around, the redhead has taken off her scant leather thong, and is kneeling naked in front of the cross.


    She is shaved bare, of course, and I can see for myself what my words have done to her. She is glistening already, and I have yet to touch her.


    Behind me, I can hear whispers, and I don’t have to turn to know a small crowd of watchers has gathered outside. It’s not unusual for me, because they know who I am, I have a reputation, one I am proud of. Her chest is heaving, her nipples are hard and she waits in her pool of desire.


    I unbutton the cuffs on my shirt as I look to my left and see Zandor, my new prodigy talking entirely too much to the girl wearing lace. I want to correct him but now is not the time. Now is show time, now is the time for me to release the anger of the date, to bring down sheets of glass and chaos on the lucky woman in front of me.


     


     


    *.*.*


    Leaving the club, I see Zandor walking quickly up to me. I am physically exhausted but still wired.


    “Wait up, Cross,” he says and I stop.


    “Sabato,” I correct him.


    “Fuck man, that was intense,” he has obviously never witnessed sadism.


    “Not your thing, I get it. But she is not bleeding and I can tell you she wouldn’t have been upset if she were.”


    “Nah, not what I expected but if that’s your thing, then -”


    “It is not my thing,” I stop and glare at him, “It is hers. Let me ask you, did you exchange numbers and set up a date with -”


    “Nah, she had a list of shit she’s not into.”


    “I knew she wasn’t a true sub,” I run my hands through my hair, “It was nice to meet you, Zandor.”


    “I’m gonna go grab something to eat, you wanna come? I’ll buy.”


    “I’m not hungry-”


    “After all that you’re not hungry?”


    “No.” I answer and turn to walk away.


    “Shit dude, just wanted to show some appreciation,” he says with a bite.


    I reach into my pocket and grab my phone. I read the message I get with the information.


    Zandor Steel is associated with Benito DeLuca. I immediately get defensive and wonder if Father has planted yet another person to spy.


    “Appreciation or are you being-”


    “Hold up,” he cuts me off and takes his phone from his pocket, reads something and laughs.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “Your family ties man, seems they cross with mine in a fucked up way. But yeah, thanks for the advice earlier. I got it from here.” He begins walking away and it irritates me.


    “Explain,” I demand.


    He stops and looks at me, “Any friend of Benito DeLuca is no friend of mine. But again-”


    “You’re associated with the fucking idiot, I’m not. My father-”


    “Is the fucking big Ragu, the Don, the fucking guys who run the underground-”


    “My father is a self-serving asshole.”


    “He’s the leader of the fucking Cosa Nostra. I’m all for head in bed, but I piss his boy off and I’ll wake up with a fucking horse head in my bed and that shit ain’t right. Plus, I have a knack for pissing people off,” he chuckles.


    “I’m hungry and-”


    “See man, I fucking told you,” he grins. “Look, you promise your old man isn’t gonna come after me and I will still buy you dinner. I mean, after all we shared tonight I owe you that, hell little Miss Lacy could have gotten at least a meal outta me, but every time I was talking to her I felt your fucking eyes sculling me.”


    “I accept, but here’s another thing, unless you want a committed sub, don’t you offer any more dinners.”


     


     


    *.*.*


    Tonight I have invited Zandor to my club, Privato DesIdErio’, Florence. I like him. He seems relaxed and lost in an odd way. He doesn’t need my money, he doesn’t want a job, and he doesn’t like Benito, therefore I am allowing myself to enjoy teaching him.


    “Ciao,” I answer my phone when I see Zandor Steel’s number.


    “Listen bro, you spoke English to me the other night, I now have expectations; don’t fuck it up,” he says in relaxed manner, one that I am comfortable with him speaking to me in.


    “Fine, but don’t show up here with expectations and for God’s sake, leave those dancing shoes at home.” I try to joke back. I think I pull it off.


    “Listen. I’m not gonna make it tonight and I’m not gonna pull any punches and say some shit like, ‘I have my period’ or ‘I need to wash my hair.’ I like you man, you don’t pussy foot around me like half this motherfucking country, so this isn’t personal. I have a family who I need to protect. I’m not comfortable in a place that some Al Capone character is gonna get pissed ‘cause I have a bigger dick and take it out on them. So how about you and I take off for a little trip? There’s a shit load of kink clubs around and admittedly I need some guidance. I liked the way things went down the other night and I need a fucking break from my family ties, man. You think the Mafia is bad, you ought to take on Momma Joe.”


     


     


    *.*.*


    “What do you mean a vacation Sabato,” my father barks. “You started seven clubs in seven years. I gave you the money to start them, now you wanna walk away?”


    “No, I’m taking a vacation. The clubs have paid for themselves, they are owned by me. You gave me a loan, no different than you would anyone else. I paid it back along with the forty percent interest you charged me. They are legit and run smoothly.”


    “No, I need you around,” he snaps.


    “I wasn’t asking permission. The only thing you need me for is a place to hide money—”


    “You better watch yourself—”


    “You better remember, threats mean shit to a man who doesn’t value his next breath or fear losing it. You have the combinations to my safes, use them. I have people managing my clubs and surveillance cameras making sure they don’t fuck up. You’re the only one, other than me, who knows they’re there and how to skirt around them. You’ll be just fine.”


    I close my suitcase and stand toe to toe with him. It is not often I see defeat in his eyes, but over the past seven years I have given him very little to be disappointed in me about. I have even sensed from time to time that he is proud of me. I don’t love the man but I know he works hard and that he is proud of that. For that reason, I have stayed connected with him.


    ‘He is your father,’ I remember Luciana saying to me.


    I don’t like to think of her, I don’t like to think about my mama. I let them both down; I will never pretend to be anyone’s eroe again. That way I can never be the cause of another’s devastation.


     


     


    *.*.*


    After a few weeks, I am more relaxed than ever before. I return, having met a man who I can call my friend. He is different from me and I like that. There is no competition, no judgment, nothing but a good time. Zandor Steel is like a fucking party.


    I have returned to an angry father and my help, my girls, are not the same as I left them. They are skittish and seem untrusting. They came to me this way and I fixed it. I have a responsibility to them; I will get to the bottom of the issue and make it right without causing them further stress. If he is connected, I will make him pay.


    Two weeks pass and Zandor is going home to the United States; his family is apparently in crisis. “Fuckers are dropping like flies. One’s married and the other is about to do the same damn thing. I gotta stop them.”


     


     


    *.*.*


    Three months pass and Zandor comes back to visit. Apparently, he too got caught in that nasty little web. He is happy, truly happy and I am pleased for him. We still go out, except now he brings a girl with him. It is funny as hell to watch him ‘control’ her. She seems to like what control brings, but is resistant to it outside of the scene.


    His family follows. I find them interesting. You can tell there is strength in their brotherhood but it is always foreshadowed by what the matriarch of the family says.


    They respect her; she not only demands respect but she has earned it. I have heard stories now. It isn’t often that I accept the invitation to dinner with all of them. Quite frankly, it’s difficult and I find myself face to face with my past. However, the draw to them is undeniable and the bond they share seems extended. They are a good family. One I would never allow myself to believe I could have again, but being entertained by them is never dull. It douses a flame in me, but only for a moment.


    When they return to the states, I don’t feel like something was taken from me, even though I should miss them. I decide it is because I did not claim them. Doing that would result in devastation to them.


    Within days, I am unaffected.


     


     


    *.*.*


    It is a Monday night. Privato DesIdErio’ Laverno is closed to the public. It’s card night. I love to play poker and I love to take the money of men who bow to my father, yet feel they don’t have to bow to me. I don’t desire power in that sort of way but Monday nights give me a taste.


    Dominic Segretti has been around lately. I don’t trust him; he is Benito’s relation and Benito is father’s closest ally. I have allowed him to come because I want to figure out what it is he is up to. I also know he is considered a fierce competitor, practically un-beatable and when I take his money, he’ll know I am not to be toyed with.


    He is a formidable opponent, very hard to read, unlike the other clowns were tonight. He is hanging around the club, yet seems unaffected by the women and I know he’s up to something. I watch him. He’s had three drinks in the past two hours; he hasn’t touched the women, he is watching me and I want to know why.


    When he walks up to me in the corner table, I dismiss the girls and he sits down.


    “You took all my money,” he half jokes.


    “You seem to be playing a different kind of game.” I expect him to deny it but he doesn’t.


    “I need your help.”


    “Why would I give you my help?”


    He looks around, “Is it safe to talk here?”


    I don’t answer. I stand up and walk to the back; he is following, I know it without looking. I walk out the back door, “Is this your car?”


    “Yes,” he answers.


    “Have you had it swept?”


    “I have, but it’s been here for a few hours, can we walk?” He starts walking without waiting for an answer.


    My curiosity is peaked and I follow.


    When he stops and turns, he runs his hands over his head. “My cousin Zandor seems to like you, trusts you, says you’re a good person.”


    “Keep going.”


    “I need your help.”


    “In?”


    “I’m going to bring down Benito DeLuca. In doing that, I am going to more than likely bring down your father and in doing that, you may be in danger too. The clubs you run—”


    “Own, they are not his, they are mine.”


    “Fine, which makes it worse. Benito is laundering money and millions of dollars are being shifted from DeLuca—”


    “I am going to tell you this once. I don’t give a shit what you do. Don’t come back here and because you are Zandor’s friend—”


    “Cousin. He doesn’t even know what is going on here.”


    “Walk away and I will act like this conversation never happened. You keep me out of this—”


    “They’re stealing from your friend’s family’s company. Is that okay with you?!”


    “It has nothing to do with me!”


    “Your businesses are a fucking cover for it.”


    “That’s where you are wrong, my businesses are legit and legal.”


    “I hope so, for your sake,” he starts walking away and stops. “I am taking them down. My family started this company and it will once again be called Segretti. I will do this with or without you. Do not stand in my way. Do not tell Zandor, by doing so you’ll put him and his family at risk.”


    “Then why the hell are you doing it?” I am angry.


    “Something was taken from me a long time ago and I want it back.”


    “Opening doors to the past is never a good idea.”


    “That my friend, is a personal preference.” I turned to leave and stopped. “You have a couple weeks. Make sure you have everything in order.”


    “Don’t threaten me,” I caution him.


    “It’s not a threat, it’s a kindness.”


    I am not panicked I know I will be fine. I have taken precautions. I am, however, wondering what I will do with myself and some of my girls if I end up shut down.


    I will think of something, I always do. I never get too comfortable. That is a luxury. I just have to figure it out.


     


     


    *.*.*


    “Hey bro, long time no hear from,” Zandor answers the phone.


    “I am considering a visit.”


    “Well fuck yes, come on over!” He laughs.


    “And I am considering expanding.”


    “Nice, what do you have in mind?”


    “Do you know of any fool that bought a club thinking he wanted to be just like me and then dropped like a fly?”


    “Fuck you. You saw my Kitten.”


    “Oh yes, the one with the sharp tongue to match her claws?”


    “She’s learning, so am I. Fuck man, I want it all. Best of both worlds,” he’s spewing off like a teenage girl with all the happy ever after shit.


    “Great, sell me the club.” I interrupt.


    “You really want Steelettos?”


    “I want the club; the fucking name, not so much.” I can’t help but laugh, “That’s why you like those dancing shoes, huh? Let me guess, it’s all lights and bling.”


    “Screw you man, it’s actually fucking perfect.”


    “Then sell it to me.”


    “I get to come play in one of the private rooms, a VIP and you have yourself a deal.”


    “Perfect.


     


     


    *.*.*


    I stand outside father’s office, my blood is boiling, and I am going to kill him. I am going to kill him with my bare hands. I am going to do it slowly and in the most painful way I can devise.


    My phone vibrates in my pocket and I see a message.


     


    This is Dominic. Are you in or out?


    It doesn’t take me long to respond, I’m in.


    I thought so, heard you bought a place in Jersey. How did your old man take it, will it make him suspicious?


    No. It will be fine. He will never know what hit him.
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